
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   WAR & WONDER
 
   A NOVEL
 
   BOOK THREE OF THE WHISPER TRILOGY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DANA FALETTI
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Copyright © 2014 by Dana Faletti
 
    
 
    
 
   The characters and events portrayed in this book are a work of fiction. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
    
 
   All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage system, without the express written consent of the author.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Dedications
 
    
 
        For God – my creator, who planted this story inside my head and taught me something through every chapter.
 
        For Orchard Hill Church, a place that “just does “Jesus,” a place that constantly moves me with music and words.
 
        For Sarah Heckman and Aiden Heiligenstein, who pushed and prodded me to finish this third and final Whisper book. Your excitement over my words is so inspiring!
 
        For all of my readers and for my family and friends who support this crazy writing thing I can’t stop doing. Thanks for understanding!
 
        And most importantly, for everyone out there who needs another second chance – you can ALWAYS get one, no matter how many times you need it. All you have to do is ask.
 
        This is for you.
 
    
 
   “For I know the plans I have for you,”declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a future.” Jeremiah 29:11
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
       Rage poured from every particle that made up the indescribable nature of Him, threatening to rain wrath over the Earth. He considered the torrent of angry fire as it leapt from His fingers and danced through space toward the ever spinning orb of green and blue, the orb He had created.  He paused, evaluating the deluge of tears that burst from His eyes, ready to flood the oceans. 
 
   But, He’d promised to never do that again.                
 
   And He was a God of His word.
 
   With a murmur and curl of His fingers, fast flying flames were extinguished. Tears evaporated, no longer on a course to destroy.
 
    Not today. Today, He had a better plan.
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   Callie
 
    
 
        Silas, where the hello am I? I can’t breathe! I can’t see anything.
 
        “Just let go, Calliope.” His voice echoed through rushing water and somehow found me. 
 
        I kicked, struggling against a current that seemed to be pushing me forward and pulling me back at the same time.
 
        “Stop fighting, Calliope. Just let go.”
 
        Let go? 
 
        I was drowning. Literally. And I had no freakin’ clue how I’d ended up in this water. As my feet and arms propelled me forward, searching desperately for a surface, my mind raced backward, searching for answers.
 
        A second ago, my feet had been firmly planted on dry land. 
 
    
 
        A high school classroom.
 
        A boy with a gun.
 
        A monster, slaughtered by an extra-larger-than-life angel with a huge golden sword.
 
       A sacrifice, a trade-off. 
 
    
 
        It’s not fair! How could Romuel be in Hell for eternity? The anguish of loss suddenly trumped the discomfort of suffocation. 
 
        “Calliope, stop thinking,” Silas’s voice was fuzz in my ears. 
 
    
 
        A resolution to lead, no matter the cost.
 
        An unlikely band of soldiers, marching forward… toward… me?
 
        A realization.
 
    
 
        This is what He made me for, isn’t it, Si?
 
        My last communication to Silas was weak.  It spilled from my thoughts like the tiny bubbles that spilled from my nose and mouth into this nameless sea. Wildfire scorched my lungs and spun, out of control, down my arms, sending pin pricks from my shoulders to my fingers.  Bright white lights began to dance in front of my eyes. I stopped kicking.
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   Joshua Pride
 
        She had been right here a moment ago. Now she’s gone, and I’m staring at the aftermath of her confused parents.
 
        I watch as Callie’s mom takes Jules’ tiny hands into her own, pleading. “I just got her back! I’m not ready to give her up again!” A fat tear falls from her cheek, landing with a plop and a splash in a nest of big auburn hair. Jules shakes the wet out, and I can hear her little teeth grinding with what I’m sure is a heap of irritation.  If I didn’t feel so bad for poor Mrs. Evans, I’d be cracking up at Jules’ hair malfunction.
 
         “Why can’t you just Clear us to her?” She’s begging, and it’s breaking my heart.
 
         “Meesus Evans,” Jules says, “Clearing does not work in thees way.” 
 
        I can tell Jules is digging deep, trying her best to be empathetic. Her patience is wearing thin. I know this by the way she’s wriggling her little hands away from Johanna Evans, checking her long fingernails for breaks. The Boss may have given angels mad superpowers, but He made damn sure we were dotted with imperfections too. Jules is Narcissus in a catsuit, and Jixer’s her Simple Simon, holding the mirror at just the right angle for her.
 
        “Look, Mrs. Evans.” I approach her and her wide-eyed husband, who is standing next to her with his hands clasped, convict-style, behind his head, like he doesn’t know what to do next. “Jules is telling you straight. We can’t reach Callie right now, but I promise you she’ll be totally safe where she’s going.”
 
        Mrs. Evans crosses her arms and takes a step back, clearly dumping blame on me. I get it. It’s easier to be mad at somebody. I’m okay with being the scapegoat.  She’s wringing her hands now and shaking her head of shiny black hair. “She disappeared into thin air, Joshua.”
 
        Sam steps forward, sidling up to his mother. “She disappears, like, on the hour, Mom. Why are you so freaked out this time?”
 
        “She’s freaked out because we just watched Rom follow Lucifer into-” Jack begins, but Callie’s dad interrupts him with a question.
 
        “That was the actual devil?” 
 
        Jules snickers. “Aye Mama, what is it with you people and this fascination?”
 
        “Give it a break, Jules,” I tell her and then face the Evans family again. “Yeah, that was the actual… Lucifer.” It feels weird to call him the devil, like he’s some sort of legendary bad guy. I guess he is around these parts, but I’m not about to glorify that jerk with a title.
 
        Mr. Evans turns to his boys. “He’s smaller than I pictured. What do you guys think?”
 
        “Way smaller,” Jack says.
 
        “And the horns-” Mr. Evans continues.
 
        “Totally,” Sam replies.
 
        “I always pictured him like-” Jack says.
 
        “Guys!” Mrs. Evans looks like she’s about to go apeshit. “What about Callie?”
 
        “Mr. and Mrs. Evans,” I say, raising my voice just enough to get everybody’s attention. Even Mila and her boyfriend, Deaves, are staring at me with big asky looks on their faces. Public speaking is really not my strong point, but here they all are, waiting on my answers.  “Callie’s been summoned. I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”
 
         I pause and gesture to the gathering of people who, in the past ten minutes, have multiplied our little group of soldiers exponentially.  They’re closing into a large circle, and I’m front and center. A middle-aged lady catches my eye. She has a baby on one arm and a rifle slung over the other. 
 
        Holy shit. This is really happening. 
 
        All of these years, people, mostly nut jobs out looking for attention or money, have been talking about Armageddon, the literal end of days. Prophecy promised one thing only – that humans would never know the exact day. I stopped paying attention to the signs long ago. 
 
        But, now, here we are. Would there be horsemen, or was that whole thing just a metaphor for something else? 
 
        “Joshua,” Mrs. Evans approaches me, dragging me back to reality from my visions of World War Three, bloody rivers, and black suns. “How do you know she’s coming back?” She’s crying again, pleading with me, tugging at my flannel shirt and digging into my eyes with her own, but something else is demanding my attention now. 
 
        Off in the distance, I notice a slate gray cloud of dust. It catches my eye because of its speed. It’s moving way too fast and coming straight toward us. As it nears, blurred edges take on shapes. Triangles become faces, straight lines morph into sneers. I steady myself, instinctively gathering Callie’s brothers and forcing them behind me.
 
        “Mrs. Evans, please get back with your boys.”
 
        “Why?” she asks, but I don’t bother to answer.
 
         I search the crowd and find who I’m looking for. “Karen!” Her head whips around to face me, blond braids bouncing merrily, a stark contrast to the petrified look in her huge blue eyes. “Get ready!”
 
        Before I can raise my sword, she’s down. Her lips are moving quickly, but she makes no sound. Her eyes are closed loosely, and her hands are lifted high in prayer. Peace has swallowed her whole. 
 
        Too bad fear is spitting fire at me.  I’m trying to dance around the bullets of anxiety that are threatening to tear holes into my usual easy confidence. 
 
        They’re so close now, I’m nearly choking on the smell of sulfur. How am I supposed to fight them all? How am I to protect all of these people?
 
        “Jules, Jixer,” I start to tell them to assemble, but then I notice they’re already making their way through the crowd, instructing people to ready their weapons – scissors, shovels, two-by-fours…  These people came prepared. Somehow, they knew this was coming.
 
        Why didn’t I?
 
        As the tumbleweed of Darks rolls right into us, I spot Danny on the front line, holding Callie’s dagger proudly. His shining eyes find mine through the crowd, and he winks at me, just as a Rayser sinks its teeth into his neck, forever extinguishing the light of innocence that was his smile. 
 
        Callie’s dagger drops heavily to the street, unnoticed by the incoming droves of dread.
 
        “No!!!!” Rage propels me through the crowd, slashing, kicking plundering. I’m covered in blood. Demon and human. My ears are assaulted by the sound of gurgling screams, of pinched Dark laughter, the clink of metal and pop of guns.
 
        Suddenly, a familiar voice reaches the very edge of my consciousness. I am tangled in the thick of battle where everything is white noise, but somehow her voice rings clear, overpowering every other sound.
 
        “Everybody down!”
 
        Bodies slap the ground just before machine gun rat-a-tat fills up the air space with smoke and real dust. Slow motion sets in, and all I can do is watch, because now that she’s here, there’s nothing else. My bloody hands reach numbly for her, grazing a strand from the river of gold and bronze hair that rushes down her back. She marches past me, eyes fixed on her target, and I’m slayed by the miracle of her presence, by the power of her breath in my air.  Smelling like amber and incense and sweat, she’s oozing certain victory. I can’t find a speck of fear on her, from the tip of her perfect head to the toes of her boots – her old boots. 
 
        She’s got her old boots back.
 
        And, it all happens in the space of a blink, it seems. She’s decimated every last one of their pack. The whistling wind and tinking of American flags against their poles are the only sounds on the street. Suddenly, Karen opens her eyes and stands.
 
        “Callie!” She throws her arms around my angel. “Thank God!”
 
        Callie returns the embrace then backs out of Karen’s arms. I watch her turn and observe the bloody mess at her feet.  Her eyes pause too long on Danny’s body, and I race to her side, ready to rock her through the sobs, to sop up as much of her sadness as much as I can.
 
        Before I can get my arms around her, though, she waves a hand out to stop me. And I’m stuck here, desperately dangling on the precipice of need. To hold her. To comfort her. Even just to know the story of how she got her boots back.
 
        But her face is stoic. She betrays nothing of her feelings to me or anyone. Instead, she kneels beside Danny and gently closes his eyelids.
 
        Then she’s up.
 
        “Listen everyone,” she starts. Silas hands her a megaphone. Where’d he come from? “We’re going to have to start cleaning up these messes.” Finally, she turns to me and speaks. “Dusters have been reassigned. Everyone’s fighting now.”
 
        “Burn the dead Darks,” she tells the crowd. I inhale sharply, as I watch her eyes fix once more on Danny’s face. “Bury the others.”
 
        She drops the megaphone and starts toward a row of houses across the street. When she reaches the front door of a white colonial, she twists the handle and pushes it open. Before entering the house, she turns and steels her eyes on mine. I watch her swallow, her perfect lips pulsing and opening just enough to make my mouth water.
 
        “Are you coming?” Her now quiet voice doesn’t reach my ears, but I can read the words on her mouth, the expectation in her eyes.
 
        I want to hurl myself across the bloodied green space between us, to land on her lips and wrap myself in the magic of her hair, to claim her once more as my own, but I’m wary of this new creature. This strangely upgraded Callie who is possibly even more supernaturally beautiful and amazing than the original version. So, instead of tackling her with my desire, I nod cautiously.  I steal a glance at her parents who seem to be torn between taking stock of their sons and gaping curiously at their daughter.  Then, I march steadily toward her and the white colonial.
 
        The moment the door closes behind us, she collapses into my arms.      
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   Callie
 
        The front door clicked as it closed, shutting away the aftermath of the first battle – the cries of those who’d lost someone, the smoke from demon corpses that billowed into the sky. 
 
        I was trying my best to wear a calm front, but adrenaline continued to course through my veins like flood waters in a gutter. I bit my cheek until it hurt, but suddenly, nervous energy bubbled forth from my lips -  and eruption of information that couldn’t stay put any longer.
 
        “We need to up our soul saving,” I said. “Like now, Joshua. The end is coming, and I know I sound like the whole locked up loony bin, but it’s true.” 
 
        Joshua raised one eyebrow at me and started to say something, but I interrupted him.  I began to speed-talk while I paced the foyer like a superfast wind-up toy. 
 
        “God’s done here, and we have to save as many people as we can before the Earth’s expiration date arrives, because when it does, it’ll be too late. Every soul that isn’t sealed will be Lu’s, and we know what that means.”
 
        “Eternal damnation,” he whispered, his eyes taking on a faraway look. I knew just how he felt. Even now, I was still wrapping my brain around the fact that this was actually the end of the world.
 
        “Yep,” I said. “So, our goal is to get everybody on board the train to glory instead of the one that’s bound for Hell . We’ll have a bazillion road blocks. You know about the Judgments?” 
 
        I caught his eye for a split second, and he nodded.
 
        “I know that they’ll occur, but I don’t know what the Boss has in mind, exactly,” he said.
 
        I could almost feel a shadow cross my face as I imagined the seven Judgments. I shuddered.
 
        “We can talk Judgments later. They’re only part of our problem,” I said, steering the subject toward something I was more comfortable discussing. “Darks are going to up their antes and get in our way like never before. Now that everybody’s Awake, most people will come to the light out of fear, but there are lots of sickos out there who are weirdly turned on by evil. Some will join forces with Lu.”
 
        “So, we’re fighting people now?” he asked and grabbed my hand. Pulling me toward him, he forced me to stop pacing and look into his eyes. I could so get lost there.
 
        “No,” I said, shaking off the heady buzz of love that threatened to envelop me.  “We’re not fighting people. Even the ones who join the Darks, the ones who turn away from Him – the Boss wants us to get them back.” I wasn’t much for preaching, and I knew I’d have to rely heavily on Karen for the spiritual conversion part of the deal, but God had been clear as crystal in His direction to me.
 
        Every soul is mine. The saints and the sinners. Bring them all to me.
 
       I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why He wanted to give second chances to those who would team up with His enemy, but I’d been chastised enough about questioning the All-Knowing. I was still too much of a human teenager to be able to swallow the because-I-said-so ideology, but that seemed to be the only path of reasoning in the hereafter. He was God, after all. His ways were too big for both angels and humans alike to understand. 
 
        I swallowed and stared at the carpet below, letting my eyes blur over the floral pattern. Knowing that the world was going to end soon left me feeling both bloated and empty at the same time. I knew what I had to do, and I knew where we all were going, but still I felt off. Humanity pulsed at my temples, making it impossible for me to see only the higher purpose in all of this. I was still just a sixteen year old girl, playing superhero – charged with saving all of the lost souls on a doomed planet.
 
        Joshua squeezed my hand and pulled me from my mini-funk.
 
        “You still there?” he asked.
 
        “Yeah,” I said and cleared my throat. “We’re to be based in Mackle,” I told him. “That’s our mission ground, so we have to get back there ASAP.” 
 
        “Okay, Cal,” he said and smooshed his lips into the side of my forehead.  I let myself linger inside the comfort of his kiss, let my shoulders relax beneath the weight of his hands. Just for a moment.
 
        I knew I had a small pocket of time on my hands. It wouldn’t last terribly long but I had at least enough time to allow myself a few stolen moments alone with Joshua.
 
        This was what Son had described as the Lull – the time in between the first battle I’d fight back here on the earth and the beginning of the time of the Judgments.  During the Lull, a façade of peace would fall over the planet before the war of the worlds would ensue. The Lull was only one phenomenon I’d been schooled in during my brief visit to Heaven. In my back pocket, I had an outline of the events to come. Even this last skirmish with Lucifer’s Darks had been foretold. The fight was described in detail on the sheet of paper that was burning my backside with prophecy.  
 
        I had so much to tell him, but for now, I burrowed into his arms and pushed out one long sigh.
 
        “You alright?” he asked me.
 
        Joshua’s words came out in a quiet mumble. I nodded absent-mindedly, not really considering the question, because I just couldn’t go there yet. Not after everything I’d just seen.
 
        Not after Danny.
 
        I pulled back from the warmth of his arms.  I needed to empty my head for a minute, to let every fiber of my soul internalize all that had happened before I could digest and explain it all. Joshua’s stare was digging into me, harsher than the glaring blue-white light of the foyer chandelier.     
 
        “They left the lights on,” I said, absently, glancing around at the high ceilinged foyer and the adjacent sitting room with its pukey pastel paper walls and boring beige couches. I turned from Joshua and walked into a bright kitchen that was lined with windows then opened each cabinet until I found the drinking glasses.
 
        “Do you want some water?” I asked, not because I was thirsty but because I had to do something with my hands. Peering out the window at the wooded backyard, I let the faucet run from room temperature to as cold as it could get.  I drained the glass of water, focusing on the icy feel of it washing down my throat and into my belly. Taking a deep breath, I set the glass down on the countertop and continued to stare outside, afraid that if I let myself turn around and look at Joshua, the floodgates were going to open.
 
        “Callie, I know you’re in a hurry to get started on what’s next, but we should talk about what happened out there.” 
 
        His voice niggled into my brain like my alarm clock used to do on pre- Discovery mornings, grabbing  me from a dream and reeling me  into reality.  I was at that in-between moment, when you’ve just realized you’re in your bed but your legs are still kicking this way and that, full on running away from the predators behind your eyes. Even after slaying about a hundred darks and seeing sweet Danny’s dead body out there, I still felt like I was straddling this world and the Great Beyond. As much as Joshua’s words blipped and bleeped at me from those big beautiful lips of his, I couldn’t shake Heaven from my consciousness.  Couldn’t shake the last words spoken to me before I’d been Cleared back here to Sutton.
 
        As it was in the beginning, so it will be without flaw once more. Go and serve me through these darkest of times, my Callie. We’re ending this my way… the right way.
 
        I swallowed and turned to face beautiful Joshua, who looked as if somebody had just told him that the world was about to end. 
 
        Oh, wait. Somebody had told him the world was ending. And, it was the truth.
 
        “Don’t worry. I’m not losing it,” I told him and managed a huff of a smile.
 
        I took his hand and led him into a family room where canvas photographs of three young children and two yellow Labs advertised their kid smiles and big drooly dog tongues from the backdrop of what looked like beach grasses and sand. Instead of sinking into the comfortable looking brown leather couch or recliner chair, I chose the carpeted floor and plopped down, Indian style. Joshua followed suit and sat facing me, his eyes wide and worried-looking.
 
        He raised his eyebrows and placed a heavy hand on my knee. 
 
        “I was afraid that after you saw Danny-”
 
        “That was hard,” I said, because really, there was no other way to describe what I’d felt at the sight of him.  “I’ll really miss him.” A sob caught in my throat, and even though I tried to swallow it, it snuck out in the most pitiful sounding cry. Tears burned my eyes and then my cheeks as Joshua folded me once again into a wordless embrace. He held me until I stopped shaking.
 
        “But,” I said, pulling away from him and wiping the wetness from my face with the back of my hand. “At least I know where our Danny boy is going.”     
 
        Joshua’s face broke into a small grin. He reached out for the ball of tangles that was trying to be my hair and pulled it to one side of my face. “Everyone was wondering where you’d Cleared to,” he said. 
 
        I dragged my sleeve across my face and smiled slowly back at him.
 
        Before I knew I was an Arc, I used to stare at the sky. Sometimes, on overcast days, the sun would seem to storm through, in pieces, from behind heavy blanket clouds, piercing its way into the world in long bands of light. The effect, to me, always looked like Heaven had chosen a certain destination to shine upon for that moment. Rays of concentrated light, beaming onto a house or a building somewhere.  
 
        Only now that I’d walked the streets of Heaven, could I say that this was exactly what happened. There were actual holes in the ground.
 
        Walking down The Great Street, I’d come across open spaces. Not spots you could fall through or something. More like windows on the road. Through them, I could see snapshots of places on earth. And they didn’t look that far away – not like being on an airplane or something and looking out the window at neighborhoods and cities that are so distant, they almost appear to be a relief map. No, this was like I was standing atop a tall, tall building, watching the action happening on streets below.  
 
        I’d stood, wide eyed, and watched as incandescent scrolls of steam wove themselves around objects in their paths to make their way into these window-like portholes. Once in, the light poured, as if through funnels, onto specific places or people. 
 
        Like a child, I’d carefully leaned over the first hole I’d discovered, angling my body to be sure not to fall in. Then, in a moment of spontaneity, I’d pointed my toe and dipped it into the openness, just to see what it felt like. A sizzle had shot through my toes and up my leg.
 
        “It’s blessings,” Son had told me, his curiously calm voice sliding over me like butter melting on a warm roll. Every explanation, every direction or introduction he’d spoken to me had been cascades of comfort, washing away the surreal shock, waking me gently from a stupor. He was peace, personified. From the flecks of light that seemed to dance around his caramel hair to the soft steps of his sandaled feet.
 
        Yep, you heard me. 
 
        Sandaled feet. 
 
        The term –‘Jesus shoes’?  Totally. Spot. On.
 
        Son and Romuel have the same freakin’ sandals. In fact, when I’d first landed on shore, sputtering and coughing up mouthfuls of water and sand, I’d thought I’d come face to foot with Rom’s shoes. 
 
        Looking up at Joshua’s curious eyes, I realized this was as good a place as any to begin.
 
        “Drowning really sucks,” I told him.
 
        “It’s much worse for humans,” he told me, running a finger along my cheek. “And, it’s not really drowning, right?” 
 
        “Sure does feel like it though. One minute I’m here in Sutton-“
 
        “Sutton?”
 
        “Sutton – it’s the name of this town,” I told him. I sighed and pulled a dirty hand through hair that was so full of Raser blood and grossness that my fingers got stuck. I had so much intel to share with him, but I had to start by telling him about my excursion to Heaven.
 
         “So, one minute I’m here, and the next I’m sinking in this cold, murky water. I don’t know which way the surface is, so I’m totally freaking out.” I swallowed, reliving the horror of my helplessness. “And then Si tells me to relax, and I can’t see him anywhere, and my lungs are just about to implode. Water is pushing and pulling like it’s the spin cycle, and I’m a dirty dishrag.”
 
        “Yeah, it’s pretty scary.”
 
        His words halted my rant. “You knew all about this?”
 
        “You have to be washed through the Pison River to get back there the first time. It’s the only way.”
 
         Unbelievable.  “Thanks for the heads up.”
 
        Joshua shrugged sheepishly. “I had no idea you were going there. Sorry.”
 
        Silas was really the one who should’ve told me. Couldn’t he have led a lesson entitled Why you don’t need to panic when you’re drowning in a river.
 
        “So, what’d you think when you got out?” 
 
        “At first, I couldn’t think at all,” I said.
 
         I let my memory sweep me back to that first moment. The experience flashed behind my eyes as if it had all been a dream. 
 
         “Do you remember anything?” he asked.
 
        “A lot of it,” I said. Some images were cloudy, but a vision of the sandy shore was crystal clear. “When the river spit me out, I choked up about sixty gallons of water.”
 
        He laughed quietly. “That’s a little dramatic, Cal.”
 
         “Seriously, Joshua. I thought I was dying,” I said. “Then, I opened my eyes. That’s when I saw the sandals.” 
 
        “What sandals?”
 
        “Sit back. It’s kind of a long story.”
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   Callie
 
        It took me a few seconds to wring out my waterlogged brain when I saw those shoes, but as soon as the shock and numbness drained out of me, it hit me, and I gasped.  I inhaled my very first breath of Heaven and exhaled  a sweet sigh of relief at the thought that Romuel was alive and well and sitting right in front of me in his Jesus shoes. And that sand and water was a whole lot of something so we definitely weren’t in Hell.
 
        “I knew it! I knew it! I knew it!” I pounded a triumphant fist on the sand and gazed upon that pair of sandals as if they were made of diamonds.  “I totally knew it!” In my mind I was cheering at the top of my lungs, but I’m sure what came out sounded more like a gurgly mumble laced with loose saliva and breathy sputtering. No matter though. Not even a near drowning experience could shadow my joy at the sight of Rom’s shoes. No way Rom was spending his eternity in Hell-
 
        “Hello, Callie.”
 
        Whoa. That is so not Romuel.
 
        And, suddenly, I was so captured by the voice of this sandaled stranger, that I forgot everything else.
 
        His voice eclipsed each sensation of joy from every yesterday I could remember. It was so much bigger, so much fuller, softer, sweeter, so much more everything than I’d ever experienced. When He spoke, time seemed to stop. The water that, only moments ago, had hurled my body to shore on a choppy current was suddenly smooth.  The rush of my thoughts stilled. A blanket of quiet landed on the comfortably moist air that surrounded me.
 
         It was music from another dimension, all at once strange and welcoming, and the moment his melody met my ears, I stopped worrying about Rom, stopped worrying about everything, even the fact that my chin was resting in wet sand and water was still lapping at my bottom half.
 
        “Callie.” The second time he spoke my name, I angled my head up from the shore to take a look at his face, but there was too much light. All I could really see was the outline of his body. He was sitting, on the sand in front of me, ankles crossed, arms wrapped around denim-clad knees. 
 
        “We don’t have much time,” he said and stood. “Let me help you up.”
 
        He held a hand out, and, without hesitation, I started to reach for it. The fact that, at that moment, I had no idea where I was, who this dude was or what was happening around me, didn’t seem odd at all. Peace had invigorated me from my toes to my nose, and to say I was in full on trust mode was an understatement. I hadn’t yet had a glimpse of this mystery man’s face, and I was totally ready to take his hand and let him lead me anywhere. Just as my fingers were about to close in on his, I noticed the single gaping hole in his right hand.
 
        “Holy God and the baby-,” but I stopped my words right there. In that instant, my senses returned, and words like sacrilege and blasphemy appeared in imaginary dialogue bubbles in front of my eyes, flashing red and begging me not to speak them out loud. 
 
        “Holy guacamole, I mean,” I said, catching myself just in time. Judging by that holey hand of his, I just almost dissed the real McCoy.
 
        Crap. Better not call him that either. I had no clue what was considered Kosher around here.
 
        He laughed a quiet laugh, as if he’d read my thoughts, and held his hands up and out to me, displaying the downright otherworldliness of those holes. Light cascaded endlessly through them, pouring into the atmosphere and seeming to evaporate, charging the air with something way more powerful than electricity. I couldn’t help but study the curling beams that danced at the slightest movement of his hands.   I took a good look at him then, at his gold eyes, shimmering, throwing sparks of gentle light onto me, warming me with their amusement. 
 
        He offered a holey hand to me again, and I took it, letting him pull me easily to my feet.
 
        “I’m Son,” he said. “As in, The Father’s Son, not the sunshine.”
 
        “So, you’re the-?”
 
        “Real McCoy,” he said, grinning and placing air quotation marks around my words. 
 
        I couldn’t even laugh at his joke.
 
        Jesus.
 
         In the flesh.
 
         Joking around. 
 
         With me.  
 
         Maybe if I closed and opened my eyes a bunch of times, I would snap out of it.
 
        “Do you have something in your eye?” he asked me.
 
        “Nope,” I said and immediately stretched my eyes open super wide as if that would compensate for my idiotic behavior. Son furrowed his thick brows at me. 
 
        What a super first impression I was making.
 
        “So, Callie, my dad said to take you on a mini tour then to bring you to Him. Are you up for it?”
 
        “You mean the actual-?” I started but then caught myself. “Your dad?”
 
        Son just smiled. “Yes,” he said. “The actual God. Creator of the Universe et al.” 
 
        And with that, he turned from me and started walking silently away from the water, his sandals kicking up bits of dust from the soft ground.  I followed, of course, lost in a study of both him and this strange surreal shore.   I felt as if I’d been hiccupped from one dimension to another, not completely different from Clearing, but definitely not the same.  My brain was on overload trying to feed my insatiable curiosity, and my boots were squishy. That alone made it hard to think.
 
        Everything I knew about Jesus Christ I’d learned from Catholic education classes, church, my parents. When I thought of his name, my mind conjured images of lepers, wine and water, and thousands of fish in baskets with loaves of bread. To me, Jesus had never seemed like a real person. He was more of a brand or a symbol, like the Nike squiggle or the Starbucks green lady.  Now, here he was, walking a few steps ahead of me, his jeans cuffed once at the bottom but caked at the edges with dried mud that matched his brown suede vest.  He reminded me of one of a hippie, except his hair was a little shorter, falling just to his chin in soft waves.  My mind was tripping over itself trying to fit this new information into the Jesus box that already existed in my memory.  
 
        As if cued by my thoughts, Son turned and flashed me a smile that sent waves of warmth over me. At once, my clothing and boots were dry and comfortable. I stopped in my tracks, again amazed.  I decided right then and there that whatever I thought I knew about this Jesus no longer mattered. Anybody who can dry my hair that fast gets to make his own impression. 
 
        “Cool trick,” I said, examining the shiny strands that were no longer stuck in wet patches on my cheeks.
 
        He laughed. “Thanks.”
 
        “So, where exactly are we?” And where are my parents and my brothers and my boyfriend?
 
        “Everyone’s okay for now, Callie. They are where you left them. And, I think Silas told you where you were going before you left. Didn’t he?”
 
        “So this is Heaven?” I looked around and was puzzled. It wasn’t at all what I expected or what I’d seen in the flash of recognition I’d experienced before Clearing.  Amber sheaths of what looked like tall beach grasses swayed on either side of our path, and I couldn’t really see beyond them.
 
        “This is actually Nordem. Middle ground,” he said. “I come here often to reach out to some semi-lost souls. Some of the Micros call it Last-Call Central.”
 
        “Last call for what?”
 
        “To get on board, more or less. Believe it or not, there are some people who don’t get the opportunity to hear about me during their lives. We’re trying to fix that, but the earth’s population has just exploded, you know? Adding the internet has definitely helped in some ways.” He shrugged. “It’s harmed us in other ways, though. Once anything is introduced to humans, it’s fair play for Lu and his minions to hijack.”
 
        I thought about Ex and the online video game he’d used to get to poor Eli McMichaels. A shudder shot through my body, remembering Eli’s limp and tortured-looking form. Lu had tossed it to the ground  just before Romuel had snuck right in front of my best laid plan and fair traded himself for Eli’s soul.
 
        “So,” Son continued, “there are some souls who need a second chance. I meet them here. Sometimes it takes a few days, but they make the decision as to whether or not they want to join me in Heaven.  Other souls are just complete no brainers. They are washed through the river Pison and fed directly into Hana, which flows along the Great Street. “
 
        “These are all of the do-gooders?  The priests, the Pope?”
 
        Again, Son chuckled at me. “Callie, it’s not really about good deeds. You know that right?”
 
        Was I supposed to know that?
 
        My cheeks started to burn with both embarrassment and annoyance.  I didn’t know a freakin’ thing. “Honestly, Son,” I said, stopping and waiting for him to turn and listen to me among the quiet of the swaying grasses. “I have no idea. I still really don’t remember all that much of anything that happened before I was born to my parents. I got a couple of glimpses of myself and Heaven from Romuel’s memory and Silas has filled me up with a crapload of history. Other than that, I really don’t know anything!” 
 
        My voice was growing louder, and my armpits were getting sweaty. “I’m a mean Dark killer, I’m a fast reader and a good driver – even though I never got the chance to get my license.”  A volcano of tantrum inside was about to erupt. I could feel the stress bubbles in my chest, and responded by planting one hand on my hip and taking a pointedly defiant stance and narrowing my eyes. 
 
        At Jesus.
 
         “Ever since my sixteenth birthday, my life has been haywire. Miniature angels appear and not only turn my reality into a stew of cray cray but then they start bossing me around and borrowing my stuff and…” I threw my hands in the air, thinking of Jules and her slutty outfits and bad habits.  “They smoke up my room,” I huffed.  “Suddenly I’m fighting monsters who are three times my size and super scary. Almost getting killed and not even knowing what that means for an Arc.”
 
        “My Father would never forsake one of His Creations,” Son said.
 
        Fisting my hands like a toddler, I let out a growl-scream.
 
         “And then Romuel shows up and at first I think he’s some pervy creep until I realize that he’s one of the coolest guys I’ve ever met and then he saves my life.”  
 
        Son just stood there listening, as my grief morphed into anger and flew out of me onto him like a misplaced accusation. 
 
        “Romuel saved my life twice and now he’s gone!”
 
        “Callie,” Son said calmly, coming toward me with open arms, but I put one hand out to stop him as I used the other to rub the tears from my eyes. 
 
        “Can you even understand the kind of sacrifice Rom made for me?” The question exploded from my lips before I realized my mistake.
 
        Crap. 
 
         Son averted his eyes, humbly, and, I instantly cooled.
 
        “I guess that was a pretty stupid question,” I admitted with a sniffle. If anybody knew anything about sacrifice...  I rested my hot face in my hands.
 
        “Callie,” he said, coming toward me and placing a hand on my shoulder. “Never in the history of the Universe has there been an Arc like you. You’re young, really still in Discovery, and you’re thrown into all of this. Of course, you can’t possibly remember this quickly. Your Cloak of forgetfulness will take decades to fade completely, so it’s understandable that you don’t quite get it.”
 
        I didn’t get it. 
 
        Maybe the hardest part of all of this was that there never seemed to have been enough time to digest my new life. Sure, there had been lots of good parts – all of the Joshua moments. 
 
        I bit my lip, remembering  that my relationship with Joshua wasn’t exactly okie dokie around here then pushing the thought from my mind.
 
        The problem was I was forever playing catch-up, learning why and how things were happening after the fact. It was exhausting. And now, I was supposed to ready the world, apparently, and I had no clue how to do that. Especially without Romuel.
 
        “Listen,” Son said. “My Dad and a whole host of others are working on getting Rom back, so leave that worry to Him.” He chuckled. “Leave all your worries to Him, actually. He’s pretty good about figuring it all out. And, I bet He has some plans for you. Plans to prosper you and not to harm.”
 
        “I’ve heard that somewhere.”
 
        “Well, that’s a good start, then.” He chuckled.  “When you move from hearing it to believing it, that’s when you’ll be so full of His presence that nothing will be able to bring you down. You’ll be dauntless and unstoppable.”
 
        I thought about Son’s words for a moment. 
 
        “In case I forget to say it later, thanks,” I told him.
 
        The eyes that bled simplicity and calm took on a look of confusion. “Thank me? For what?”
 
        “For giving my family a chance,” I said. “For taking the time to meet some of them at Last-Call Central,” I said, thinking of Mila and biting my lip. All of the Darks she’d killed had to entitle her to something, right? 
 
        Son smiled. “It’s not deeds that get you here, Callie. It’s only through the grace of my Father. Human beings can’t go through a single day without screwing up.”
 
        I didn’t like what he was saying, but I had to admit, he was right.
 
        “They can’t earn their way here through good deeds or lose their way here through sinning. I paid for their mistakes already. Remember that if you don’t remember anything else.”
 
        “So, what about Mila?”
 
        He laughed and shook his head then turned to continue along the trail. “Mila,” he said. “My Dad sure created a doozy with that one. Someday Mila’s going to make things really interesting around here.”
 
        Phew. 
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   JOSHUA
 
        “So, did you get to meet The Boss?” I ask, leaning in to take a long breath of her scent. 
 
        “Yes,” she says then pauses, tilting her head to the side. “I can’t remember Him though.” She scratches her head and narrows those big brown eyes.  “It’s so strange.”
 
        “Not really. None of us can remember what He looks like when we’re not actually in His presence. Our minds are too small to hold Him inside.” I can’t picture Him now.
 
        “I can remember sitting at this long wooden table next to Son. The room was huge and dim with high ceilings, and white Christmas lights were strung overhead. Servants dressed in beige robes like you see in those old Bible movies kept bringing out platters of foods I’d never seen in my life. There was this one purple fruit with big orange seeds.” Her eyes roll into the back of her head and she smacks her gorgeous lips together. “I couldn’t get enough of it,” she says.
 
        I know the feeling. Even at this precarious moment, while she is detailing her first impressions of Heaven, I am bursting with desire. I can’t take my eyes away from her mouth as the words tumble out. My hands are hot and my lips are hungry, and even though I’m truly interested in everything she’s telling me, I just want her to shut up and kiss me. 
 
        “I remember everything He told me, but I can’t see Him,” she says. “It’s like there’s this-”
 
        “Big ball of light?”
 
        “Yes! Right where He should be at the head of that table!”
 
        She appears impressed that I knew what she was going to say, but it’s not really a big deal. “It’s the same for all of us, Cal. You really don’t need to remember what He looks like anyway, right?”
 
        “I guess that’s true.”
 
        She’s different somehow. More thoughtful and less impulsive. I want her to edge closer to me, to reach for me. To show me that what we have still matters in the grand scheme of everything that’s going on around us. In all my years of existence, I’ve never felt so unsure of myself.  I want to scratch away the doubt, but this new Callie has me on shaky ground. A touch, anything physical, could quench my craving, cure my insecurity.
 
        “Joshua, there’s a ton of important stuff I have to tell you, but there’s this one thing…” Her voice trails and she scoots closer to me, leaning her body into mine as her eyes take on a playful look. 
 
        Finally. She’s going to kiss me.
 
        Thank God.
 
        She places an open hand on my leg. I can feel a fingernail slipping through the hole in the thigh of my jeans, and I stop breathing for a second at her touch. Her face is so close to mine that I’m breathing her in.        
 
        “Joshua,” she whispers, and my mouth is hanging open, because, when she says my name like that, I can’t remember to close my lips. My blood is rushing, every muscle is tense and pulsing. I close my eyes when her lips brush the skin of my ear lobe, and electric shock waves swim down into my shoulder blades and up into my hair follicles. 
 
        I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her even closer, but just as I’m ready to plant my lips on her neck, she pulls her face away and speaks.
 
        “I got to see all of my stuff,” she squeals and then jumps out of my arms and up onto her feet. 
 
        It takes me a minute to compose myself, to swallow the fire on my tongue.  “Huh?” I manage, my fingertips still burning from touching her gorgeous skin.
 
        “My room, my posters, my clothes, and…” She gestures to her feet and then does a karate kick in the air, narrowly missing my nose. I flinch and juke sideways. “My boots!”
 
        Boy did I misinterpret those signals.
 
        I raise my eyebrows and try to match the joy on her face although I really just want a cold shower. “That’s amazing, Cal.”
 
        “Yeah,” she says. “Son took me to the room He prepared and showed me. It looks exactly like my old one, and all of my stuff was there. I changed into my Rocket Dogs right away.” She points her toes, showing off her favorite kicks.
 
        I’ve never been jealous of a pair of shoes before today. Damn.
 
        “So, here’s what’s happening,” she starts, and I don’t know what comes over me. I just can’t control the beast inside any longer. I push myself to my feet and, with one arm, I sweep her body into mine, where it belongs. My fingers find her hair and tangle themselves into it and my other hand wedges into the small of her back, fitting perfectly there. I study her surprised face for a split second before my lips fall onto hers and dance hungrily into a kiss that is more Heaven than anything I’ve ever experienced on Earth or beyond.     
 
        And she’s kissing me back. 
 
        And her hands curl into my hair, pulling my face even closer to hers.
 
        And, without question, she’s my Callie again.   
 
        And, even though it’s ending, all’s right with the world.
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   Callie
 
        After giving Joshua the four-one-one on my little celestial excursion, I pulled the creamy white paper from my back pocket. It was a study in crumples and creases, but the information it contained was indispensable. 
 
        Now, as I sat next to him on the couch, watching him read my notes about the Judgments  and inspect my diagrams and pictures, I couldn’t help but want him. My entire body was awake and alive with strange and wonderful stirrings that only Joshua Pride could incite in me. At least I knew I wasn’t getting hot sauced for our unsanctioned relationship. While we were still in Nordem I’d asked Son how much trouble I was going to get into once I met the boss. His words had been like a Hallelujah chorus to my burning ears.
 
        “Why is it against celestial law for Arcs to meet?” I’d asked him. He’d been totally cool with my more than twenty questions game and just kept on answering as I fired away.
 
        “The rule was basically about focus, to keep Arc’s minds on what they were created for. No one ever challenged it. Not until the two of you.” He continued to march ahead.
 
        “Should I be worried about stirring the pot?” I kicked a pebble at my feet, wondering what consequences would befall Joshua and me once we were face to face with our Maker. “Is there prison here?”
 
        Son released a quiet laugh and turned to face me, holding a tiny violet bud on a stem between his fingers. “No worries, remember?” he said and held the flower out to me. When I took it, the bud unfolded into a big bloom. A bright crimson heart shaped petal sat pulsing in its center.
 
        “It’s beautiful. What is it?”
 
        “It’s called a bleeding heart tropsis. They don’t open for everyone,” he said, and it felt like the sun had burst from behind a cloud. “My Father doesn’t make mistakes, but when He feels like changing something, even law, He does it. His ways are always right and good, even when they change direction.”
 
        And with that, He gently pushed the flower to my nose. Suddenly I was awash in memories of my grandmother’s house– anise and vanilla and warmth. Her home had been my favorite place as a child and the bouquet of that flower brought me right back there.
 
        “Tropsis flowers connect with your memories and give you the gift of good recollections.”
 
        “Crazy,” I said, shaking my head in astonishment. I got the feeling Son was trying to soothe my anxiety in every possible way. 
 
        “It is a pretty awesome creation,” he said then placed a hand on my shoulder. “So, listen – the intense attraction you feel toward Joshua Pride?”
 
        “Uh-huh,” I said, my cheeks burning, my internal voice yelling at me to not talk about intense attraction with the holy son of God.
 
        “Don’t sweat it,” He’d told me.  “My Father’s not.”
 
        I’d been so relieved right then. Now, staring at Joshua’s hooded eyes and big, rough lips, I was even happier than I’d been when Son told me it was okay to feel what I did. Heat licked the tips of my ears and swirled into the center of my body.  Joshua was gorgeous, and he was all mine. And, it was all okay.
 
        As if he’d read my memories as a personal invitation to dive right in, Joshua tossed the crinkled paper aside and edged close to me. His hand was warm on my leg, as he turned his head to mine so that our foreheads bent into each other.
 
        “This is scary stuff,” he said, his breathy voice leaving steam on my cheeks.
 
        “I know,” I managed to whisper before his lips tumbled over mine and crushed my words.
 
             Kissing Joshua was maybe better than Heaven. I’d rather be wrapped up in his strong arms than walking along the golden pavement of the Great Street.  His body was moving over mine in ways that made me sweat on a whole different level, and I’d be totally content to bask in this heat until the end of The Lull. This was what I was programmed to do, right?
 
        “Not exactly, Calliope.”
 
         I jerked forward at Silas’s voice, slamming my chin into Joshua’s nose.
 
        “Ouch,” he said and covered his nose with his hand.
 
        “Sorry. Are you okay?” I asked him.
 
        “Yeah, I’m alright,” he said, but I could see blood pooling at the top of his upper lip.
 
        I sat up on the couch and glared at Silas.
 
        “What are you doing, sneaking up on us like that?”
 
        “I did not sneak up on you. I came to collect you.”  He was perched on the end table, a hand on his hip. I didn’t know how long he’d been standing there watching. Pervy Micro.
 
        “Calliope, we are facing the war of Revelations, and you two think it is a good time to be shacking up in some stranger’s house?”
 
        “Easy, Silas,” Joshua said and started toward him. I should’ve let him pop that snotty little Micro, but instead I reached out and pulled him back by his shirt.
 
        “We were not shacking up, Silas. Not that it’s your business,” I told him with an eye roll and a toss of hair. I was not about to stoop to defend myself over a little bit of kissing and a lot of impure thoughts. 
 
        “Every move you make ees our business, Callie.”
 
        I turned and searched for the musical Italian lilt and noticed Jules fluttering her black bedazzled wings from atop the kitchen chandelier, her fishnet legs crossed at the knee.
 
        “I would’ve sold tickets to the show if I knew you wanted to watch,” I snarked and let my body slouch backwards into the leather. “Jules, I don’t know where you get off judging me. You and Jixer are poster children for public displays of affection. At least Joshua and I don’t suck face at the freakin’ bus stop.”
 
        “And, Jules, let’s face it ,” Joshua said, sitting back into the couch and rubbing his temples. I could tell he was annoyed. “Your outfits don’t exactly scream Mother Theresa.”
 
        At that, Jules chuckled and lit up a cigarette. “Why on the earth would I want to dress like Mother Theresa? Aye Mama – the long black robes she wore when she was alive. Ugh.” She scrunched up her pretty little nose and shook her head causing her big hair to puff up around her face. “Don’t mistake me for someone who gives two sheets about what you think, Joshua. I’m okay with all of thees,” she said and ran her hand dramatically down the length of her body from her triple dee mini boobs to her tiny ten inch heels.  
 
        “Listen, Calliope, you and your paramour are welcomed to have your romantic rendezvous right after the second coming, okay? Right now, we need you to stay focused.” 
 
        Again with the Focus. Ugh.
 
        “It’s The Lull, Silas,” I said, defiantly and stood. Landing one hand on my hip and giving him an eyeful of my irritation, I challenged him. “Nothing’s happening yet.”
 
        Silas flew over to me and fluttered his little yellow wings at my eye level. “It’s complete bedlam out there, Callie. The Lull’s been cancelled.”
 
        “What?” They can’t cancel The Lull! “Why would The Lull get cancelled?”
 
        Joshua furrowed his brows at me. “What’s The Lull?” 
 
        “It doesn’t matter anymore, because it’s not happening,” Silas said. “Apparently, Lu’s miniature brain has been working overtime to come up with a plan that will challenge prophecy. We got intel on a few of the tricks he has up his sleeves, and we have to start The Collection of the Innocents immediately.”
 
        “I don’t understand a word you two are talking about,” Joshua said.
 
        “Callie,” Silas continued. “Shayla’s here, and she’s trying to usher out the children, but the parents, as you can imagine, are a little unwilling.”
 
        Shayla was here already? “I thought we had a week or so before they started collecting the kids.” I stood and began pacing. Something strange was going on.
 
        “How did you find out about all of this stuff before I did?” Joshua asked me. He sounded a little bent at the fact that I knew something that he didn’t. I turned to face him and got snagged inside his eyes.
 
        “Son told me everything. He introduced me to Shayla – the angel who’s heading it up.”
 
        “Yeah, I know Shayla.” He fired, pushing his shoulders back and looking altogether cranky.  What was with him? 
 
        “She actually wrote some of those notes for me,” I told him and reached down to pick up the folded sheet he’d dropped a few minutes ago. I smoothed out the velvety vellum of the paper and handed it to my Micro. 
 
        “I have everything written down here, but apparently it’s not exactly on target anymore,” I said, showing Silas the creased page. “I was going to go over it with you and Jules, but I got kind of distracted.” 
 
        I could feel the red jumping onto my cheeks at the admission, and I glanced at Joshua for moral or perhaps immoral support. He shot me a sheepish grin. My brain started melting again when I thought about all of the beautiful ways that Joshua could distract me. Silas flew between our faces then, forcing us to break eye contact.
 
        “No more distractions,” he said. “We need to get everyone in town up to speed. People will surely rebel when they’re told to give over their children.”
 
        “I, for one, am relieved to get reed of the screaming babies,” Jules piped in. “They make my head ache. And the preteen girls are so whiny.” Suddenly she had a champagne flute in her hand. Where the hello did that come from? “I say cheers to the Collection.” She took a sip of bubbles and flashed a sultry grin at me.
 
        “We’ll come up with a plan, split up, and talk to the parents. They’ll get on board once they realize what’s about to happen around here.” Even though in my hometown of Mackle, most residents were Awake and aware of the monsters in their midst, I wasn’t sure how we’d get them to believe the end was coming. I knew my own mother was not going to take kindly to the idea of giving up her sons. It was the only way, though. 
 
        The Father has claim to the innocents, and He will take what is His.
 
        For a minute there, my thoughts sounded strangely like Romuel’s. I shook my head and looked at Joshua. “Let’s go.” I slung Rom’s sword in its sheath over my shoulder and headed toward the front door. “I’ll tell you everything I know on the way.”
 
        But before I even reached the foyer, the walls began to blur. Joshua’s face was the last thing I saw before the town of Sutton went cloudy and I was Cleared into the next round of chaos. 
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        Cotton candy. 
 
        As a new reality came into focus, the sweet sticky smell of cotton candy floated into my nose, and music bounced into my ears. Tinny music with bright undertones of accordion and the occasional dissonant note. I’d heard this music before, but I couldn’t pinpoint the melody. My mind was still gooey with thoughts of Shayla and how I was supposed to convince parents to send their children with her to Heaven.  I blinked, trying to wash away the confusion and understand exactly where I was.
 
        That’s when I saw the black horse. 
 
        Glaring from the happy carousel in front of me, its sinister red eyes and steamy breath were a sharp contrast to the pastel porcelain beauties that rose and fell on their mechanical poles. Children with chubby crimson cheeks, painted with smiles and chocolate, sat atop their chosen nags, grinning for pictures, holding loosely onto brown leather reins. Tired but happy looking adults stood by watching, completely unaware of the monster in their midst.
 
        They weren’t Awake yet.
 
        I thought the entire planet was Awake.
 
        Oh crap.
 
        “Jojo! Look here,” called a stiff-haired blond woman with an expensive looking camera. She waved in vain as the merry go round turned. Cursing audibly at the missed photo opp, she turned to the man beside her.
 
        “If I could just get one good picture,” she said.
 
        “We’ll catch her next time,” the man replied. “Here she comes.” And the process began again, both yelling Jojo’s name and waving frantically. This time a little red-haired girl of about eight years old turned and rolled her eyes, then stuck out her tongue out at the couple who I assumed were her parents.
 
        What a little turd.
 
        “Leigh,” the man said. “She’s still upset you didn’t buy her that giant lolly from the gift shop.”
 
        “I did buy it for her. Of course I bought it. I wanted to surprise her!” the mom said, crossing her arms at her chest.
 
        “But she wants it now, Leigh. Jojo hates to wait, you know that.” The father continued to wave as the carousel sped around, the red head still refusing to smile at her parents. “Just show her the damn lolly, Leigh.”
 
        “Fine,” the mother muttered. “You’d think she’d be satisfied with all of the other crap we bought her from the gift shop.”
 
        “Hurry up, before the ride’s over.”
 
        From her purse, the woman pulled a rainbow lollipop that was bigger than my face and waved it in the air. When Jojo caught sight of the candy, a satisfied looking grin lit up her face. Sure enough, on the next revolution, the spoiled little girl flashed a freckly and fake smile at her parents, who quickly snapped the pic.
 
         “I got it!” the woman shrieked and held out her camera for the man to take a look.
 
        “That could make the perfect head shot for auditions, right?” The dad asked.  “The color of the mane on that green horse looks great with her hair.”
 
        A wave of terror crashed into me as I realized that little ginger Jojo was no more riding a green horse than I was. Maybe her Cloaked parents had perceived it as green, but Jojo was actually sitting atop the black horse, which was clearly some sort of demon in disguise. As if it were able to read my thoughts, the horse looked at me and blew a huge cloud of yellow steam from its gaping nostrils. The sour stench of sulfur immediately replaced the sweet smell of cotton candy.
 
        What the hello kind of creature was it? Could it see me? Read my thoughts?
 
        “Calliope, do you see it?” The yellow of Silas’s wings bled into my vision as he handed me Romuel’s sword, my own personal weapons caddy.
 
        “Yeah, I see it. What is it?”
 
        “It’s Lu’s weak attempt at copycat terror. You’ve heard the term -  horsemen of the Apocolpyspe?”
 
        It rang a vague bell. A black horse that brought death and destruction?
 
        “The Bible says the black horse will bring a famine, but it looks as if Lu didn’t even bother reading the fine print. This horse doesn’t make any sense, biblically speaking.”
 
        I wasn’t about to argue biblical concepts with Si.
 
        “So, Lucifer wants to brand the creepy horse phenomenon?”
 
        “Basically, but He has no idea what he’s up against. This dumb animal is nothing compared to what the Boss has in store. The horseman image has been so overused in the entertainment industry, the Boss won’t even touch it.”
 
        “Well, that horse is something scary to that little girl,” I said. “I have to save her.” Even though she’s obviously a spoiled little twit. I started toward the carousel with Rom’s sword in its sheath and holder slung across my chest.
 
        “This is some kind of amusement park, I guess?” I asked Si without looking at him.
 
        “Yes, there’s a parade going on around the corner.” 
 
        I looked to my right and left and saw an array of rides – a wooden coaster and swings up ahead, refreshment booths lining the walkways. A little boy ran past me holding a white paper cone topped with swirls of blue cotton candy.
 
        That explained the smell. 
 
        “I prefer the pink, don’t you?” Silas asked me.
 
        “Si, both colors taste the same.” 
 
        “You’re delusional, Calliope. The pink is sweeter, by far,” he said, clucking his tongue and pushing his feathery hair away from his face.
 
        I silently refused to argue with Silas over what color cotton candy was better, but he persisted.
 
        “We can have a little taste-off when we’re done here,” he suggested brightly.
 
        “Seriously? Two seconds ago, you were reprimanding me for wasting my time with Joshua in Sutton. Now you want to have a cotton candy taste-off?” I gave him the stink-eye. “Can we just save the little girl from the monster horse?” 
 
        “Fine,” he huffed, crossing his arms and fluttering at the side of my head. “You’re no fun.”
 
        “Whatever,” I said and focused on the slowing carousel. 
 
        “Maybe some nachos or a hot pretzel after?”
 
        “Silas, please stop talking about food!” I grabbed the handle of my sword, as the ride’s gears slowed to a stop. As parents crowded toward the exit, preparing to whisk their children to the next level of fun, it hit me that not only was I going to have to save Jojo and quickly, but I’d have to handle a tsunami of Waking in the process.
 
        Crap Crap Crap! Waking the world was about as fun as pulling out my toenails one by one by one, and I didn’t even have to actively do anything. My presence was about to set off an entire amusement park of wigged out humans, all Waking at once.  Utter torture. How was I supposed to contain this mess?
 
        “Nobody here’s  Awake, Silas,” I said, and just as the words left my lips, the screaming began.
 
        “Oh my God!” A high pitch voice shrieked.
 
        Park visitors were reacting to amusements they never expected to get with their admission price.              
 
        “What is that thing? It looks so real!” 
 
        “It has that little girl!”
 
        “It’s alive!”
 
        “Silas, this is bad,” I said as the crowd became exponentially more panicked by the second. A wide-eyed woman snatched her slobbery baby from a stroller and began shouldering through the masses, away from the scene. Another woman, this one pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair, began shoving her way through the crowd, bowling over people’s toes without looking back. The ride operator attempted to explain the situation into his walkie-talkie.
 
        “I’m not messing with you, Mo,” the operator breathed into the phone. “Yeah, a big black horse with red eyes.  Mo? You there?”  The black horse, still atop the carousel, reared up on its hind legs, a terrified looking Jojo attempting to break free from the seatbelt and dismount the horrible animal.
 
        Shrieks of terror mingled with the merry-go-round music and the distant sound of coasters rumbling along on their tracks. I ignored it all and flung myself toward the black horse as frantic parents tripped and fell over each other in an attempt to grab their children and flee. In a half second, merriment turned to mayhem. Screaming, trampling, people racing in every direction. I’d finally made my way through the throng of craziness and was about to climb onto the carousel when someone plowed into me from the side and knocked me to the ground.
 
        “Oomph,” I sputtered, as my sword hit asphalt with a chink. Pushing myself up onto all fours, I glanced up and realized that it was none other than Jojo’s dad who’d tackled me in a desperate attempt to get to his daughter.
 
        “We’ll get you down, baby,” he yelled, and proceeded to climb first onto me and then up onto the ride. My body folded beneath the weight of him, and I was once again flat as a pancake.
 
        “Sure, dude,” I said, cringing from below as I watched him throw himself at the nightmarish creature. “Go ahead and use me as a stepstool, no problem.” 
 
        Without warning, the creature raised one huge black hoof and clocked the man in the forehead, sending him flying from the carousel and back into the crowd. It whinnied loudly and forced another spew of smelly steam into the air. 
 
        “No! Jojo!” her mother cried, seeming torn between rushing to the aid of her husband or chasing after the devil’s philly that was already galloping away with her child. “Andrew,” she said, cradling his bloodied face in her hands. “Are you okay? That horse is getting away with her!” 
 
        I pushed myself to my feet and hurried over to them, side stepping carefully through the freaked out horde of people who were now wide Awake and running for their lives.  “Don’t worry,” I told them, placing a hand on the mother’s shoulder. “I’ll get her.” 
 
        “She’d have already had the girl if your dolt of a husband hadn’t interfered.” Silas fluttered directly above the father’s injured head and addressed Jojo’s mother. Jojo’s dad’s mouth hung open dumbly, as he stared up at my indignant Micro.
 
        “Jesus Christ, Leigh, what the hell kind of bird is that?”
 
        “I am not a bird,” Silas replied sourly.
 
        I didn’t stick around for explanations or to try and help calm the hyperventilating Leigh. I had one thing on my mind – a little redhead that was currently bouncing away from me and her parents on the backside of a stallion from hell. I broke into the fastest run my legs could muster, but soon the horse was nothing but a black shape in the distance.     
 
         “Calliope!” Silas called from behind me. “Clear there! Now!”
 
         Why hadn’t I thought of that? I immediately stopped running, my wobbly knees nearly buckling under me. Closing my eyes, I imagined Jojo’s tortured face, torqueing into a silent scream as she was unwittingly carried away by the beast. 
 
        When I opened them, her face was still twisted into that same scream, but she was close enough that I could hear her every word.
 
        “Help! Somebody help me!” she cried.
 
        I’m coming, you little brat. 
 
        “Be nice, Calliope,” Silas said, appearing suddenly at the side of my head.
 
        “I don’t have to like her,” I told him. “I just have to save her.” And with that, I thundered forward, fury forcing my boots into super speed mode.  My eyes were trained on my target, but I pointed the sword toward the ground, just in case an innocent bystander attempted to cross my path. Most of the crowd had dispersed by now, with people wanting to be as far away from the crazy horse as possible, but there were a handful of rubberneckers gawking at the sights, eating it up.  
 
        A song of sirens suddenly began ringing in the distance. Security must have finally decided to take the carousel guy seriously, I thought. The wailing grew closer and closer, as I closed in on Jojo and the demon steed. I slowly brought my sword up, held it out and angled the tip forward, aiming it directly at the horse’s velvety black rib cage. Was there a heart beating under there? I couldn’t be sure, but if it was there, I was going to stop it.
 
        Just as I was almost close enough to plunge the cold steel blade into the still galloping monster, a hush fell over everything. No more sirens, no more screaming. An unnatural quiet blanketed the world for a moment, slow-mo interrupting my concentration on Jojo and distracting me with its otherworldly peace.  
 
        “Look there,” Silas said, pointing toward the horizon before Jojo and the ebony horse. A heavy white cloud seemed to be advancing from the sky itself, tumbling toward the earth into the direct path of my enemy.
 
        “What now?”  I could feel my eyes stretching with worry, and I swallowed, hoping Karen was out there somewhere, praying for a reprieve. I couldn’t face-off against the horse and whatever was coming from that cloud. “We need reinforcements, Si! This is too much for just me.” 
 
        “It’s just Fi,” he said, and calmly stole a glance at his fingernails. “Don’t worry, she’s on our side.”
 
        She? All I could see was a ginormous white cloud, advancing so quickly toward us that it seemed to hang lower than some of the coaster peaks. 
 
        Suddenly, a bolt of light burst forth, creating an opening in the cloud and ushering forth a creature that was as brilliantly beautiful as the dark horse was horrifying.  Bigger than any horse I’d ever seen, the Palomino leapt from the cloud and galloped across the sky. A beautiful blond-haired warrior was mounted upon its bare back, gripping its shiny mane.  Dressed all in bright white to match the animal beneath her, she leaned forward, her chin length blond hair dancing around her head like a halo created by wind and speed. As she neared us, I noticed the huge smile that stretched across her pink cheeks and her bright blue eyes glinting with excitement.
 
        When she closed in on Jojo , Fi reached out with one arm and easily grabbed the little girl by her  ponytail, yanking her from the black horse and planting her solidly onto the white one.
 
        “Owwwwww!” 
 
        Jojo’s yelp reminded me of the sound that Mila’s old Yorkie booter dog used to make when we’d accidentally step on its paws. I couldn’t help but snicker a little as I watched Jojo’s body swing through the air like a ragdoll from one mystical animal to another.
 
        Bit of a rough rescue served her right for the way she’d treated her parents earlier. 
 
         While Jojo settled herself in front of Fi and the white horse landed on solid ground, I closed in on the black steed. The animal had stopped moving and seemed a bit shocked to have lost its rider. Now, with its red headed treasure out of reach, it turned and fixed its onyx eyes on me. Rearing up on its hind quarters, it shook its terrible mane before blowing out a heap of sulfur that clouded the air between us. Back on all fours, it glanced threateningly at me through the steam of its leftover breath.
 
        I smirked and used one hand to wave away the rest of the stinky mist.
 
        Nice try, horsey, but I’ve seen far scarier than you. 
 
        Now that Jojo was safe, the terror in my gut was gone. After facing Mihm and Ex, it was going to take a heck of a lot more than a creepy equine to shake me up.
 
        Without a moment’s hesitation, I aimed Rom’s sword straight ahead and plunged it into the long, velvety neck of the creature that towered an easy six feet over me. 
 
        The animal froze with what seemed to be surprise rather than fear or pain. Sticky blackness oozed from the hole in its throat, coating its mane and staining the ground below. The whites of its horrible black eyes grew large as they stretched open until suddenly the horse fell, crumbling like a stale cookie at my feet.
 
        “Stupid horse,” I muttered. 
 
         I kicked its lifeless flank with my boot then buried Romuel’s sword back in its sheath. 
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        “Rad hit!” Fi said, gracefully steering her ride onto the pavement next to me and the dead demon horse. She patted her celestial horse’s back and smiled at me, her eyes sparkling like a still-burning fallen star. Without a doubt, she was the most riveting angel I’d ever laid eyes on.
 
        “Thanks,” I said, studying her. I tried not to stare so obviously, but she was like a bubble of pure joy, ready to pop. I wasn’t just intrigued by the energy she exuded. I wanted some of it to rub off onto me.  
 
        “I’m Callie.” I held out my hand for her to shake but then noticed it was smeared with black horse goo. “Oh, sorry,” I said, pulling my hand back and wiping it on my jeans.
 
         She laughed softly, and I found myself wondering about her age. I pegged her to be about twenty.  “I remember you, Callie. You’ll remember me soon too.”
 
        I nodded, wondering how long it would take for my memory to return.
 
        “So, we’re going to be working together,” Fi told me, as she hopped down from her snowy sidekick. Her voice lilted with a cool accent. Australian, maybe?
 
        “How?” I asked, eyeing up the mid-calf white leather boots that were folded over at the top. The wedge heel probably gave her a couple of inches, but man was she tall! At least a head and a half taller than me.
 
        “I collect and deliver the innocents from peril,” she said. “I’ll be flipping locations a lot, handling the sticky situations where Lucifer throws an unexpected wrench into Shayla’s Collection plans.”
 
        My face must have betrayed the fact that I wasn’t quite sure what she was talking about, because she went on to explain. 
 
        “I specialize in the really scary stuff, Callie. Like when Lu targets a kid and decides to send a creepy horse, I get dispatched.”
 
        “Fi is a bit of a danger junkie,” Silas said, landing on my shoulder.
 
        “Silas! Great to see you!” Fi held up her hand, and he high-fived her. 
 
        “You’re looking fit and fun-loving as ever, my girl. What’s your latest thrill?”
 
        The towering golden haired angel placed a long index finger playfully at her chin and began tapping, a smile lighting the corners of her sparkling eyes. “Let’s see,” she said. “Before all of this business started, I was practicing release bungee over Pison. It’s so much colder than Lizeg, and you have to watch for rocks, so it’s kind of a rush.”
 
        Release bungee? 
 
        “It’s when you control the cord until you decide on the location to free fall, over a body of water, usually,” Silas explained.
 
        “Usually?”
 
        “You can do it over land, but you have to use a parachute,” Fi said. “And sometimes, the chute gets caught on the cords. It slows you down.”
 
        “I see,” I told her.  But I didn’t see. 
 
        “For now, I’m on duty, at your service, Calliope, here to help rescue little buggers like this one.” She nodded her head toward Jojo and smirked.
 
        “Get me offa this horse right now!” Jojo yelled, seeming to respond to Fi’s attention. “I wanna get down from here, and I wanna ride the sky coaster up there, and I want my lollipop!” 
 
        “Easy there, girlie,” Fi said, smiling and patting Jojo’s head. I narrowed my eyes at the little girl who was making me think that Jules was right. Kids were crap. 
 
        The little girl curled her entire face into a pout and spit at the warrior angel who’d saved her bratty butt. “Get me offa this horse right nowwwwwww!” 
 
        And with that Jojo began kicking her feet at Fi’s horse, alternately digging the toes and heels of her light up sneakers into the animal’s coat. 
 
        Without flinching, Fi reached out and once more grabbed Jojo by her ponytail, lifting her a few feet off of the horse. Her height allowed her to stand practically face to face with the animal. The little girl’s legs continued to kick at the air in front of them for a few seconds until she seemed to run out of steam. She grew still and quiet, hanging limply in the air like a week-old helium balloon, its buoyancy ebbing with each passing second.
 
       I tried to hold in my laughter, but a little snort escaped.
 
        “Pipe down, little girl,” Fi told her, still dangling her in the air like a dead mouse being held by its tail. “The sooner you realize you are not the boss anymore, the easier things will be. I’m in charge now, and I have one super duper important rule.” Fi paused. “You ready for it?”
 
        Jojo let out a weak little growl then seemed to give up. “Yes,” she sighed.
 
        “Don’t mess with my horse,” Fi said. “Got it?”
 
        “Okay.”
 
        Fi set her down onto the horse’s bare back and petted her head. “Glad we’re on the same page now.”
 
        I snickered. Fi was bad arsenal, sweet as chocolate pudding and cooler than a cucumber in a tossed salad as my mom would say.     
 
        “When can I see my mom and dad?” Jojo whined.
 
        “Probably not for awhile, Sweetie,” Fi told her, taking the little girl’s chin in her hand and eyeing her with more empathy than I could have mustered. “But don’t worry. You are completely safe, and where you’re going, you’ll have plenty to keep you occupied until your parents arrive. You won’t even miss them, I promise.”
 
        I noticed a hint of a tear in Fi’s eyes and watched her embrace Jojo with both arms. When she pulled back, she took each of Jojo’s hands and placed them on the horse’s mane, curling the girls’ fingers into the silky-looking strands. “Hold on like this,” Fi told her.
 
        Jojo did what she was told but looked up at Fi with terror written all over her face. Fi just smiled and winked at her. “It’s so much fun, Jojo. Better than that sky coaster. Just enjoy the ride.”
 
        “But, my mom and dad-” Jojo started. Fi didn’t let her finish. Instead, she stroked her horse on its nose and leaned close to its face.
 
        “Okay Halo,” she said.  “Deliver her.”
 
        And with that, Fi’s horse whinnied what must have been a goodbye. It turned and leapt into the sky then galloped toward the mammoth cloud from which it had been born. Once Halo and Jojo were safe within the white fluffy brightness, the cloud closed up, sizzled, and began retreating toward the horizon.
 
        “Wow,” I breathed. “That’s some delivery service.”
 
        “Halo is an amazing horse,” Fi said, smiling wistfully at the sky. “I’ll miss him.”
 
        “He’s not coming back?” I asked her.
 
        “From here on out, Halo is on call specifically for situations like this one. There are a host of animals just like him, Callie. Jolt and Cray are covering the Northwest region. Liv and Bella are in Southern Cali. There have been quite a few close calls out there.” She looked away, her face darkening for a moment.
 
        “We nearly lost a little one in Los Angeles yesterday, Calliope,” Silas spoke up. “It’s Dark Grand Central down there, apparently. They must be trying to scoop up as many souls as they can before it’s too late, and Hollywood seems to be their choice hunting ground.”
 
        “Why Hollywood?” I asked
 
        “Drugs and money,” Fi said, matter of factly. “Lots of both on that stretch of the Earth. Perfect playground for depression, anxiety. Lu’s favorite tools.”
 
        “That really stinks,” I said, thinking of all of the celebs I used to read about in magazines. 
 
        “Don’t worry, Calliope,” Silas said. “We have a strong presence there as well. After all, it is the city of angels, right?” He chuckled at his own cheesy joke, but no one else laughed.
 
        “For now, we have to focus on the kids,” Fi said, adjusting a white holster belt at her waist. Even her gun was white, and it looked like it was straight out of one of those old school Westerns my grandfather used to watch. “I’ll be sticking close to you too, aiding in diffusing any Dark crises that arise and helping you get every child in your vicinity to Shayla. You met Shayla, right?” 
 
        “I did.”
 
       I smiled at the memory of meeting Shayla for the first time. The moment she’d greeted me with a tight hug on the Great Street, a warmth had settled around my shoulders, as if someone had placed a blanket over me. There wasn’t an ounce of sass or sarcasm to her – just pure kindness. She was the kindergarten teacher every parent wanted their child to get for his or her first year of school. She was every kid’s favorite babysitter – the one who’d secretly cuddle up until you fell asleep, even if your parents said bedtime routine was to be strictly followed. 
 
        When Son had asked her to sing something for me, she’d opened her lips, and magic had happened.  I remember wanting to close my eyes and do nothing but listen, to curl myself into her song and stay inside its rhapsody of comfort. 
 
        Now, imagining the two young women together, I completely understood why they were the ones chosen to rescue the children from the tribulations. Shayla’s golden brown eyes were pools of nurturing safety, where Fi’s contrasting blues sparkled with just enough danger to be fun. Kids would itch to be around both of them for different reasons.     
 
        “Shayla came up with a pretty awesome plan to transport the children.” Fi winked at me as she spoke. “Wait’ll you see it.”
 
        I imagined her, a pied piper of song, with a host of children following her sweet melody through the pearly gates.
 
        Just then, the thrum of an engine caught us by surprise.  Suddenly Joshua rode into my line of vision on a gleaming silver hog, with Jixer and Jules straddling a miniature version of the same bike right behind him.
 
        “Well, well,” Silas said, raising his eyebrows and placing a tiny index finger on the side of his cheek. “Look who decided to show up.” He fiddled with the ridiculous looking cinnamon ascot at his neck then dabbed a drop of gloss onto his lips with his pinky. “It’s about time you got here!”
 
        “Hey Fi,” Joshua said, ignoring Silas and bringing the motorcycle to a stop. He slapped her on the back as if greeting an old friend or baby sister. “I brought your bike.” 
 
            “Thanks, Joshua!” A thrilled grin spread over Fi’s face as she strode over to her motorcycle. She patted the black leather seat and shot Joshua a thumbs-up. “I’m golden as long as I have something to ride.”      
 
        “You’re welcome,” he told her then fixed his stare on me. He took me in from head to toe and finally rested his eyes inside mine. I shivered as goosebumps bubbled up onto every patch of skin his eyes touched. Joshua nodded toward the dead heap of monster on the ground. “Nice work, as usual, killer.”    
 
         I didn’t thank him for the compliment or pay much attention to Silas, Jules or Jixer as they enlisted Fi’s help in burning the horse’s carcass.  My body temperature climbed as I watched him rake fingers through his river of wild dark hair.  He placed his hands just behind his hips and shoved his thumbs inside the back pockets of his jeans then stood still, staring wordlessly at me and waiting. 
 
       He didn’t have to wait long.
 
       I ran to him, and crashed into his lips with my own. 
 
       Satisfaction lit me from the inside out.  I was glowing with a perfect fever, and I never wanted to cool.
 
        Maybe Fi needed her danger fix. Skydiving, free bungee, or whatever else gave her the thrill she yearned for. Joshua Pride was my high. His kiss was my craving. His touch was the only one that could wind me down after a day like today. He was my safe haven.
 
        I laced my fingers into his and rested my head against his chest.     
 
        “Callie,” he murmured into my hair. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
        But before we could even discuss how and where to go, Jixer touched us back to Joshua’s place in Mackle, where a whole host of others, mortal and otherwise, greeted us with whooping and cheering. I spotted Mila, standing with Deaves and blowing a bubble that was almost the size of her-
 
        “Crap!” she cried and began carefully picking the sticky gum from her bangs.
 
       Joshua’s face quickly transformed from confusion to utter disappointment- our private liaison was not to be. “This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” he said.
 
        “It never is,” I said and heaved a great sigh.
 
        But just as the familiar angst started to crawl toward my heart, threatening to usher in a melodramatic eye roll and huff, I chose to smile. Because even though Joshua and I didn’t get the stolen moment we were hoping for, at least we were together. 
 
        I searched the crowd and found my mom, pointing her finger at Sam and scolding him for something. He stomped his foot and crossed his arms.  He was always getting into trouble for something. I shook my head and continued to study the group of people in front us.
 
        Next to Mom, Karen and her boyfriend, Pete, were sitting cross-legged on the ground across from my dad and Jack. They were playing cards, as if the world was not about to come to crashing halt. 
 
       A moment later, Jules and Jixer poofed in on the mini-motorcycle.
 
        The gang was all present and accounted for.
 
          I grinned apologetically up at Joshua, as he reached forward to move a strand of hair away from my face then leaned in to kiss my forehead.
 
        “I love you, Callie,” he whispered. Goosebumps tiptoed into my ears and warmed my face. I leaned into him and exhaled.
 
        Everything was perfect.
 
        Two days later, it rained fire.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   9
 
         Too many pairs of eyes were fixed on me from their seats on the grass and from picnic tables at Mackle Park. All of Mackle was Awake and waiting for some kind of clue about what was going to happen next. I was the main event here, but I felt like a poser. I didn’t even have what it took to be an opening act. Even with Fi at my side, winking confidently at me and shooting stars at my face with her smile, I was totally unsure of myself. 
 
        Why was it that I could stand confident in front of a host of the ugliest, most hideous Darks, creatures that could tear me limb from limb if I took one misstep, but I froze in front of regular people?
 
        The other “leaders” were stationed in different locations around town, bringing every Mackle resident up to speed on the Apocalypse. Joshua had a group at the high school stadium. Deaves was at the fire station. And, hard as it was to believe, Mila was leading a group at the senior center.
 
         I couldn’t begin to imagine what that presentation would look like. 
 
        My only comfort was that a large number of Mila’s audience probably couldn’t hear very well. Maybe some of her unique charm would be lost on them.
 
        “So first things first,” I held up the instruction manual that a group of us had put together as a hand-out and read aloud to the throng of people in front of me.  “The Collection of the Innocents. All children under the age of sixteen must be collected and removed from harm’s way.”
 
        I noticed my mother place a hand on the shoulders of each of my brothers. Her eyes narrowed and I could tell by the small motion of her mouth that she was biting the insides of her cheeks. My heart twisted inside my chest at the thought of watching my brothers go, but I knew it had to be exponentially worse for my mom. What could I possibly say to her or to the other mothers who were facing the same nightmare?
 
        “I know it’s hard for those of you who have children to imagine letting them go, but trust me, I’ve been where they’re going, and they are going to love it there.”
 
        Fi shot me an enthusiastic thumbs-up from the side, and I swallowed before continuing with my spiel.
 
        “The thing is, everything is going to get really ugly here, and we want to make sure that all of the children are safe before the first judgment is released.”
 
        The good people of Mackle stared at me as if I were speaking Chinese. 
 
        Oh, help.
 
        Silas must have been eavesdropping in my head from afar, because he suddenly was next to me. For once, I didn’t mind the invasion of privacy.
 
        “At your service, my dear.”
 
        Silas might be annoyingly smug sometimes, and it makes me nuts when he borrows my stuff without asking, but at that moment, I could have hugged him.
 
        I’m no good at this stuff, Si.
 
        “Maybe that’s why the Boss assigned me to you, Calliope. As you know, I am an excellent public speaker.”
 
        I didn’t know about excellent, but it was certainly one of his favorite pastimes.
 
        “There will be seven different judgments,” Silas explained, his voice booming unnaturally from his tiny form. I felt my muscles relax as he flutter-paced to and fro from one side of the picnic table to the other, detailing the events that were slated to occur over the next seven weeks.
 
        Before we had split up to educate at different locations, I’d shared Shayla’s outline with Silas, Joshua and the others. It was crazy how detailed the directives were –contingency plans and everything.  
 
        First thing that had to happen was The Collection of the Innocents – get the kids out of here before all hell broke loose.
 
        Because, even though Darks had been doing their dirty work on Earth since the birth of our planet, things were about to get a whole crapload worse.
 
        More Darks on the loose coupled with the Boss’s judgments was going to equal an epic nightmare. I was glad my brothers were going to be whisked away before it all went down. In truth, I would have preferred for my parents to take a little trip to the Great Beyond too, but The Collection was only for kids fifteen and under. Everybody else was expected to stay and fight. Apparently we’d need all the manpower and intellect we could get. 
 
        After The Collection, the judgments would begin. I wasn’t a big fan of the idea of judgments, and I’d been both ballsy and naive enough to express my opinion to Son. He’d laughed softly and reminded me that I wasn’t in charge of the plan, only the execution and that I’d do well to commit.
 
         ASAP.
 
        While Silas waxed on and on as usual, I let my mind drift to what I’d learned about the reasoning behind God’s judgments.
 
        As far as my puny brain could understand it, the Boss wanted all humans to get with His program, because, in His words, it was what was best for them. He was completely unapologetic on this point, insisting that His ways would provide His people with peace and ultimately land them in Heaven – where He wanted them to be. 
 
        Since Lu had started messing with people, using Darks to steal souls, the Boss had lost many of His children.  Heartbroken one too many times by these losses, He was now done being the nice Dad. So far, He’d been patient and let people come to Him in their own time, of their own accord. In recent times though, Lu had started to gather too much of a stronghold. As God had seen happen in the early days of the planet, too many people were turning toward evil. 
 
        So, He decided, the grace period was over.
 
        It was high time for a couple of plagues, a weather related disaster here and there –on a global scale, of course.  He figured these events and some other creepy stuff I didn’t really want to dwell on would be like a little nudge, an incentive, if you will, for humans to jump onto the right track before he destroyed Earth and all of the Darks who’d taken residence upon it.
 
        “Well, isn’t it kind of sucky to use fear tactics?” I’d asked Son. 
 
        “Did you breathe the Universe into existence on a whim? Did you knit together the complexities of the human body? The intricacies of the soul? Can you stop and start time at your leisure?”
 
        “No, but-”
 
        “Would you give up your family to save a person who’d repeatedly dissed you?”
 
        “Okay, okay I get it,” I said begrudgingly. “All powerful. All merciful. Yadda yadda yadda.” 
 
        “He gets to decide, Callie, and once you chew on that for awhile, you’ll realize just how good the freedom of it tastes.”
 
        I still didn’t get it, but I was starting to realize that I didn’t have to. I trusted my Maker, instinctively, and that was that.
 
        Plus, it wouldn’t only be humans who were susceptible to the effects of the judgments’ horrors. Darks were gonna feel the burn too. And that was something I was itching to see.
 
        Our job – Arcs and other angels alike – was to point as many souls as we could in the direction of the light before it was too late. Our Father wanted all of His children behind the pearly gates before He decided to ring the bell of His deadly curfew. And when He chooses to dim the lights on our planet, there will be no encore. Not even a crappy curtain call.   
 
        Seven weeks.
 
        Seven judgments.
 
        Now, I’d  done as Son had advised and gotten on board with my job description as far as the whole end of times program, but what I didn’t tell Son was that I was plotting a little reconnaissance action of my own. Sometime within the next forty-nine days, I was going to find a way to get to Romuel. I may have smiled and nodded when Son told me to leave Rom’s recovery to the big Guy, but I hadn’t forgotten my quest. Even during those perfect moments when Joshua’s lips were playing over mine, Rom’s ice blue eyes haunted me. 
 
        If I had to hitchhike on the back of a demon, I’d get to Hell and take him back. 
 
        I’d give Lu the fight of his life and scalp every strand of ginger from Deyanna’s head if she tried to stop me.
 
        My given mission may have been to save the world, but the purpose that shifted every beat of my heart into overdrive was my own. 
 
        Rescue the guy who’d saved my butt.
 
        As soon as the mutinous thoughts crossed my mind, I pushed them away, remembering that being an Arc meant no mental privacy. Silas liked to eavesdrop around in my head, and he was the last person I needed to get wind of my aspirations. Lucky for me, he was so into listening to himself talk at the moment, there was no room for my thoughts in that little brain of his. 
 
        I watched as he addressed the crowd with his serious-as-salt eyes and explained the dire importance of giving their children to Shayla, the tragic consequences that could befall them if they refused. 
 
        Would they believe a word he said? 
 
        At least they could see him now. It helped that people were wide Awake and aware of both the Darks and the angels among them. Was it so much of a stretch to go from believing there were miniature diva angels like Jules and smelly bulbous monsters to accepting the very real incoming events of the Apocalypse?
 
        “Callie!” Shayla’s musical voice broke through my thoughts before I saw her. She was racing toward me in bell bottom jeans and a tie-dye tee shirt. Her brown hair was hanging in braids to her shoulders, and there was a yellow flower pinned behind one ear. 
 
        As she neared the picnic table, I noticed the worried look on her face.
 
        “Hey Shayla,” I said quietly. 
 
        Silas immediately shot us a dirty look. Geez. God forbid we interrupt his opportunity to bask in the spotlight.
 
        He spun toward me and shot fire from his eyes. “I’m doing you a favor, Calliope.”
 
        Crap, he was right. I gritted my teeth for a second. “Sorry,” I mouthed to him.
 
        He tipped his tiny head in a stern nod and turned to Shayla. “Nice to see you, dearheart.”
 
        Dearheart? Since when does Silas call anyone Dearheart?  Why is he always so nice to everyone but me? 
 
        Before I could nosedive into a pool of self-pity, Shayla took my arm and pulled me a few feet away from the picnic bench. 
 
       “Callie, there’s a group of Darks not a half mile from here,” she whispered quickly. “They are large in number.” In the lamplight, I could see that her deep brown eyes bled with worry.
 
        “What type of Darks?”
 
        “They’re all working together now, Callie. There are Rasers, Scrapers, and…”
 
        She looked away, without finishing her sentence, and my face went cold. Fear crept into my pores before I could imagine what horrible thing she seemed to be afraid to tell me.
 
        “What is it?” I asked.
 
         “Mihm’s leading them.”
 
        Suddenly there was fuzz in my ears. I closed my eyes as terror spun the world around me. Behind them, his name pulsed like a heartbeat in bright red letters. Mihm.
 
        Visions crawled from my memory, making me shudder. 
 
        Gina Jones’ tragic party.
 
        Mihm, whispering Mila into the drug-induced oblivion that nearly killed her.
 
        A battle that had ended with both Mihm and myself hurtling over the second floor balcony and landing on the patio below.
 
        I’d heard his demon bones crack when they hit the pavement.
 
        “But he’s dead!” I said, opening my eyes. 
 
        “Apparently not. He’s got a hodge podge of Darks behind him, and they’re on their way here as we speak.”
 
         I sucked in my breath and bit the inside of my cheek a little too hard. The taste of salt and iron mingled on my tongue. He was coming for me. I was sure of it.
 
        “What do we do, Shayla?”
 
        “Look, Callie, from here on out, nobody’s Cloaked. None of us are playing by the same rules. The Darks aren’t just whispering anymore. They’re waging war.”
 
        I scrunched up my face as my stomach lurched to my knees.  
 
        “Lu isn’t trying to trick his way into getting souls anymore, Callie. His goal now is fear, destruction and death.” 
 
        A coldness creeped over me as her words became clear. 
 
        “Mihm’s coming to kill everyone, isn’t he?”
 
        “They all are. Every Dark on earth is out for blood. They’re using the humans they can get to follow them too. Lucifer is rewarding every Dark according to numbers and types of kills.”
 
        “What do you mean -  types of kills?”
 
        “The lighter the soul, the more the blood is worth.”
 
        Oh dear God and the baby Jesus. 
 
        “We have to get these kids out of here,” I said, shaking the frozen from my feet and arms. “Now.”
 
        “I’ll be set up at the park entrance with a delivery system.”
 
        “Got it.” I started to turn toward Silas.
 
        “And Callie?” 
 
        “Yeah?”
 
        “Hurry.”
 
        I nodded and double stepped away from her and into the crowd.  Ignoring Silas’s annoyed sounding “ahem,” I scanned the crowd for my parents. On some level I knew it was selfish, but my mind was racing down a solitary track. I had to get to my brothers before Mihm and his minions got here, had to get them out of harm’s way first.  Silas’s voice echoed behind me like white noise.                
 
        “You can be sure that it’s going to get quite ugly around here,” he said, “and soon. This is why it’s important that we get the children out now.”
 
         I could feel the blood quiver under my skin. Where the hello were my parents? They’d been sitting right in front of me just a second ago.
 
        A collective murmur rustled through the large group of families at the park. A burly man in a padded flannel jacket stood. 
 
        “How do we know you’re telling the truth?” The man accused Silas with eyes that were tucked under two of the fuzziest eyebrows I’d ever seen.
 
        Yuck.
 
        “Yeah.” A chubby brunette with a baby on her hip joined burly eyebrow guy. “We’re not gonna just hand over our kids to some weird little flying fairy.”
 
        I noticed Silas’s quiet bristle. Poor guy would never live the fairy thing down. Before he could begin to make his case, Fi came forward, all six and a half feet of her, gleaming like a larger than life beacon of sunlight. At the sight of her in gleaming white jeggings and snowy puffer vest, people began to quiet, even before her bright Aussie voice shone over their chatter. 
 
        Except for me. I started whisper-yelling for my parents. 
 
        Stepping over thumb-sucking kids and their dollies, I called out, “Mom? Dad?”
 
        “You’ve all seen the news, right?” Fi’s words rang out like a church bell.  “The online videos of that little girl being carried away on the dark horse? The pictures that are slathered all over Instagram?” She paused, giving them all a moment to mull over her questions. Tucking a stray sheath of chic golden hair behind one ear, she continued. “That beast was sent here by the Prince of Darkness, himself. It was called Noire, and it was created specifically to snatch innocent children from the earth.” Fi pointed to Si and to the space where I’d been standing before I went out on recon for Jack and Sam. “If it weren’t for the presence of Silas and Callie, Noire would have delivered that little sweetie straight to his master. This young Arc slayed that beast without blinking an eye, saving the life of sweet Jojo.”
 
        Sweet Jojo?
 
        That one stopped me in my boots.
 
        “Now, if any of you have read Revelations, the last book of the Bible, you have some idea of what’s coming,” Fi continued. “But our God is a God of surprises as well as a keeper of His word. Disasters like you’ve never seen are coming. Noire was just a tease, a distraction for the entertainment of his deranged maker. Our Father’s judgments will be much grander than anything Lucifer can contemplate in that pistachio-sized brain of his.” 
 
        Fi spoke her last sentence to the sky or perhaps somewhere beyond, as if she were challenging Lucifer to hear it and come and get her. 
 
        Her spiel was fantastic, but it was time to cut to the chase. “Fi!” I called. She spotted me and waved, smiling. If she knew what I knew, she wouldn’t be grinning like that. Why hadn’t Shayla told her too? “We’ve got to hurry it up!”
 
        She shot me a thumbs-up and kept talking. 
 
        “So, if there’s anyone you should trust, it’s Callie and Silas.” Silas crossed his arms over his tiny chest and smugly pointed his nose in the air. 
 
        We seriously did not have time to puff up the Micro. “Fi,” I called out again, trying to shoot her a look of urgency. “We should get the kids out now!”
 
        The crowd began to murmur with resistance at my words, but Fi continued to wax on with a smile.
 
        And another thumbs-up. 
 
        I wanted to break that thumb right off.
 
        “And, just to clear things up for you, Si is not a fairy. He’s an angel called a Micro – quite powerful and intelligent. He’s been around the block for awhile and won’t steer you wrong, right Callie?”
 
        I paused for just a fraction of a moment, remembering the slingshot he gave me to fight the demon, Mihm.
 
        “Calliope.” A fluttering Silas growled my name through his clenched smile, and I jumped from my thoughts.
 
        “No, of course not!” I said a little too brightly. “Silas is brilliant, but, Fi do you smell that sulfur?”
 
        She ignored my question.
 
        “We have an amazing children’s ministry, and it’s headed up by my good friend, Shayla. She’s overseeing the collection of all children. All over the world.” 
 
        Fi gestured toward the entrance to Mackle Park where Shayla seemed to be moving in double time, racing to accomplish whatever tasks she could before the mayhem erupted around us. She was obviously in a hurry, which explained why she hadn’t taken the time to tell Fi or Silas about Mihm. Shayla’s pigtail braids danced in the breeze beside a glimmering mirrored stairway that climbed endlessly into the sky. An infinite number of flickering candles perched on the banisters, lighting the way up to an invisible paradise. I squinted, noticing that as the steps got higher and higher, they seemed to miniaturize and finally disappear into the distance. 
 
        Before I could react to the amazing structure that seemed to have appeared like magic, I was bowled over by none other than my dad.
 
        Finally! 
 
        Thank you God and the big grown up Jesus who was actually called Son.
 
       I grabbed my dad by the shoulders. Now, I could get to work.
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        “Callie, check it out! It’s an actual stairway to heaven!”
 
        My dad stared at the gleaming staircase, his eyes were as big as Frisbees.
 
        “Dad! I’ve been looking everywhere for you! Where are Mom and the twins?”
 
        He didn’t even seem to register my question; he was so completely transfixed. “Zeppellin was right all along.” He shook his head and sighed with an open-mouthed smile. “I knew it.”
 
        Rolling my eyes, I grabbed him by the forearms and tried shaking him out of his rock and roll fantasy. “Dad! Where are the twins?”
 
        Still grinning like a little boy on Christmas, he looked at me. “Huh?”
 
        “Something really really bad is coming, Dad.” I swallowed, fear coating my tongue as I thought of Mihm’s blood-soaked sinewy form. “Get the boys to Shayla. Right now, Dad.”
 
        An apology clouded his eyes then, as he focused on me. “Callie,” he said softly and laid his hands on my shoulders.  “The boys are safe already.” He glanced toward the shimmering candlelight. “Shayla came for them before the stairwell even appeared, and, of course your mom and I sent them with her.” He shrugged. “It was a no-brainer move, Cal. We know what’s coming.”
 
        His words shut me down for a minute. 
 
        I had to remind myself to breathe.
 
        My brothers were gone. I didn’t even say goodbye. And they were gone.
 
        But they were safe. 
 
        Breathe again.
 
        They were safe.
 
        “Okay, Dad,” I said, trying to talk away the tears and focus on the present. “A bunch of super baddies are on their way here, and they’re probably going to aim for the children, and Fi is too busy talking and we have to get the kids to Shayla, and-”
 
        “Easy Cal,” he said quietly, his open hand patting my back.
 
        Nobody was paying any freaking attention to me, and the smell of sulfur was getting stronger and stronger, and Mihm’s creepy grin was mocking me behind my eyes, his voice taunting.
 
        And then I lost it.
 
       “LISTEN TO ME!” I cried at the tippy top of my voice.
 
        Fi’s blue eyes widened, and she was quiet.  Finally.
 
        Silas flew to me with a megaphone that was three times the size of his little body. My holler must have lured him away from his self-adoration party and back into my thoughts where he was supposed to be. I grabbed it from him without trying to hide my annoyance.
 
        “Sorry,” he muttered.
 
        “Get your kids to Shayla now!” I called into the megaphone. I didn’t want to detail what was coming for fear of terrifying the kids. “Something really bad is on its way here!” 
 
        A bazillion sets of unimpressed eyes stared silently at me. How the hello was I supposed to get them to understand that their children were about to be yanked from their safe arms and into a real-life horror scene? My toes started to itch with frustration. I wanted to stomp and scream. 
 
       “Calliope,” Silas whispered.  “Are you all right? Your face looks like a giant grape.”
 
        There’s no way these people are going to hand over their kids, Si.
 
        “Unfortunately, you may be right.”
 
        But I wasn’t.
 
        Turns out, I was completely wrong.
 
        Because, suddenly, the sky opened up, and fist-sized fireballs began raining over the innocent residents of sleepy Mackle, sizzling into the soil at Mackle park, singeing scrunchees and scorching shoelaces.  
 
        “It’s the first judgment,” Silas said and flew off into the crazed crowd.
 
        “Mommy!”  Every child seemed to be screaming the same name.
 
        “Ouch! It burned me” 
 
        “Hot!”
 
        “My shirt’s on fire!” wailed a tiny boy wearing freckles and a pair of red truck pajamas.
 
        Parents screamed as they attempted to dodge the storming blaze, pushing their children this way and that, trying endlessly to put out flames with blankets, clothing and whatever else they could use. 
 
        In the confusion, I, myself, was juking the fiery rain, until I noticed the embers landing painlessly on my skin. While the community went haywire around me, I was transfixed. The second the circles of flame touched me, they transformed into rolling droplets of water. 
 
        Son’s words echoed in my memory. 
 
        “My Father will never forsake His creations.”
 
        “Callie!” Fi’s voice broke through my wonderment. “Help them! Get them to Shayla!”
 
        Without pause, I sprung into action, scooping up the roly poly babies who were totally unaware of the danger they were in and running them to Shayla.  As I pried the hands of weeping toddlers away from their mothers and fathers, I noticed that not one set of parents was resisting anymore. In fact, many were racing through the firestorm to reach Shayla on their own.
 
        At the entrance to Mackle,  Shayla was in her element,  holding her hands out to receive the little ones. She took the babies, carefully cradling the heads of the tiniest ones and grabbing the toddlers under their arms. I watched her kiss an infant boy’s forehead before she placed him into the hands of a dark-haired angel who was standing on the bottom step of the staircase. Once he had the child in his arms, he turned and raced up the steps. Within seconds, he was out of my line of vision, and a different guy had taken his place.  I noticed all of the runners had a strange light flowing around them, almost like a full-body halo. Not only was the aura a really cool effect, but it was also an easy way to tell the difference between angels and humans. 
 
        Pure genius, I thought. I’d call it The Glow.
 
        I wondered why some angels had it while others didn’t.
 
        Shayla handed new guy a baby girl. In a flash, he was off, his legs seeming to fly up the illuminated stairs.
 
        It was like a relay race, but instead of handing off flags, we were handing off children.
 
        I hoisted a chubby-cheeked preschooler out of her father’s arms and was turning around to head back to Shayla when again I ran smack face into my own dad.
 
        He jumped as a fiery orb singed the skin of his forearm.
 
        “Dad! What are you doing? Get underneath something.” He’d always dreamed of being a superhero, but now was not the time. He couldn’t defend himself against this storm.
 
        “It’s okay, Cal,” he said, swinging a pony-tailed girl into his arms and running next to me. “I want to help.”
 
        “You’re getting burned, Dad!” I yelled, over the sound of crying children and screaming parents. Why wouldn’t he just listen to me? “Take cover somewhere!”
 
        “And miss the chance at getting up close and personal with the actual Stairway to Heaven?” He winced again as fire rained onto his forehead then washed the pain away with a grin. “Did I ever tell you I’m a huge Zeppelin fan?” he asked me as he handed his little girl to Shayla.
 
        Apparently this poorly placed act of heroism had something to do with his obsession over old fashioned music. 
 
        “I don’t know what a Zeppelin is, Dad,” I told him, both of us racing toward a set of twin boys that looked to be about five years old. The boys were hiding under the park jungle gym with their frantic parents, trying their best to avoid the streams of fire that continued to rail at us from the sky.  
 
        “Help us, please!” The father called. “Take our boys!”
 
        “I’m coming!” I promised and ducked my head under the far end of the jungle gym where I cornered my dad for the briefest moment. 
 
        “Dad, listen.” I put my hand forward to stop him, and he ran into me. I could feel his heart beneath my palm, beating like mad. “Please find Mom, and get her to safety.”
 
        “Angel girl,” he said, pausing to smile seriously at me. “I don’t think there is any safety left around here.”
 
         I bit my lip, the past leaking out of me in drippy drops of happy memories. Until now, I hadn’t even thought about the fact that this was truly the end. Since my sixteenth birthday, I’d been living a strange, almost trippy version of my former life, but it was still my life. My world was in hyper color now, but it was still the same world beneath my toes. Now, everything was about to change. My dad was right. Safety was no longer a realistic circumstance.
 
        I lunged forward from beneath the playset and threw myself between the fire drops toward the twin boys’ hideout. I grabbed one little yellow-haired boy and tossed him like a basketball pass to my dad. The second twin reached out to me, throwing his arms around my neck before I even had a good grip on him.
 
        I sped to Shayla, handed off the boy and whizzed back into the crowd.
 
        Above the buzz of sizzling ground, my father’s actions silently echoed my own.
 
        Within minutes, we’d delivered every little one to Shayla’s loving arms. As the last child, a doe-eyed girl of about ten, began her ascent up the stairway to heaven, Shayla broke into a worship song. She held her hands, palms up, to the sky, and I couldn’t help but stare at the balls of fire that splashed off of her skin.
 
        “Shayla! Watch out!”
 
        Fi’s  scream broke the peace, as her hand closed around the neck of a scraggly looking Dark, breaking it before he could place a foot onto the first step. A throng of his brethren was rolling forward like a Mac truck, not far behind him. 
 
        “Thanks, Fi,” Shayla said and then addressed the incoming pile of nastiness that was headed directly toward us. “None of you stands a fighting chance,” she said calmly. She bowed her head toward the stairwell solemnly then watched it fold away from us, like dominoes falling up instead of down.
 
        “Everyone ready?” she asked.
 
         My dad reached into his back pocket and pulled out the Glock that Romuel had trained him to use.
 
        “I’m ready,” he said, looking sternly at me.
 
        “Now,” Shayla said and began to march forward, firing her own shotgun with each footstep.
 
        My dad, Shayla, Fi and me. We were the front line, crushing each and every dark before it could cross into our territory. I slashed at their rotten flesh with Rom’s sword. Fi broke bones and sinew with her bare hands. We pushed our way through the darkness like an unbreakable beam of light.
 
        Until we reached the end and there he was, about twenty feet in front of us.
 
        “We meet again, Arc.” Mihm’s syrupy voice coated my body with fear. For a half-second my muscles were stuck in its ooey goo, and I couldn’t move.
 
        “Callie,” Shayla whispered, a humble yet confident smile playing at her lips. “This one’s all yours. Fight your fear.”
 
        Karen’s voice echoed in my ears, her eternally hopeful smile playing along the edges of my vision.
 
        “Pray over everything,” she always said. “Worry over nothing.” 
 
        Easier said than done, especially when you were standing face-to-face with one of the scariest Darks alive. How the hello was he even alive? 
 
        Mihm’s pointed teeth glinted in the moonlight, his skinless form shining with sweat and blood as he crept, spiderlike toward me, a creepy grin painted across his big gross lips.
 
        At ten feet away, he broke into a run, coming at me with claws outstretched, ready to dig them into my flesh.
 
        “Angel girl,” my dad said. “You got this.”
 
        And at that moment, I knew I did. My dad’s words fueled me into mindless action. I marched steadily forward, away from my battalion, gripping the sword that I still couldn’t quite consider my own. 
 
        When Mihm was close enough, he pounced at me, an evil arrogance seeming to ooze over his grisly form. But before his sharp talons could close around my throat, I buried Rom’s sword in his rib cage. The weight of his slack body pulled on my weapon as I ripped it out of him. Watching his nearly lifeless form plop to the ground, I edged next to him and placed my boot onto his quiet chest.
 
        “Are you dead enough this time?” 
 
        His red eyes fluttered weakly then, and I sucked in my breath.
 
        “You… got… me… Arc,” he sputtered.
 
        You bet I did, you reeking pile of filth.
 
        “But…I got… your Romeo… first.”
 
        When my thoughts caught up to his words, I felt my face freeze. Dread coated the question that burned my tongue. 
 
        “What are you talking about, you got my Romeo?” I spit the words at his horrible form.
 
        But, he never answered me.  With an eternally evil sneer on his lips, the demon Mihm finally died.
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   Joshua
 
        Mihm will tell her I’m dead. 
 
        Murder of hope is the first step toward total destruction, and I’m sure this is his plan. 
 
        I know how he works. I’ve been battling him for decades, and he’s the only Dark that was ever really any challenge to me. Not that Mihm is even half the warrior that I am. He’s just a total sneak and an expert at deception.  
 
        When he first showed his face tonight, I thought I was hallucinating. I’d sliced right through him that night at Gina Jones’ party just months ago. I’d seen his body, lying dead, or so I’d thought, on the patio outside of her house. When his corpse had disappeared minutes before paramedics arrived, I’d chalked it up to Dusters doing their jobs. I’d been so sure. 
 
        And that was my mistake. With Mihm, you can never be sure of anything. 
 
        Suddenly a memory knocks on the door of my thoughts - the lesson I was planning on teaching at the Mackle High School stadium today. It was all about the collection of the innocents. We were supposed to convince the residents of Mackle to let their children go. How did today go so terribly wrong? 
 
       Here’s what I know. Somebody is a traitor.   
 
        Someone at that stadium had to have slipped me something. 
 
        The last thing I remember is Karen and her Dutch-boy boyfriend setting up the snack table with homemade chocolate chip cookies and cider on the 50 yard line. Next thing I know, I wake up in limbo, not a square of solid ground to stand on. Three stick figure-looking Darks are taking turns poking their pointy fingers into my eyes, kicking at my face with their sharp, boxy feet while I’m floating in some inter-dimensional confusion.
 
        I gather my balance then, which is incredibly difficult, considering the lack of solid ground, and reach for the three twig-like bodies of evil in my midst. Before I can snap even one of them in half, all three disintegrate into thin air.
 
        Trippy, to say the least, but it gets worse.
 
        Mihm’s face appears, like a hologram in a black hole. It’s just his head, with no body attached, floating in mid-air. A great grin stretches across his bloody lips, and he reminds me of the Joker from the Batman movies.
 
          I’m straight up gobsmacked that he’s alive, so much so that I can’t even speak at first. Once my eyes adjust to the impossibility they’re looking at, I glare at him.  
 
        “Not so tough, now, are you, Joshua Pride?” he sneers at me. “I’d finish you off right here, but I’d hate to do you in without letting you say goodbye to your better half. It’s Callie, right?”
 
        “Shut the-” I begin and attempt to lunge forward at him, but I’m stuck. My wrists are suddenly shackled to some invisible place, and no matter how hard and fast I yank, I can’t get them free. Mihm smiles widely at me, and my insides ignite. 
 
         “You just rest right here while I go and collect her,” he says. “We’ll have a proper send-off together then.” His evil laugh echoes in the darkness long after his face is gone.
 
        Suddenly I’m plopped down hard onto cold cement, my head still swimming in whatever chemically induced trip was forced on me. The heavy chains remain at my wrists.
 
        Weird as it seems, even to me, that’s how I ended up in this room.
 
        I tried to physically break free.
 
        I tried to Clear.
 
        I tried to summon Jixer.
 
        I even tried the magic we are forbidden to use except in the most dire of situations.
 
        Nothing worked. Mihm must have spelled me, and I don’t know how long it will last, if it will wear off or not. He’s never done this before; he’s usually in for the kill. This time, it’s more than that. He wants to kill Callie and make me watch. 
 
        The thought throws me into a frenzy of thrashing, trying with all my strength to get out of these damn shackles.
 
        Something clatters ahead of me in the darkness. A raspy voice breaks the silence. It’s coming from just outside of this damp-smelling holding cell.
 
        “Watch him,” the voice says. Sounds like this dude’s spent enough time in the Bronx to pick up an accent.   “Rough him up every once in a while. Use the prongs, the blades, whatever floats your boat, kid. Got it?”
 
         “Okay,” another voice says.
 
        The second voice sounds younger. Unsure of himself. 
 
        I press my ear against the metal door and try to focus on the muddled words beyond. My wrists hurt from straining against the supernaturally enhanced chains that bind me to this dark place, but I focus away from the pain and toward the conversation outside.
 
        “Don’t mess this one up, Dawson.” Raspy New Yorker again. “This is our chance to get outta Dodge, so don’t blow it.”
 
        “I won’t, Dad.”
 
        “Five hundred G, Dawson. That’s what the guy promised me to hold onto this one.”
 
        Silence.
 
        “Clear enough?” Bronx guy asks. “Five hundred G.”
 
        One big, loud, melodramatic sounding sigh emerges from what I assume to be voice number two.
 
        My spirits lift as I realize I’m being left under the supervision of a teenager. 
 
        “Dad, I’m good. I got this.”
 
        “I gotta take care of a delivery. I’m goin’ out on a limb here, trusting you, Dawson. Don’t let me down.”
 
        “I won’t,” the boy promises.
 
        “Later,” his father says.
 
        I listen to the sound of footsteps, first heavy and close, but quickly disappearing into the distance. I imagine a pair of brown work boots, steel toe and water stained. Soon, there’s a thud against the door. Young Voice must still be out there, playing watchman.
 
        “Hello?” I make an attempt, but there’s no answer.
 
        “Hey, man.” I try again. “Are you there?”
 
        He doesn’t give me anything. I inch backward toward the wall, letting slack gather along my shackles, giving my tired wrists a break from the burning pull. It requires so much effort to stretch myself nearer to the door.  I can’t tell how big this holding room is. It’s pitch black, and I can’t even see my fingers if I wiggle them right in front of my face.
 
        I ease down onto the dampness and place my head between my knees, listening to the sound of Dawson fidgeting outside. Just as my flimsy hope is sliding away from me, a long, loud burp breaks the silence.  An epiphany erupts from the darkness. Maybe my wild card is sitting outside of this room. Maybe I can convince this kid which side of Armageddon he should stand with.
 
        “Dude, uh… Dawson, listen.” I attempt. “ You’re gonna wanna open this door and hear what I have to say. Ever hear of the book of Revelations? The end of the world?”
 
        Nothing.
 
        “I’m not a crackpot or anything, but all kinds of disasters are about to occur.” I can’t believe how ridiculous I must sound to this teenage boy. I have to at least try, though. “There’s so much that’s about to happen. Dangerous stuff. Earthquakes, volcanoes, super-storms.” This isn’t the exact truth about what’s coming, but I can play to his human assumptions.
 
        “Fire!” he says, in a voice that sounds at once both surprised and terrified.
 
        Maybe he has some sort of pyro-obsession or something. I can use that.
 
        “Yes, probably fire too, all sorts of fire-”
 
        “Shit! It’s burning my skin. Where the hell is it coming from?” he asks.
 
        What is this kid talking about? Maybe he’s the crackpot. 
 
        Fantastic. 
 
        My only hope of getting out of here and saving Callie from Mihm is a pyro-obsessed crackpot.
 
        “Oh my God!” he shrieks. 
 
        I hear a series of pops and sizzles in between Dawson’s cries.
 
        “It’s raining fire out here!” he says. I hear the scratchy slide of his body moving against the other side of the door, as I try to piece together what’s happening out there.
 
        The jangle of what must be Dawson’s keys is background noise to me. My thoughts fall over each other, racing, unprepared, to reach the only logical conclusion my mind can string together.
 
        Just as the door bursts open, and chubby, buzz-cut, young-voice Dawson trips frantically into the now dimly lit space, I realize exactly what is going on.
 
        The first judgment has begun.
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        For the first few minutes, we stand silently, shoulder to shoulder, staring together at the scene beyond the open door. I’m so swept up in watching the torrent of flames as they roll toward the earth, I almost forget Dawson is beside me. He seems to be in his own world too until I accidentally brush up against his arm.
 
        “Ow!” he yells. I notice the melty patch of skin on his right forearm.
 
        “Sorry,” I say, as he pushes short bursts of air from oh-shaped lips. In the dimness, I can see the screaming red blotch. It’s about the size of an orange, and Dawson is staring at it, looking like he’s about to lose his lunch all over the cement floor. 
 
        “If you get me out of these chains, I can help you,” I tell him, although I’m not altogether sure what I can do for him without my first-aid kit.
 
        He peers at me with big brown meatball eyes. His husky pants gather in piles at his ankles, swishing along the ground as he shuffles and winces, shuffles and winces. He shakes his arm in the air as if the motion will make the pain go away.
 
        “My dad’s gonna kill me,” he says.
 
        “Believe me, Dawson,” I tell him with a nod and an almost chuckle. “Your dad’s the least of your worries now.” I glance behind him, toward the open doorway that’s ushering in a snag of moonlight.  It’s still raining flames out there. Almost looks like stars are falling from the heavens.
 
        “Where are we?” I ask, turning back to him.
 
        “Just outside of the city, couple blocks from the Holland Tunnel,” he replies, his words quiet, his eyes still focused on his feet.
 
        New York City. Dark Central. Figures.
 
        “And what is this place?”
 
        “Huh?” he asks, looking up at me.
 
        I motion as best I can with the shackles, to the space we are in. “Here. This room.”
 
        “Oh.” He bites his thick bottom lip. “It’s the storage rental place where my dad works. You Store ‘Em.”
 
        “Can these units catch fire, you think?”
 
        “What?” His eyes widen, and he breaks once more into a nervous shuffle. This kid is a scared puppy that can’t decide whether to pee or bury himself along with his bone in the dirt. 
 
        “I’m just wondering if we should get out of here and take cover somewhere that’s less likely to ignite,” I tell him, hoping I can scare him into helping me out of these cuffs. I know Mihm spelled them or something so that I can’t do it, but this kid’s got keys, and maybe one of them can unlock my shackles.
 
        He rolls his shoulders and backs away from me a few steps.
 
        “I can’t do anything for you,” he says, a mist of spittle splashing from his mouth. “Even if my dad wouldn’t choke me for letting you out, the other guy would finish me off. He was pretty serious about keeping you locked up in here.”
 
        Other guy?
 
        “What’d he look like?”
 
        Dawson looks at the ground. “It was dark.”
 
        “Blond? Skinny? Like Swiss Miss except Swiss Mister?”
 
        His light chuckle seems to surprise even himself, and when he looks up at me, I know exactly who my traitor is. Freakin’ Dutch boy. When I get my hands around that kid’s throat-
 
        “How did he…?”
 
        Dawson’s question trails off as his eyes study me, and I finally figure out what he’s trying to ask.
 
        “Oh. How did that skinny rat take me out?” Because my guard was down.  “He had to have drugged me.”
 
         Dawson nods. “Obviously.” 
 
        “Was there a girl with him?” I’m almost ashamed to ask the question, to imagine that Karen could have been in on it.
 
        “Nope.” He shakes his buzzed head. “He talked to my dad alone, but somebody drove him here in a fancy black car. Tinted windows, so I don’t have a clue who was driving.”
 
        Couldn’t have been her. She’s just too… Karen. What’s Callie’s nickname for her? Perfect Poppins or something? But Dutch boy is definitely the traitor. I begin to imagine methods of revenge.
 
        “Who are you?” Dawson asks, interrupting my thoughts.
 
        “My name’s Joshua. I’m… well, I’m…” 
 
        And it’s then that I remember the reason I’m on this truly God-forsaken planet. I look at Dawson and see beyond the overweight boy with weakness etched into his pink cheeks and defeat reflecting from his cloudy eyes. I see the soul beneath all of the crap he’s been put through, the layer of purity that’s hiding beneath years of broken will and crushed ego. There may not be a Dark to fight off right here and now, but I’m sure as sure can be that Dawson has been victim to the poison of their whispers. 
 
        Compassion floods my heart, washing away all thoughts of revenge. My purpose pours over me until I’m immersed in it, and I quickly realize the error of my pride. 
 
        Trying to focus on my own plan instead of accepting the one that was laid out for me.
 
        Losing hope when my plan didn’t work out so well.
 
        Forgetting that the story has been written, and it ends well, and that I’m only here to serve my creator through serving others. And today, Dawson is my purpose.
 
        A sheepish smile lands on my lips, and I look up with an apology written on my pupils. I can almost hear His response. 
 
        No worries, Joshua. Even a really solid Arc gets lost once in a while. Now, get to work, son.
 
        With a nod to the great beyond, I reach out, as far as my shackles will allow and place the tips of my fingers on Dawson’s elbow.  A jolt of electric Arc power zaps through my skin into his, and images begin to flash behind my closed eyes. 
 
    
 
        A bruised little boy of four. He’s sitting on broken front-porch steps, wondering what he did wrong.
 
        Why did Daddy hit him?
 
        At seven, he’s crying in the darkness of the closet where he’s been locked up.
 
        When will Dad let him out?
 
        At ten, he’s clamping his hands over his ears, tuning out teachers, trying desperately to become invisible.
 
        Do they notice his swollen eye? The holes in his jeans?
 
        At fifteen, he sits in a dark room, much like the one they are in now. His hope is gone. He believes his father’s mantra.
 
        Worthless. Stupid. Idiot.
 
    
 
        The last image fades.  Dawson gasps before bursting into tears. I can’t reach out to hug the guy, but I squeeze his elbow to let him know I’m not going anywhere and to hopefully infuse him with the love of his Creator.  
 
        “How the hell did you do that?” he asks me. “What are you, some kind of magician or something?”
 
        I shake my head and get to the point. “What your father said to you is not true, Dawson.”
 
        He wipes his left arm against his face, sucking air into his lungs, sniffing the snot back into his nose.  
 
        “Your dad filled you up with lies,” I tell him. “You’re far from nothing. The God that created the universe created you, and He doesn’t make any mistakes. He knows every hair on your head, every thought before you think it.”
 
        Dawson is crying quietly now, his bulky body trembling only slightly, and he’s staring at me, seeming to eat up my every word. 
 
        “And, He has a purpose for you, Dawson.” I know all about purpose and just how important it is.  “I’ll help you find it, okay?”
 
        He doesn’t respond.
 
        “All those times your dad hit you, all the horrible things he said and did… Just let it all go.” I make sure to keep hold of his elbow. Even Mihm’s supernatural shackles can’t hold back the power of God that flows through my Arc fingertips and into this amazing soul standing before me. I watch Dawson’s metamorphosis from despairing to joyful, and I’m at once grateful that I am what I am.  I’m grateful that I’m here in this dank place, playing a small role in transforming darkness into light.
 
        Suddenly, Dawson smiles for the first time, and the storage unit floods with a warm luster as if the flames from outside have found their way inside.
 
        “Wow,” he says, still grinning, and, without warning, throws his heavy arms around me in an embrace. I’m practically suffocating under the weight of his… appreciation.
 
         “Thanks, Joshua.”
 
        “You’re welcome,” I manage to squeak, and, as he’s releasing me from the stronghold of his hug, I hear a powerful crack. I look down, toward the source of the sound. 
 
        My shackles, like Dawson’s, have been broken.
 
        Once again, the power of the Living God is both surprising in its methods and invincible in its strength. I stare in awe at the broken chains lying at my feet. I close my eyes and whisper a thank you of my own. When I open them, I get so caught up in Dawson’s glaze of bliss, that it takes me a minute to notice just how hot it’s gotten. I notice the flames licking the far wall of the unit and instinctively grab Dawson’s good arm. 
 
        “Let’s get out of here.”
 
    
 
   13
 
   Callie
 
        Everything had seemed to happen at once last night. Both the world at large and my own little square of it had taken on a brand new look. First, with the realization that I would never see my little brothers again this side of Heaven. Even though I may have wished for this exact circumstance more than once as a kid, their absence left a big fat hole in my heart. 
 
        Two seconds after not getting to say goodbye to my brothers, I was off to fight Mihm, who I’d thought was already totally dead. But-surprise! Like some weird horror-flick zombie, he was back and had his sights set on little old me! 
 
        Still- no time to process all of that confusion, because... BREAKING NEWS!
 
        In Mihm’s dying breath, he manages to croak out that he’s killed my Arc. 
 
        My Joshua.
 
        And at that moment, nothing else blipped on my radar. With the world as we knew it morphing into a strange place where monsters were real and children were extinct, all I’d been able to concentrate on were Mihm’s last words.
 
        My soulmate was gone. Dead. 
 
       The question that had been haunting me since my Discovery flashed once more across my mind. 
 
       What happens to angels when we die?
 
       I was numb with disbelief. It simply could not be true.
 
        Joshua was not dead! 
 
        I felt my fingers go to my face and began raking my cheeks with my fingernails, willing myself not to let loose even one tear.
 
        To cry would be to buy into his BIG FAT LIE!
 
        Misty voices from the crowd gathered in a cloud around me with “what happened” and “what’s wrong” and “wow what kind of dead demon is that,” but I had no answers for them.
 
        “You did it, Calliope! He’s definitely dead this time.”
 
        Silas’s voice yanked me from the fog, but only just. 
 
        I nodded and looked up at his tiny body, fluttering at my eye-level.
 
        “Mihm’s dead,” I told him, the words dripping from my lips, my voice empty of emotion.
 
        “Yes, that’s what I said, Calliope. He’s deader than dead this time. Congratulations!” He smiled widely at me and placed a pinky at his lips. “I’ll gather a group to burn the body.”
 
        Again I nodded, still on my knees, still repeating the mantra in my head.
 
        Joshua is alive. He is alive. Mihm is a lying sack of dead demon.
 
        As Mihm’s body turned to ash, I was completely silent. Several people settled in around me to pat me on the back and congratulate me for destroying the demon Mihm. Some of them – the parents – wore pained expressions on their faces, but even their obvious heartache left me feeling nothing. I simply didn’t have room for their losses. The fact that on the entire planet, there were no children left to play pretend or giggle or ask for a cuddle meant nothing to me.  Mihm had ripped my heart out with his words. I felt as though he’d killed me instead of the other way around.
 
        Once the fiery rain stopped, and the wet, watery stuff began to steam up the ground, I gathered my wits and stood. Maybe it was the passionate self-talk or the woman’s intuition stuff that my mom always made reference to, but somewhere deep inside, I knew that Mihm was as big of a liar as his maker and that Joshua was truly alive.  I knew it like I knew my name was Callie. 
 
        Right?
 
        I bit the skin at the side of my thumb until it was raw. Motion swirled around me like swiftly moving clouds, and fast-talking voices waxed on and on about the fire Judgement. Their words ran over each other like cars in a traffic pile-up, while I stood there, the tiny seed of doubt in me already beginning to bloom into a flower of despair.
 
        I needed to find Joshua, to put my eyes on him and watch him breathe in and out.  So, with the ground steaming below my feet, I ran. My parents’ voices echoed behind me, asking where I was off to, my mom demanding that I get back here right now. Their words rolled off of me like the raindrops sliding down my shoulders. 
 
         Although I was teetering on the edge of emotional breakdown, I refused to let myself cry. Hurtling through the downpour, I repeated the same three words the entire way to the high school stadium.
 
        “He’s not dead. He’s not dead.”
 
        When my feet reached the top of the bleachers, they slipped on the slick metal stairs. I scanned the stadium, my gaze frantic, jumping from a group of adults huddling together at the fifty-yard line to another set of strangers near the visitor entrance to Mackle High field. Finally, my eyes found Jixer at the boarded up snack bar. He was sitting under the awning on the counter.
 
        Alone.
 
        I half slid, half ran down the steps, pushed through a crowd of sobbing adults – most probably parents who’d just said goodbye to their kids, then sprinted across the field. I hadn’t even reached him before the questions started spurting from my lips.
 
        “Where is he?” I cried and finally gave permission to the tears that had been waiting to escape onto my cheeks.
 
        “Slow down, Callie,” he said as he rolled one of his homemade cigarettes with more attention than he was paying me.
 
        I quickly snatched it from his cool little fingers and tossed it aside, yelling out the news of what had happened at Mackle Park.
 
        “Mihm said that Joshua’s-,” I started, but my lips folded together in a grimace that wouldn’t succumb to looking terrified. I couldn’t let the words play on my tongue. They were a lie.
 
        IT WAS A LIE!
 
        “Find your freakin’ Arc, Jixer!”  I’d screamed and Cleared to my parents’ house to shut myself inside my old room for a good old-fashioned spaz attack in private. Jixer would find Joshua and bring him to me.
 
         He had to.
 
        Since then, Silas had visited twice, both times reporting that things were quiet outside. There were, for the moment, no other catastrophes to quell and no signs of Judgment number two.  It wasn’t slated to occur for another week but with the speed up in plans, I couldn’t be sure if the events other than The Lull were going to stay on schedule.  Mila showed up a few hours ago and never left. Part of me was annoyed by her stream of consciousness chatter that never quieted, but the bigger part was glad to have her company and a shoulder to cry on.
 
        “I thought He wasn’t supposed to flood the earth again,” she said, her voice punctuating the steady pounding of the rain. 
 
        I ignored her, because I was on another frequency, wading through worries that had nothing to do with weather. She persevered though, standing and staring out the dining room window and providing me with an uncomfortable view into her warped train of thoughts.
 
        “Didn’t He give Noah and Moses a dove or an olive branch for peace or something? Wasn’t there like a Treaty of Versailles they all signed to make sure there was never another flood in the world?”
 
        I couldn’t help but stare at her from where I sat at the dining room table.  Was she for real? Listening to Mila’s logic, I decided, had to be the closest thing to an acid trip. At times, she was so quick witted – she’d learned to kill Darks almost as efficiently as I did. Some moments though, when Mila insisted on thinking out loud, I felt my brain slowly disintegrate into a sludge that was the consistency of Cheez Whiz.  
 
        “Are you really talking about the Treaty of Versailles? Like from World War One?” I was slouched over in a side chair, forehead in my hand, trying to massage the smart back in.
 
        “Oh,” she said and turned away from the window to regard me with an oopsy-daisy look. “Yeah, I guess that wouldn’t make any sense.”
 
        Nope.
 
        “Moses wasn’t even German,” she said, without missing a beat, and turned her attention back to the window.
 
        Some things never change. The world was about to end, and Mila was still… well… Mila. There were just no words.
 
        I almost reassured her. I almost told her that I was sure He wasn’t going to flood the earth again, that the heavy rain was probably just to put out all of the fires from last night. But, the words wouldn’t come. I didn’t feel like reassuring anyone right this minute. Where was my reassurance?
 
        I kicked a table leg and stood, beginning another round of the pacing I’d engaged in about once an hour for the past twelve. 
 
        “Where the hello is Jixer?” I asked no one in particular. Mila didn’t even bother looking at me this time. I was a broken record, asking the same question every twenty minutes. “I sent him forever ago. Why isn’t he back yet?”
 
        “Callie, it hasn’t even been a full day.”
 
        “It should take him no time at all to find his Arc, Mila. It’s what Micros do.” I huffed and gritted my teeth, trying so hard to keep convincing myself I was angry instead of afraid. Crumbling backward onto the couch, I pulled my knees to my chest and curled into myself. 
 
         “Listen, Cal pal,” she said and left her place at the dining room window. “It’s all gonna be good, okay?”
 
        “How do you know that?” I asked as she shimmied in beside me on the couch. It felt good to have her warm arms wrap around me, to smell the fruity essence that was Mila’s raspberry vanilla perfume.
 
        “I know, because, the saying goes like this. When God closes a door, somewhere He opens a window,” she said. “And, I think that means it’s all good.” She shrugged and shot me a bleached-white toothy smile.
 
        I looked into her big, dark eyes that were lined with thick mascara and glitter dust. This was the girl who’d had my back for as long as I could remember. How lucky was I to be able to spend end times with my BFF? Sure, her words of wisdom hadn’t really convinced me that Joshua was okay. I honestly wouldn’t be totally convinced until I laid eyes on him. But, what Mila had said rang true in a way. Even though I was shaking in my boots at the unknown aspect of Joshua’s fate, just being with Mila was a super comfort. She was my open window.
 
        “Thanks, Mi,” I said and leaned my head onto her shoulder. We sat in silence on the couch for a few minutes, cuddled together under a blanket like we used to on snow days when we were kids. I smiled at the memory of the two of us. We used to fight over which movie to watch. I’d always want action, and she’d insist on Barbie. Things hadn’t changed so much.
 
        “Mila?” I asked.
 
        “Yeah, Cal?”
 
        “Do you think he’s really…?” I couldn’t even finish the sentence. My broken thought hung in the air between us, while my heart tried desperately to keep itself from splitting into a thousand little pieces. Under the blanket, Mila hooked her leg around mine and scooched even closer.
 
        “Who are you talking about, Cal? Moses or Noah?”
 
        Sigh. 
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   Joshua
 
        The idea is brilliant, and I’m sure it was Shayla’s. She may have the heart of a preschool teacher, but she’s got the brain of an astrophysicist. 
 
        It glimmers like a diamond through the smoggy dust of an eerily darkened Times Square, leaving me wondering if the firestorm took out the electricity here. I’ve never seen Times Square without the flashing billboards and blinking marquees. Shayla’s perfect solution is just as bright as the ads used to be, if not brighter. Roughly five blocks ahead, it stretches like a beacon from earth to sky and beyond, right beside the discount tickets booth. 
 
        Stairways to Heaven. This is how they’re transporting the kids. 
 
        “Amazing isn’t it?” I ask Dawson, as I finish wrapping his arm with the gauze I snatched from a looted drug store. Shops around here are trashed. People are losing their shit when they see the impossibles that exist on their streets – Darks, Micros, fire falling from the sky. The look in Dawson’s eyes tells me he’s ready to lose it too. “I told you things were about to get a little weird for you,” I say. 
 
        “A little weird?” He breathes, his jaw hanging wide. “There are little… fairies… everywhere.” He points to the Micros that are flitting from place to place. 
 
        Of course, I see purpose in their actions. The miniature angels are doing their small parts to ensure The Collection goes smoothly. It’s what they’re trained to do. Dawson, on the other hand, has no idea what he’s gaping at.
 
        “And, up there in the square. There’s a… ladder?” He rubs his eyes as if he can scrub away the illusion. “What is that thing? It’s like those kids are walking into the clouds.”
 
        “I think it’s more of a staircase than a ladder,” I say, and continue hurrying toward the corner of  38th and 7th. 
 
        “Yeah, you’re right.” Dawson agrees. He’s trying to keep up with me, and I’m trying not to lose him. The crowd ahead is crazy huge with angels and mortals alike.
 
        “Sorry to rush you buddy, but I’ve gotta get up to that stairway. I can help rescue those kids, and then somebody can help get me back to Mackle.” I’d Clear to the Stairway if I could, but my Clearing mechanism still isn’t working. Mihm’s spell must have really messed with it. If I can just get closer to the Collection area, I might even be able to find another Arc or Micro who can get a message to Jixer. I have to get back to Callie. As soon as all those kids are delivered, I’m outta the Big Apple. Not my favorite destination. 
 
        “I’m not surprised Mihm had me dropped here,” I tell Dawson. He scrunches his eyebrows together when he looks at me, and I know he’s trying to process all of the information I’ve fed him in the past couple of hours since we left the storage unit. I’m doing my best to fill him in, but I’m not a Micro. Educating isn’t my thing. Fighting is. 
 
        I try to explain. “It’s one of the biggest Dark hubs in the country, so he’s probably got connections on the lookout at every cross street. Humans and demons, I’d bet.”
 
        Just as the words leave my lips, a dozen or so Darks round the corner ahead and begin their slurp toward Times Square and The Stairway with their backs facing us.
 
        “What the hell is that?” Dawson shrieks and begins to shuffle his big boots in reverse.
 
        “Damn,” I say. “I forgot I can’t always smell them coming in the city.”
 
        I look back at Dawson, and he squints at me at me as if I’m speaking Martian.
 
        “Sewage,” I try to explain.  “There’s so much sewage reek here already, that their scent doesn’t always-” I stop. Too much to tell and too little time. “Just don’t sweat it, D. I’ve got this.”
 
       I’m already reaching for my sword when I remember I don’t have any weapons on me. One more thing to thank Dutch boy for when I get my hands on him. Lack of weapons doesn’t matter  much though – this is an easy group of kills. A few Burrs.  A couple of Strains.  I take them by surprise, drop kicking, neck-breaking and gut-busting until they’re a pile of broken evil at my feet.
 
       “Come on, Dawson. It’s all good now.”
 
        I see his head peek around the corner he’s slid behind. He lurps over to me and studies the dead mound of Darks.
 
        “What are they?”
 
        “They’re Darks. A few different breeds, but they all work for the same guy.”
 
        “You’re telling me these are demons that were made by the devil, like the actual guy with the horns?”
 
         Every human gets so stuck on Lu’s horns. They’re his calling card around here.     
 
        “Yes. And what’s happening up ahead is called The Collection of the Innocents. Rescuing the children from Earth before the Judgments begin.”
 
        “I thought you said the fire was the first Judgment,” he says.
 
        At least I know he’s listening, but I don’t have an answer for him on that one. It doesn’t make any sense. The fiery rain stopped awhile ago. Kids should have been collected by now. Maybe this is what Si was talking about when he told us The Lull was cancelled. He said Lu had some tricks up his sleeves. Could he really be causing this many problems? He was never all that smart.
 
        Suddenly, a pair of young guys in business suits attempts to shove past us, pushing Dawson sideways into a crosswalk sign. With one hand, I grab the pair of jerks by their collars and pull them back to face us.
 
        “Where are you two headed?”
 
        The taller one looks like he’s about to wet his pants.
 
        “Let us go. We’re just trying to get out of here. They wouldn’t let us on the escalator on 5th. They were only taking kids.”
 
        Escalator on 5th?
     The other man, a short, stout exec, pipes up, pointing a finger behind me. “Look out!”
 
        A stray Dark shaped like an Anaconda slithers in and is curling itself around the legs of a petrified looking Dawson. 
 
        “Joshua,” Dawson barely breathes my name. His eyes are coated with fear and silently begging for help, as the creature’s mouth drips puss and blood onto his jeans.  It opens its mucus covered lips, showing fangs that are poised to strike, while Dawson’s tree trunk legs are terror-rooted to the ground. 
 
        Letting go of the two men, I grab the snakelike monster with two hands, one at its neck and the other further down its s-shaped form. It hisses and whips its pencil-point head at me, its beady black eyes flashing with what I guess to be anger.  Immediately, it unravels itself from Dawson and flings its scaly body toward mine. 
 
        One of the businessmen screams, but I don’t acknowledge him. I’m in kill mode. Before the creature can begin to wind itself around me, I fist both hands tightly around its cylindrical length. It only takes one good tug to rip its head clean off.
 
        I toss the diamond shaped chunk of flesh aside and drop the rest of it to the ground. The headless Dark does a post-mortem thrash dance for a few seconds and then goes still.
 
       When I look up from the mess of death, I see Dawson has backed himself up against a storefront, eyes wide, lips in a flat line across his face. 
 
        “What the hell was that thing?” One of the suits asks me. I ignore him. 
 
        “You okay, Dawson?” He doesn’t look okay. He seems to be doing his best to edge even closer into the brick wall under the shop’s awning, trying to fade into it.
 
        A hand slaps me on the back. “Man, you really kicked that thing’s ass! Nice going, bro!”
 
        I turn to the businessman whose friend must have deserted him when I let go of their shirt collars. I don’t have time for his praise, and I don’t want to be his bro. I peer up 7th at the Stairway. They’re still collecting. 
 
        “You said there’s an escalator on 5th?” I ask the guy.
 
        “There’s one on 5th and one on 6th,” he tells me. “There’s one in the Village too. My sister texted and told me that’s where she took her kids, but they won’t take adults.” He pauses. “Do you know where the steps go?”
 
        I’m too busy digesting the information to answer him right away.
 
        So, there are multiple Stairways – probably all over the world – getting the kids to safety. What an awesome plan. Better than simply Clearing them off to Heaven and having it look like they all just disappeared. That’s what I always thought would happen. This way’s better. Gives parents the opportunity and the impetus to say goodbye. Gives them hope too.
 
        “So, do you know where it goes?” The businessman asks me again, and I’m torn from my thoughts. He’s an arrogant ass, but I feel sorry for him. He hasn’t a clue what’s going down on his world.
 
        I look at him and grin.
 
        “Are you, by chance, a Led Zeppelin fan?”
 
        Suddenly, the thrum of a tiny engine sounds in my ears, and before the suit can answer me, Jixer is in my face, flapping his little white wings right in front of my nose. My eyes cross trying to focus on the mini motorcycle he’s straddling.
 
        “Josh!” He yells over the motor’s hum, and I’ve never been happier to see my Micro. “Finally! I haven’t been able to get a read on you for hours,” he says.
 
        “Can you Clear me to-” I start, and we’re both talking at once.
 
        “Things are crazy in Mackle-”
 
        “Jix, I need to get back to-”
 
        “Joshua, Mihm attacked-”
 
        “Mihm had me chained up, and I couldn’t-”
 
        “Callie killed him.”
 
        Callie what?
 
        And in a nanosecond, I’m quiet.
 
        Callie killed Mihm? I’ve been trying to kill that bastard for years.  No, not years, decades! And Callie’s an Arc for two minutes and suddenly she kills the big bad?
 
        Well, isn’t that a crock of-
 
        “Joshua!” The panic in Dawson’s voice snaps me from my haze of envy. “Look!” he wails. He’s pointing at the Stairway, and when I realize why his panties are in a bundle, I’m worried too.
 
        “Holy shit!” The businessman screeches. He turns tail and disappears around the corner behind us. 
 
        “What are they?” Dawson breathes. His mouth is hanging open, and his legs seem frozen into place.
 
        “They’re called Ragers,” I stutter, feeling the stretch in my eyes as I take in the very real creatures I thought were monsters of myth. Infamous for their cruelty, Ragers are the stuff of angels’ nightmares. “Dawson, stay put,” I tell him then turn to my Micro. “Jixer, I need a weapon.” 
 
        “No problem,” he says. He disappears, and in a split second he’s back with my sword. “Why’d you leave it under the bleachers, Joshua?”
 
        Freakin’ Dutch boy.  
 
        I don’t have time to explain to Jixer how my sword got stashed at Mackle stadium. I have to get to the-
 
        And, as soon as I think it, I’m there. At the foot of the Stairway. 
 
        I can Clear again! 
 
        Yes! 
 
        Whatever evil magic Mihm used to keep me down has finally worn off.  
 
        The light of The Stairway blinds me for a second, until my eyes adjust, and I’m squinting at the sky wondering if we can take them all. Even with the other Arcs that are here, I’m not sure.
 
        Six dragons. Three heads each, with six flames for eyes and thousands of razor sharp teeth gleaming from their salivating mouths. They’re hovering in the night sky, not fifty yards above the Stairway, in a v-shape formation. They seem to be waiting for something.
 
        A falling star suddenly comes into view, above and beyond the six. It’s hurtling toward the earth at a frightening speed. It’s only when the star gets close enough that I realize what the other creatures are waiting for.
 
        A seventh dragon with five heads instead of three, appears and heads for the center of the V-formation. Without knowing why I know, I am sure that once this beast takes its place among the others, they will strike.
 
        The children.
 
        A bright, lilting voice threads into the nightmare to which I am eye witness.  She’s calling to me through the horrible windstorm these creatures have incited.
 
        “Joshua, I’ll take the Eastern half. Shay’s got the West.”
 
        I look over my right shoulder at Fi, blond hair flying every which way like a spun gold tornado. She’s every bit the warrior princess she was created to be. Nothing scares her.  Behind and to my left, Shayla’s poised to strike. Her deep brown eyes betray no fear but instead pour waters of calm over the tension on Broadway.
 
        How did these two get here? I don’t have time to ponder for long before another voice closes in, nearer to me than the other two.
     “And, I’ll be right here in the center with you,” she says.  
 
        I’m suddenly ashes at the altar of her fire.  I see the golden sword before I see her face, and for the moment I’m not concerned with who killed who first or who is the stronger Arc. 
 
        Only one thought scrapes my consciousness before I advance toward the beast with five heads.
 
       We’re together. 
 
       And we’re gonna kick some big dragon butt. 
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   Callie
 
        I was just about ready to grab Rom’s sword and go looking for Joshua myself when Jixer poofed in and parked his mini-motorcycle on the dining room table.
 
        “Hey Jixer,” Mila said without even looking up from painting her nails.
 
        “Hi Mila,” he said, then turned his attention to me.
 
        “Trouble,” he said. “We gotta go now.”
 
        I lurched from the couch and slid into my boots. “What’s going on? Where is he?”
 
        “There’ve been a mess of problems with The Collection.”
 
        “I thought The Collection was complete. What kind of problems?” Horrifying visions creeped into my thoughts. 
 
        “Darks sabotaging all over the place, especially the big cities. L.A., Paris, Hong Kong. New York’s the worst.  Shayla, Fi and some of the others have been Clearing from one city to the next. They’ve been able to neutralize everywhere, but it’s bad in Manhattan.”
 
        I grabbed my sword and shot Mila a look that silently said quit painting your freakin’ nails and get ready. “Get your pack, Mila.”
 
        “Mila can’t come, Callie,” Jixer said, still perched on his bike.
 
        “Why? We need numbers, right?” 
 
        “Mortals don’t stand a chance at what we’re up against.”
 
        The hairs on my arms stood at attention, as a chill inched its way up my spine and into the roots of my scalp.
 
        “What the hello are we up against?”
 
        Jixer’s face took on a faraway look. His eyes misted over, and his tone was icy. “Ragers,” he said quietly, and as the name left his lips, Mila immediately stopped painting her nails and screamed. The open bottle of World War Red flew from her fingertips and slammed into the window. It didn’t break  but left a star-shaped splatter of crimson against the glass.
 
        “Mila!” I ran to the table, where she sat with her eyes squeezed shut and fists crushed against her ears.
 
        Jixer spoke in an eerily hushed voice again. “Even the sound of their names can drive a person mad. She could never fight them.”
 
        I wanted to argue with Jixer, to tell him that Mila was tougher than he thought, but seeing the crumbled ball of hurt that she’d been reduced to at the mere mention of this demon, I reconsidered. 
 
        “Mi, are you okay?” I gently placed my hands on her shoulders and tilted her chin up toward my face.
 
        She blinked her eyes once then twice, and then, like a wet dog, shook her head violently. When she finally went still, her stunned eyes found me and seemed to exhale pure pain.
 
        “What was that?” she asked, then surveyed the trashed dining room curtains. Shock fell over her face. “Is that my nail polish all over the walls?”
 
        Suddenly, the front door flew open and Deaves stepped inside. His oversized raincoat sloshed to the floor as he kicked muddy boots onto the mat.
 
        “Mila! Are you alright?” he asked and rushed toward us.
 
        He knelt in front of my paint smudged friend. Gazing worriedly through thick glasses that were muddled with raindrops and smeary fingerprints, he swept a stray curl from her cheeks. 
 
        How the hello did Deaves know there was something wrong with Mila? As if it weren’t already weird enough that Mila and Deaves were a thing, he’d seemed to have been able to read her thoughts from afar, to know that she’d been in distress.
 
        “End times, Callie,” Jixer said in that same breathy tone, answering my silent question. “Strange magic in the air.”
 
         “Jixer, can you please get real?” His mystic circus sideshow aura was getting annoying. 
 
        “Sorry, Callie. Listen, we have to get to Times Square. Joshua needs your help with this one.”
 
        I nearly lost it when he spoke that last sentence. A literal growl escaped my throat along with what felt like eons of frustration. 
 
        Collection.
 
        Sabotage.
 
        Neutralizing.
 
        Shayla and Fi.
 
        Ragers
 
        Jixer had spilled these details immediately, but the one he’d left out was that Joshua was there too! 
 
        “Joshua’s alive!” It was all I could say. It was the only thing that mattered.
 
        
     “For now, he is.” Jixer tapped at the imaginary watch on his wrist. “But what he’s up against is worse than a million Mihms, so don’t get too excited.”
 
        A million Mihms? A shiver shot down the back of my neck, and my toes curled. What in God’s name were these creatures who were so horrible, their names alone were a recipe for torture?
 
        “The longer you stand there, the less of a chance you’ve got to ever see him alive.” 
 
        I wanted to strangle the Micro, but had to remind myself that Jixer, with his poser leather jacket and  old-fashioned hairdo, was on my team. Also, he was totally right. We had to get to Times Square. Now.
 
        “Deaves, take care of Mila,” I ordered.
 
        I didn’t wait for him to nod before I visualized the lights of Broadway and Cleared.
 
   ***
 
    
 
        But the lights of Broadway were out. 
 
        And, instead of the glare of theatre signs and billboards, several sets of gleaming eyes illuminated the sky with a horrible brightness.  
 
        Ragers.              
 
        Enormous, dragon-like creatures that would surely haunt my nightmares if I ever managed to fall asleep again.  
 
        Six creatures, each the size of a double decker tour bus, hovered in the sky over one of Shayla’s beautiful Stairways to Heaven. Rheumy yellow wings glowed against the black backdrop of night. 
 
        Three heads each.
 
        Three sets each of what looked to be razor-sharp white teeth, glinting against the leather of their skin.
 
        Two pairs of black horns trumpeting from atop each head and two pairs curling out from each side – demon dragons, hungry for the blood of innocents.
 
        Mangy fur-lined paws with retractable knives for claws.
 
        I felt the saliva pooling at the front of my mouth as it hung open in awe, watching their claws sliding in and out, slowly, menacing. I could almost hear the scrape of metal against bone.
 
        I shivered, not only with fear but with the intense cold that their breath stirred into the night. The wind was picking up, creating a microburst of sulfurous air that whipped at my skin. Arching my back, I braced myself for what I was sure would be the most difficult fight of my life. Would I survive?
 
        I pushed the question to the blackest corners of my mind where it couldn’t shake me, and turned my attention to my enemies.
 
        For whatever reason, the Ragers weren’t charging yet, but I had to assume they were getting ready to attack. As the dragons assumed a V-formation in the sky, my fingers flexed around my sword, and I took a half-second to take stock of my surroundings.
 
        To call it chaos would be the understatement of the Apocalypse.
 
         Even as the monsters took their places in the night sky, Arcs and other angels continued to race children by the armfuls from their parents to the Stairway. The crowd seemed unending here. At Mackle Park, the entire Collection event had taken less than thirty minutes. Glancing around at the number of people in Times Square, I imagined it could take over an hour to get all of the remaining kids to safety. 
 
        “Calliope, you’ll need this.” Silas’s out-of-breath words caught me off guard, and I jumped, automatically defensive at the sound.  
 
        “When did you get here?” His buttery wings seemed out of place in the darkness.
 
        “Aye Callie, just take the gun and get to the front of the Stairway,” Jules ordered. 
 
        Both of my Micros were here for support. Jules in a turquoise sarong dress that was studded with coral jewels from the top of her big boobs to her gold sandaled feet, and Silas in skinny hipster khakis and a sweater vest. An oversize plaid sweater vest with no shirt underneath. 
 
        And running shoes.
 
        Si was wearing running shoes.
 
        Whaaaaaa?
 
        Silas was haphazardly clothed. 
 
        This was it. The very end.
 
        There was no other explanation.
 
        “Calliope, you have less time to judge my outfit than I had to plan it.” 
 
        I snorted. 
 
        If I make it to tomorrow, I will never let you live this down. A sweater vest with no shirt underneath. 
 
        “He’s not kidding, leetle girlie. Get your dupa moving!”
 
         Silas came to a flutter in front of my face and peered solemnly into my eyes. “Ready yourself, Calliope. Ragers aren’t interested in Arcs, per se, but they’ll tear you apart if you get in between them and the Innocents they’ve come for.”
 
        I grabbed my Uzi from Silas and Cleared to the Stairway. That’s when I saw Joshua.
 
        He really was alive! For the moment, anyway. I had to stop my feet from running to him, from reaching out to touch his face. I so wanted to lean my forehead into his lips, to feel his beautiful breath on my skin. My Joshua was alive! My heart jumped into my throat at the sight of him.
 
        Flanked on one side by Shayla and by Fi on the other, he gaped at the Ragers. His mouth hung open just as wide as mine had a few second earlier. He seemed frozen.  I noticed his white t-shirt was ripped in places, and his cheeks were bruised. He looked like he’d been in a fight.
 
         Which kind of made him look even hotter than usual if that was even possible.
 
        Heissogorgeousalliwanttodoiskissthosebigsoftlips-
 
        “Focus, Calliope.” 
 
        “Sorry!”
 
        For once, Silas was one hundred percent right to reprimand me. Regardless of my raging hormones, I had to keep my head on straight.
 
        I forced reluctant eyes skyward and noticed a seventh monster had taken its perch between the others. This one was even bigger and had five heads. 
 
        Boy, could we use Romuel right about now. Sorrow threatened to drown me in could-haves, should-haves, and if-onlys. I gasped for air and refused to settle into a pool of self-pity.
 
        The reality was that Rom wasn’t coming. It was the four of us and a host of others I didn’t recognize. Weapons raised, battle stances assumed, we looked like a troop of ants preparing to defend our hill against a pack of wolves.
 
        We were so going to get trampled.
 
        “Confidence, Calliope!” Silas called to me from a location I couldn’t see. 
 
       With a gleaming sword in one hand, an Uzi in the other and a silent prayer on my lips, I edged my boots into position next to Joshua. He seemed to be in a daze until Shayla shouted out positions. When I responded, he turned, looking completely surprised to find me next to him.
 
        I totally didn’t have time for the look in his smoky eyes. I couldn’t risk melting in the midst of this war.
 
        Suddenly, one of the Ragers made a sound that I could only interpret as a battle cry. The noise bounced into my skull, sending shockwaves down my shoulders. I had to steady myself to keep from collapsing at the pain.
 
        “Now!” Shayla called out.
 
        And we charged into certain death.
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   Joshua
 
    
 
        Inside the mouth of a dragon.
 
        It smells like hell, and if I pause to take a good look around, I’m sure I’ll throw up all over its pearly fangs.
 
        “Help!” The little girl cries, as she’s sliding dangerously toward the black tunnel of its mucus-laden throat. There’s just enough light leaking in from outside that I can make out the shape of her.  I swing along the endless rows of teeth, using them like monkey bars to get to her as quickly as possible.
 
        “Grab onto the back molars! The big teeth in the back!” I call out, and she does as I say. 
 
        I land on its bumpy tongue, and I squelch the urge to gag. I’m marching clumsily to her, trying not to fall with every move the demon dragon makes. I can’t lose her. I won’t. 
 
        “I’m almost there. Just hold on!”
 
        Finally, I’m near enough to close my fist around her wrist. I yank her to me and she wraps her little legs around my waist. Dark curls tickle my neck as she tucks her face into my shoulder.
 
        “Can you get me out?” she squeaks.
 
        “I didn’t show up here for nothing. Of course, I’m going to get you out.” My words ooze confidence, but my legs are shaking. Clearing here was a knee-jerk move. I have no plan of action, but when I saw this little girl get scooped up, I didn’t think. I just followed her.
 
        I stand tall, marveling at the size of this beast that can hold me inside its mouth like I’m an insect. Maybe it doesn’t even know I’m here.  
 
        As if the creature can read my thoughts, it suddenly decides to push out a big breath full of fire. Flames leap from its throat, and I’m flat on my belly, stopping, dropping and rolling into its fleshy cheek to avoid being burned alive. 
 
        We make it, but the little girl is sobbing now. Shaking and sobbing and making it even harder to crawl out of this sloppy hellhole.
 
        “Shhhh. We’re going to make it out of here.”
 
        Now, she’s wailing, and I’m gonna pop. I’m not qualified for whiny little girls. I can’t concentrate.
 
        “Listen, you have to just…. shush it.”
 
        The words rush out, sounding harsher than I mean for them to, and she starts to cry even harder. The beast shakes its head and we roll too close to its teeth for my comfort. It snarls, and I choke on its sulfur breath. The kid quiets and looks up at me.
 
        Her watery brown eyes plead with me.
 
        You’re my only hope, they say.
 
        I trust you with all of the innocence in my heart. 
 
        Please protect me.
 
        I’m trying! 
 
        The demon dragon shifts and once more, we are grazing its jaws.
 
        She squeezes her eyes shut and burrows even more deeply into me.
 
        In a flash I am privy to all of her emotions.
 
    
 
        Impetuous grin.
 
        She breaks rules and pushes buttons because she knows she can.
 
        Fake pout.
 
        It gets attention when she can’t get what she wants. 
 
        Proud smile.
 
        “Look what I did! Little me! I didn’t know I could do it!” 
 
        Sleepy sigh.
 
        Such perfection to behold in its simplicity.
 
        She is the picture of purity.
 
    
 
        And, in this moment, I fall into a kind of love I’ve never known in all the eternities of my existence. Different from what I felt earlier for Dawson and how I’ve felt for the other teens I’ve rescued. On a totally different plane from what I feel for Callie. The urge to protect this child is stronger than my survival instinct.
 
        “Listen, uh… what’s your name?” I ask her.
 
        She inches her head from the crook of my neck and peers up at me with those big eyes, and I’m melting into the pool of her little gaze.
 
        “Emma,” she says.
 
        “Emma, tell me about your favorite toys,” I say, in hopes of distracting her from her fear. In seconds, her body relaxes. She’s talking a mile a minute, and her bright voice is chiming in my ears as I edge precariously forward.
 
        “And, Sugar is my best stuffed animal,” Emma chatters. “She’s a doggy, and she’s soft and…”
 
        I could lose myself in the sweet stories she’s telling, all sugar and spice like the saying goes. I find myself dragging my fingers gently through her tight curls, tickling the skin on the back of her neck, leaning my lips into her forehead. Perhaps these were actions I saw my father do with my younger sister once upon a time. 
 
        We near the opening of the monster’s mouth, and Emma is telling me a story about a life-size doll that Santa brought her last Christmas. 
 
        “What did Santa bring you?” she asks me, and I can’t help but smile. Her cheeks are balls of pink bubble gum, swollen with kid hope, and her eyes are pools of carefree distraction.
 
        “Do you want to see what Santa brought me?” I whisper, inhaling the sweet smell of pancake syrup from her nest of curls.
 
        Her face lights up, and her rosebud lips curl into an excited “oh.” I hold my golden sword out and twirl it, watching it gleam in the slivers of moonlight that have snuck inside the dragon’s mouth. Too bad it would be useless in here. If the stories I’ve heard are true, Ragers can only be killed by decapitation or a pierce to their hearts. If I start jabbing around, I’ll only be poking the beast. 
 
         Emma’s eyes are fixed on the glint of metal in the almost darkness.
 
        “Wow!” She reaches for it, but I hold it away. “It’s so cool! Can I try it?”
 
        “Sorry, Emma. Santa told me I wasn’t allowed to share this toy.”
 
        She uses her feet to shimmy up my body and settles comfortably onto my hip. Sighing, she sets her cute little chin inside an open hand while her other arm is wrapped around my shoulder. “That’s not fair,” she says, and the silhouette of a pout falls over her face.
 
        I stifle a laugh. She’s so sincere! I almost want to let her hold the sword.
 
        “Listen, I’ll make you a deal,” I tell her. “If you can keep your eyes shut until I tell you to open them and hold on really really tight, I’ll let you see it when we get back onto the ground.”
 
        Her eyes shadow as if she’s just now remembering that we are currently inside the mouth of a dragon. 
 
         “Emma, are you in?” I ask, before she can think too hard about our dilemma.
 
        She pauses for a split second, then holds her hand out for a shake. “Deal,” she says.
 
        As soon as her head is securely tucked into me, her heels digging into my side, I move through the beast’s mouth. Bouncing across its vast tongue, I do a tiptoe run to the very opening of its jaws. Suddenly, another shower of flames races toward us, and I juke sideways just in time to miss most of it. The heel of my boots is on fire though, and it takes me a precious too many seconds to stomp it out.
 
        “Shit!” I say, and Emma gasps.
 
        “That’s a bad word,” she cries, her muffled words chastising me.
 
        “I said shoot,” I tell her.
 
        “No you didn’t.”
 
        “I did.”
 
        “Did not.”
 
        “Yes, I did!”
 
        “You did not. You said sh-”
 
        But before she can parrot my cussing, the beast decides to breathe fire again. Without warning, we are swept into a hot wind that precedes the killer flames. 
 
        “Hold on!” I scream at the top of my lungs as we’re literally being blown through the thin slit of the dragon’s lips, a trail of fire at my heels. 
 
        “Ahhh!!!!” 
 
        She’s screaming, and we’re blasting through the outside arctic air, and my other boot is on fire now.
 
        And suddenly we’re falling.
 
        Fast. 
 
        Until – thwack!
 
        “Dude, I got you!”
 
        Jixer’s little hand with its big skull ring on his middle finger is hooked onto the belt loops of my jeans. He’s super-speed flapping the denim wings that are usually hidden beneath his favorite leather jacket, and he’s got a cigarette hanging out the side of his lips. Suddenly, the cigarette slips from his mouth.
 
        “Damn,” he curses.
 
        “Hey!” Emma accuses again, and I smile. 
 
        As Jixer glides us out of harm’s way, the battlefield below comes into focus. Hundreds of angels and humans alike are running children to Shayla’s stairwell, saving the last of the innocents. An army of Arcs has already decimated five of the seven beasts. Their enormous bodies litter Broadway like downed planes. It’s a war zone, and Callie is in her element. 
 
        Watching her stirs up a strange sense of unrest deep inside. Desire mingles with envy, and, for a moment, I’m bouncing between wanting her and wanting her power. How is it that I almost got sucked down a dragon’s throat while she’s out here on the front line? When did she become the warrior of the century? 
 
        Emma’s arms catch on the tiny at the back of my neck, reminding me that my task today was of high importance, just as big as bringing down dragons. Maybe bigger. 
 
        Just then, Jules and Silas position themselves at the base of Callie’s boots.  They fly her into the air so that she is within striking distance of the dragon that almost swallowed me. When she is in position, Jules falls back. Only Silas remains, keeping Callie airborne with his little yellow wings.
 
        “Jix!” I yell. “Get Emma to the ground and get me up there with Callie!”
 
        “Joshua, Callie’s got this, dude,” Jixer says.  “She can hold her own against anything.”
 
        I’m torn in half. Afraid that the dragon will tear Callie apart. Jealous that she might destroy the fearsome beast on her own, without my help.  Desperation surges through my veins, as Callie closes in on her target. Before the monster can exhale the deadly flames that light its five throats, she rips Rom’s sword across its necks, sending a quintet of scaly heads bobbing down its body and bouncing into the street.
 
        I swallow the sour envy that lines my throat and exhale sweet relief that she’s okay. I’m a freakin’ contradiction. This girl is killing me.
 
        I watch her take a deep breath, the fierceness in her face fading into ease as the dragon’s body crumbles. She turns away and stumbles onto my eyes, catching me in my study of her. She doesn’t smile at me, but raises her sword in a victorious gesture of solidarity. I give her a weak thumbs up and a nod. 
 
        I suck.
 
        “She did it!” Emma squeals. 
 
        Yes, she did. How can I be with someone who beats me at my own game? How can I not?
 
        “That girl killed our dragon!”
 
         At the sound of Emma’s little voice, the deepest, darkest places in my heart are suddenly illuminated and warm. I push away the green-eyed monster that is skewing my vision, and I force myself to be grateful.  Thanks to my Micro and the mega strength I’d completely forgotten he possesses, this little earth angel is safe. 
 
        I ruffle Emma’s messy curls with my open palm as we come in for a soft landing next to the TKTS booth. When my feet touch the ground, I lean my face close to her ear.
 
       “You can open your eyes now,” I whisper to her.
 
        Brown pools of wonder snap open, and she’s grinning even before her eyes can probably adjust. She pushes away from me and slide-bumps down my body. Her sneakers light up as they bop onto the cement. With one hand on her hip and the other turned palm out to me, she looks up at me expectantly.
 
        “My turn,” she says.
 
        I have to laugh.
 
        I may need a break from my superhero girlfriend, but at least I have a sidekick.
 
        I love this kid.
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   Callie
 
        It took two dozen of us to take the last one down. 
 
        Plus the little girl that Joshua saved. Thank God I’d been too wrapped up in battle to notice him going after her. It was hard enough to fight without knowing that my boyfriend was inside a dragon’s jaws. 
 
        I ran out of ammo twice. Jules had to fetch more from wherever she gets it.
 
        My sword was of no use on the ground.  Fighting with it was like trying to slash at a ginormous tiger with toothpicks.  Jules told me to either slice the heads off of their necks or aim for the weird greenish glow that pulsed inside the dragon’s chest.  These grossies actually had glow-in-the-dark hearts, which would have been kind of freakishly cool if they weren’t so scary. Even my Uzi wasn’t much of a weapon from down below, though.  Its rat-a-tat-tatting did nothing but annoy the monsters, forcing them to pause from their relentless hunt of the Innocents.  
 
        They weren’t the slightest bit interested in us. It was the children they’d come for in the first place, and their focus never wavered.  In the end, a handful of Arcs had to take our turns getting up close and personal with those dragons. It was the only way to kill them and ensure that the remnant of New York City’s children made it to the Stairway for rescue.
 
         After I brought down the five headed one, Silas changed directions and began flying me toward the last beast standing.  An Arc named Avay had sliced off two of its three heads already and was about to decapitate the third when she was caught in a hell storm of dragon breath.
 
        “Silas, she’s hurt!” I cried, as I tried desperately to focus away from the fear of being burned alive. Bile rose in the back of my throat as I snuck a glance at Avay’s face, contorted in a mask of pain. 
 
        “She’ll be alright, Calliope. Cordaro, her Micro, will get help on the ground. It’s just a bad burn.”
 
         “I think it’s a little worse than a bad burn,” I muttered. 
 
        “We’re nearly there, Calliope. Ready your weapon.”
 
        And I did. I aimed straight for its gnarly purple neck, praying with all my might that I would not become the next barbecued Arc kebab. But just as the tip of Rom’s sword grazed the dragon’s scales, Joshua’s weapon came in for the kill.
 
        And what I’d never seen coming – not in a bazillion years – was that Joshua wasn’t the one to kill the beast. Instead, it was a little girl named Emma. With Joshua’s muscle ripped arms wrapped tightly around her and Jixer motoring them upward and forward, Emma had shoved Joshua’s sword right into the dragon’s eerily glowing heart. 
 
        For a little thing, she sure did have good aim.
 
        “Wow,” I said, my eyes stretched from North to South in surprise. Admittedly, my shock was laced with just a smidge of disappointment at having been outdone by a little girl. “Nice shot, kid.”     
 
        Silas must have realized that Joshua and Jixer already had this battle under their thumbs, because he eased us back down to the ground. Just as my boots touched cement, the beast set free a final death howl that shook the buildings in Times Square. I felt each of my hairs stand at attention as the ground beneath me quaked and rolled into a series of aftershocks at the sound. Suddenly, the dragon quieted, and flames that had begun to roll from its horrible nostrils retreated back into their black holes. It dropped like a dead weight through the air and landed with one third of its body atop a building just above us. The other two-thirds dangled precariously in the New York skyline, sliding dangerously toward the edge. It was going to lurp over any second, squishing us all like a bunch of day-old grapes if we didn’t move our butts out of the way.
 
        “Run!” I called to the other Arcs who were in danger of being splattered.  I sprinted away from the building.
 
         My calves were screaming as I glanced over my shoulder to see Jixer fly out of the shadow of the dragon’s torso. He had a hold of the little girl by the collar of her shirt, and they just made it to safety before being sucked into the backdraft of demon avalanche as it came crashing to the ground with a deafening thud. 
 
        Where was Joshua?
 
        Just then, he came into step beside me, and the fact that he was alive and well rained over me again. I was drenched in gratitude that Mihm was the liar of the century.  I threw my arms around him, burying my face in the sweaty musk of his neck. 
 
        “Thank God you’re alright,” I sighed into the soft spot behind his ear and closed my eyes. “Mihm told me you were dead.” As the words left my lips, I felt all traces of anxiety leave with them.  I edged my torso as deeply into his body as possible and curled one leg around his.
 
        Joshua tousled my hair playfully and stepped back from me, leaving too much air between us for my liking.
 
        “Look at that smile,” he said, staring at the little girl with a big grin on his lips.
 
         I glanced up at her. “Yeah she’s cute. You’re lucky that move didn’t’ backfire. That thing could have swallowed her whole,” I told him and he shrugged.
 
        “I knew she could do it, Cal. Just look at her,” he said. “What a little marvel.” 
 
        I tilted my head up and studied the ballsy little girl still hovering above us, like a miniature Glinda the good witch from The Wizard of Oz. Her smile beamed like a spotlight and begged for an audience, as she held out Joshua’s sword with obvious pride.  Jixer lowered her closer to us, and I noticed her little arm muscles quivering under the weight of the heavy piece of gold.
 
        “She’s a strong kid. I’ll give her that,” I said and moved in front of him to snag his attention away from her. We had things to talk about that were even bigger than our resident pre-k superhero. “So, what happened at the stadium?” I asked. I wanted to know if Mihm had been totally bluffing, if he’d been anywhere near Joshua yesterday. 
 
        “Shhh,” he said, waving away my question and staring adoringly at the child warrior.  “I just want to watch her for a sec.”
 
        Did he seriously just shush me? What the?
 
        “Joshua,” I said through clenched teeth.  “Mihm showed up at Mackle Park.” 
 
        He glanced at me then. “Yeah, I heard you killed him, Cal. Awesome. Go you.”
 
        With a dismissive smile and a thumbs-up, he turned his attention back to the kid who was slowly making her way back down to the ground. She was chanting something.
 
        “Oh yeah. I did it. Oh yeah. I did it,” she sing-songed, shaking her little booty and digging her front teeth into her lower lip. 
 
        Joshua laughed and clapped his hands, cheering her on and completely ignoring me. What was with him?
 
        “She is so freakin’ adorable. I can’t even stand it.”
 
        I squinted at the weirdo who’d taken possession of my boyfriend’s body.
 
        “Since when are you so into kids?” I asked him.
 
        “Since Emma,” he said and headed off toward Jixer. I followed him.
 
         “Told ya I could do it,” Emma was saying to Joshua. She had her hands on her hips and was squeezing her face into a challenging smooch mouth. 
 
        He high-fived her and then stood back while she skipped a circle around him, her wild curls dancing every which way but tame.
 
        “I killed the dragon. I killed the dragon,” she sang then marched over to where the creature’s head had hit the ground and proceeded to stick her tongue out and blow raspberries at its corpse.
 
        Joshua glanced at me and shook his head. “Isn’t she something?”
 
        I didn’t have much time to mull over Joshua’s new endearing attitude toward children before the Stairway disappeared into thin air, leaving us with one very sassy little girl who was in bad need of a hairbrush.
 
        “She sure is,” I said under my breath and wondered how the hello we were going to get rid of her.
 
         “Calliope, that’s terrible,” Silas said with a snort as he landed on my shoulder. I jumped, surprised by his entrance into my space and into my thoughts.
 
        “I just meant the next Judgment’s probably right around the corner,” I backpedaled.  “And I don’t want her to get hurt or anything.”
 
        “Or something,” Silas mocked.
 
        “Owwwww!” Emma was suddenly wailing. The sound was like nails on a chalkboard.  I tried edging my body away from her, but there seemed to be no escape from the torturous noise. “I bit my tongue,” she cried, and drool dripped out from her open lips.
 
        Ew. Just ew. 
 
        And while my mind was trying to magically summon an extra-large bottle of antibacterial hand gloop, Joshua fell to his knees at her service, wiping the spit from her face with his ripped tee shirt.
 
        Great, now his abs were tainted with kid germs.
 
        “Calliope, I’m shocked you’re not more maternally swayed toward the child.”
 
         Get outta my head, Micro. 
 
        “You should be more sympathetic. She doesn’t have any parents.”
 
        “That’s awful.” The news tugged on my heartstrings. “What happened?”
 
        “She was a foster kid. Shuffled around from home to home. Her most recent guardians are missing, maybe dead.”     
 
         “That’s horrible. Poor thing.” 
 
        Even as I said the words, I felt my lips curl into a grimace. Emma was squeezing her legs tightly together and holding herself as if she were in bad need of a potty.
 
        “Yes, well just make sure that poor thing uses the bathroom as soon as you Clear her back to your parents’ house.”
 
        Wait. Why the hello would I Clear her there?
 
        “You can’t just leave her here, and she’s obviously quite comfortable with Joshua.”
 
        At the moment, the two of them were playing the age old guessing game with him hiding a coin in his fist and Emma guessing which hand it was in. Was he really enjoying it as much as he seemed to be?
 
        Is this kid stealing my boyfriend?
 
        “Can’t Fi get that horse of hers to fly Emma away?” I asked Silas. He shot me a dirty look. “To safety I mean. Not just away anywhere.” Geez, I’m not a monster or anything. I like kids. 
 
        “Oh my. What is she doing?” A look of disgust crossed Silas’s face as he laid one index finger against his lip and pointed the other at Emma. 
 
        I followed his gaze to find Emma digging a booger out of her nose, taking a moment to study it and then hiding it in her hair.
 
        Welp. Nobody’s ever gonna find it in that mess.
 
        “You said you like kids?” he asked me, arching one eyebrow and shaking his head. 
 
        Okay, correction. I like some kids.
 
        “Well,” Silas tsked. “She’s ours for the time being. I’m not a huge fan of children either, as they are extremely messy and tend to leave fingerprints on everything they touch, including my clothes.” He rolled his eyes and sighed. “We will just have to find a way to deal with the little one until the opportunity arises for her send-off.”
 
        I rolled my eyes then Cleared back to Mackle with a huff.
 
         Alone.
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   Pluses
 
    
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Mihm is dead. For sure this time.
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Joshua is alive. (But I might kill him if he doesn’t unstick himself from that kid – see Minuses.)
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Every child on Earth has been Collected to safety. (Except Emma – see Minuses - again.)
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      We made it through the first judgment without losing any of our humans.
 
   
 
    
 
   Minuses
 
    
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Emma. Grrrrrrrrr!
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Joshua has been possessed by a demon – Emma.
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      We are stuck with Emma – probably until the last judgment.
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      6 more judgments to go = 6 more weeks of Emma (probably.)
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      More Darks than usual = it smells horrible everywhere.
 
    	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Emma keeps peeing the bed. MY BED!
 
   
 
    
 
        “Hey Cal.” Mila’s voice floated into my bedroom.
 
        “Hey Mila,” I said, looking up from the journal in which I’d been detailing the horrors of end-times life with a five-year-old. I slammed the pages shut and tossed it across my bedroom floor with a sigh. I was supposed to be brainstorming strategy for the next judgment, how to ensure all affected humans could get medical care. The next round of horrors was slated to arrive in about five days, and we had two hospitals set up and ready. I was afraid we would need at least one more.
 
         “What’s up, Mila?”
 
        “Just stopped over to see what you know. It stinks in here,” Mila observed, scrunching her nose up and tilting her head to the side.
 
        “It stinks everywhere, Mi. We aren’t killing them fast enough.”
 
        “Yeah, but it smells different in here,” she said.  “Not like Darks.”
 
        “Oh, that.” Irritation gurgled in my gut. “That little turd keeps sneaking into my bed at night and peeing herself.”
 
        “Emma?”
 
        I nodded and stood up to grab the can of plumeria scented air freshener from my dresser. At least it masked the odor of eau de kid pee.
 
        “Poor thing,” Mila said. “She told me she has bad dreams about being inside that dragon thingy.”
 
        Huh. My nightmare was having nightmares.
 
        I sat back down and leaned against the footboard of my polluted bed.
 
        “But why come into my room every night? Why not cuddle up with my parents? They’re right across the hall, and my mom’s a whole lot sweeter than me.”
 
        “Maybe she feels safest with you,” Mila said and plopped down next to me on the floor. “She knows you’re the toughest one here and that you’ll be able to protect her.”
 
        “Ugh,” I groaned. I was beyond flattery. In the three short days she’d been here, Emma had ruined my favorite lip gloss by smearing it onto the furry lips of an old teddy bear she’d found in Sam’s room. She’d kicked a ball into the front door and broken the glass panel inside its frame so that every time I reached for the doorknob, I risked slitting my wrists on the shards. She was royally stinking up my room with her bladder control/bad dream issues. And, the very kicker was this - 
 
        She’d colored all over my boots.
 
        With permanent markers.
 
        On the side of my left Rocket Dog, I now had a picture of a pig-tailed stick figure little girl standing underneath a rainbow (the colors aren’t even in correct order,) and smiling with big disproportionate-sized black teeth.
 
        Oh, and she stole my boyfriend.
 
        Did I mention that?
 
        Instead of Dark hunting with me– which couldn’t even really be called hunting anymore, considering they were everywhere I looked -  Joshua was busy playing hide the treasure or build a cat trap or pretend to be baby snow dragons with his new half-pint sidekick.
 
        He still hadn’t even taken the time to tell me where he’d disappeared to from the stadium a few days ago. Just showed up back in Mackle with some other kid named Dawson in his wake and started playing tiddlywinks or whatever with stinking Emma. At least Dawson was turning out to be a good fighter. I had no idea what rock Joshua had found him under, but he was one heck of a big dude. He did a lot of grunting and reminded me a little of a caveman, and he always seemed to be super hungry.
 
        Maybe he would eat Emma. 
 
        “You are so jealous of that little girl, Cal.”
 
        “I am so not jealous, Mi.” I wouldn’t admit it for all of the strawberry starbursts in the candy factory. “I’m just annoyed. There’s so much to do, and she gets under foot all the time.” I grabbed the bottle of water from my nightstand and was about to take a sip when I noticed a glob of chewed up gum sticking to the side of the rim.
 
        Emma.
 
        “See what I mean?” I growled and tossed the open bottle in the garbage. Droplets of water splashed back up at me.
 
        “Yeah, I guess,” Mila said. “She’s really adorable though. Those crazy curls and everything.”
 
        Yadda yadda blah de blah.
 
        I needed a subject change.
 
        “You know who’s holding down the fort out there?” I asked.
 
         Every four hours, Mackle residents switched shifts, standing guard at specific landmarks in the town. Residents were organized according to where they lived, and more specifically by their streets. Whoever wasn’t on shift in the town was responsible for guarding their own neighborhoods in case of a Dark attack on their home streets.
 
        Mila dug out her Smartphone and swiped her finger along the screen.
 
        “The schedule shows Palm Avenue at the bridge into Mackle, Mercer Street at the mall, Redwood split between the park and the baseball field.”
 
        “Who does Deaves have at the library?” Deaves was in charge of the schedule. His big nerdy brain was great at organizing all types of information, so I’d put him at the head of strategic force planning. 
 
        “Shayla and Fi are there with the Micros,” she said. “Why?”
 
        “Those wind gust Darks keep showing up there for whatever reason. They’re hard to get rid of, but Shayla and Fi will be alright.”
 
        I had a theory about those gusts of wind. Although they couldn’t be killed, they hated water and would disappear quickly if faced with a good hose down. You had to be quick though, because the minute they appeared, a gravitational pull would start shifting anyone and anything in their vicinity directly into their rolling vortexes.  Mrs. Stauber from Catalpa Street had almost lost her husband a few days ago. I wondered, if left to circle and swirl, would a wind gust transform into a type of portal? Say, a portal to Hell?
 
        The Hell where Romuel was currently facing an eternity of nothingness, maybe?
 
        I couldn’t very well throw myself inside one of them on Fi’s watch. She’d probably come after me for the sheer danger of the excursion. 
 
        “Let me know if you hear of those wind gusts popping up anywhere other than the library, ok?”
 
        “No prob, Cal.”
 
        Locating Romuel was at the tippy top of my list of things to do.
 
        Suddenly a shrill scream rang out like a whistle from downstairs.
 
        “Oh crap,” I said, jumping to my feet. 
 
        Mila followed me downstairs, two steps at a time. At the bottom was Mila’s Mom, Lilli, collapsed on the living room floor with her face in her hands. She was moaning in what sounded like horrendous pain.
 
        “Mom, what’s wrong with her?” I asked as I ran to Lilli and fell to my knees at her side. When she removed her hands from her face, I saw what all the fuss was about. Her skin was red and blistered, and when I reached out to touch her swollen cheek, I noticed it was hot to the touch. Like a super bad sunburn. Lilli winced at the slightest brush of my fingers. 
 
        “It’s The Mask,” I told my mom, shaking my head. 
 
        Judgment number two had arrived early. 
 
        “Callie!” Mila cried, her eyes wide and tear-filled. “Can’t you do something for her?”
 
        “I have some ointment in my bag that will help a little, but it won’t go away until she finds faith. That’s how this one works.” Until recently, it had always seemed weird to me to chat religion or spirituality with friends. Now, although it was second nature to believe, I still wasn’t that great at talking about it. Lilli needed Karen and her team of prayer warriors.
 
        “Mila,” I said as I headed for my satchel where I’d stashed the ointment Son had given me. “Get a text to Karen. Tell her we need her here. Now.” Karen probably already had her hands full. If Lilli had The Mask, I was sure there were a ton of other non-believers out there with blistered, crimson skin.
 
        “Mom, it’s going to be okay,” I heard Mila say as I raced back downstairs. “Callie has something that’ll help you.”
 
        “Hurry, Cal,” My mom said, concern weeping from the lines around her eyes. 
 
        I didn’t have enough ointment for everyone in Mackle, just a couple of tubes. Hopefully it would be enough for Lilli. We could keep her at the house and care for her here. Most would need to be transported to the hospitals for pain meds.  
 
        “Lilli,” I said. “I need you to tilt your chin a little,” I told her, stifling the rumble of disgust that swirled inside my stomach. Her face looked like raw meat. Ugh.
 
        Lilli whimpered, as I smeared the oozing yellow lotion over her cheeks. After a few seconds, she was quiet.
 
        “Better?” Mom asked.
 
        “A bit, yes,” Lilli said, her breathing seeming to slow. She stood up carefully from the rug and leaned into the couch. “How bad does it look?” she asked.
 
        Mila and my mom looked at each other, and I saw the silent conversation that passed between them.
 
        At the same time, they both seemed to say – “It looks awful, but let’s not tell her.”
 
        “I’m going to check in the mirror,” Lilli said and turned the corner toward the bathroom.
 
        My mom grabbed her by the elbow just in time to save her vanity from certain death. “How about you lie down for a while, first, Lil.” She led Lilli to the couch then turned to me. “Didn’t you say the pain killers last longer with rest, Callie?”
 
        “Yeah,” I lied. “If you move around a lot, it’ll wear off really quickly.” Lilli was almost as vain as Silas, and the sight of her boiled face in the mirror would totally unravel her.
 
        Unfortunately, Son had explained, the medication would only last for a few hours before the burning would begin again. I had to get Karen here, quickly. She could break out her pocket Bible and start versing away from memory. In no time, she’d have Lilli saying Hail Mary’s once an hour.
 
        Suddenly, my phone was buzzing with text after text.
 
        From Deaves – J#2 here. Red faces everywhere. What to do?
 
        From  Joshua – So many unbelievers in Mackle. Need Karen’s team at the zoo. 
 
        Of course he was at the zoo.
 
        From Dad – a group text to all of us - I need someone who knows sign language ASAP! At Publix.  
 
       “It’s everywhere, isn’t it, Callie?” my mom asked in an almost whisper.
 
        “Looks like it,” I said.
 
        The Mask was supposed to last for a few days, during which the afflicted would hopefully have a literal come to Jesus moment and, at that time, experience immediate healing. Unfortunately, I couldn’t really help anybody come to Jesus. Taking a look at a resting but red-faced Lilli on the couch, I felt like helplessness was threatening to swallow me whole. I needed to kill something bad.
 
        Badly.
 
        “I’m going to the checkpoints, Mom, to make sure everyone knows where to transport the victims,” I told her and grabbed my Uzi. I could have Cleared, but my feet were itching to move, walk, bounce. I had to get outside “Mila, text Deaves and tell him to direct the afflicted to St. Sebastien’s hospital, okay?”
 
        “Got it.” She typed into her phone.
 
        Thank God Silas and I had thought ahead and met with the chief of trauma at both hospitals. At least the staff would know what they were looking at when people with oozing and blistered cheeks showed up for help.
 
        “Mom, send Dad the same message, and tell him to spread the word that St. Sebastien and Mt. Carmel hospital are the ones that are prepared.”
 
        She eyed me, a wary whiteness painted over her face.
 
        “Mom, You good here?” I asked.
 
        Her face said “no I’m not okay,” but she nodded, seeming to sense my frustration.
 
        “Cal, I’d come with you, but-” 
 
        “No, Mi. You stay with your mom. I’ll be fine.”
 
        And I stalked through the broken front door like a big old bully looking for a fight.
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        It didn’t take long for me to find one. 
 
        At the end of my street, a gathering of Darks seemed to be having a pow-wow at the bus stop. They stood, huddled up like a football team, their bumpy grey-brown heads all mushed into each other as if they were discussing defensive strategy.  I didn’t waste time asking about their agenda. I just killed the reeking lot of them.
 
        Just up the hill at the church yard, another group was causing a raucous, kicking in car doors and slashing tires in the parking lot, busting up the jungle gym on the playground. The dummies were too stupid to know that there were no kids left to use that playset anyway. One furry, cross-eyed bigfoot-looking demon caught sight of me. The Dark cocked its head to the side like a dog does when it spots a squirrel. I shot it a come-and-get-me-I dare-you look. 
 
        The Dark came lurping at me in a gurgly gallop, never even noticing Rom’s sword until the golden length was buried a foot deep in its monster belly. I used my Uzi to flatten the others and continued up the hill.
 
        With The Mask settling in all around Mackle, it was no surprise that these Darks had gotten past our checkpoints. People were probably ditching their stations to care for the afflicted, especially if the Mask was affecting their loved ones. Poor Mila. I couldn’t imagine watching my own parents experience the horror of The Mask. 
 
        As I continued up the street, I devised a mental catalogue of the rest of our group. Was there anyone else who had a non-believer in their family? Jack Mulvaney, a guy from school popped into my mind, and I was counting his older siblings on my fingers, when, from behind me I heard laughter. I turned to find three of the creepiest looking creatures I’d ever seen. They looked almost human, with ashy stonelike skin and black marble eyes rolling around in their sockets. Their faces were frozen in eerie grins, and they were staring me down, seeming to study me. 
 
       “Arc,” they spoke together, voices echoing in a robotically synthesized tone.
 
        What they hello kind of Darks were these? I started to angle my Uzi at the terrible trio, but before I could pull the trigger, they were on me, seeming to have sifted through the air to my side. My Uzi was gone.
 
        What the?
 
        I grabbed for the sword and slashed, but when the metal hit their flesh, I realized it wasn’t flesh at all but solid rock. Pain seared up my wrist and into my arm, and before I could react to the sting, I was on the ground, doubled over and gagging.
 
        One of them had punched me square in the stomach with a boulder for a fist. I felt like I was going to puke my guts out all over the street. I knew I needed to straighten my legs and stand, but instinct had me rolling into a ball to squeeze away the pain. 
 
        “Oomph,” I grunted as one of the Darks kicked me in the side. I pushed myself onto my elbows and army crawled away then glanced up to see that their expressions hadn’t changed at all. Mannequin smiles stretched like masks across their motionless faces. So freaky!
 
        “Don’t run, Arc,” they said, again in unison, as I propelled my body onto all fours. “We’ll only catch up to you.”
 
        And, they started again, with their maniacal laughter, throwing shivers up the backs of my legs and forcing me to my feet. I started to run, but they were on me at once, just like they said they would be, crushing my face with their fists, elbowing me in the ribs. Soon, I was on the ground again, and they were booting me like it was the freakin’ World cup and I was the soccer ball. Pain lit every inch of my body. A sharp kick to the head caught me, and the world oozed into gray fuzz. A voice reached for me through a tunnel that felt too long to crawl through. The hurt was gone. In its place was nothing but cold and darkness. 
 
        “Callie,” the voice called. It was a boy’s voice, and it was irritating me with its pushiness. I just wanted to sleep. “Come on Callie. Open your eyes.”
 
        I pushed one eyelid open to see an out-of-focus round face hovering over me.
 
        “That’s it, Callie. Stay with me,” he said and held out something long, shiny and gold.
 
        Romuel’s sword. My brain was telling my arms to reach for it, but my muscles were not cooperating. All I could manage was a groan and an arm movement that was barely a shrug.
 
        “I brought this back for you,” the boy with the cloudy face told me. 
 
        I watched through half-open eyes, as he slid the sword slid back into its sheath, then let my eyelids droop closed.
 
        His warm arms slid beneath my bruised body and began to lift me, but a second later, the boy dropped me back to the ground.
 
        “Ow!” I cried, as my battered flesh wrecked into the pavement. Hot pain jumped across my ribs and down my left leg, sending shockwaves into my once sleepy brain. Jolted awake, I carefully turned my aching neck to get a look at what was going on behind me.
 
        A blur of battle unfolded. Against a backdrop of blue sky, the boy who’d dropped me like a sack of broken toys was fighting with one of the stony Darks.
 
        And, unbelievably, he seemed to be winning.
 
        My eyes finally found their focus, and I realized it was Dawson, the kid that Joshua had brought back from Times Square with him. Wow, was he ever big. And tough. 
 
        Crack. 
 
        In response to Dawson’s pummeling fists, a fault line erupted across the Dark’s torso. Then, one split its face right down the middle, halving the creepy grin that persevered even as Dawson was destroying its body. Finally, it crumbled, into a pile of broken rocks at Dawson’s feet.
 
        He turned back to face me.
 
        “Are you okay?” he called, and bungled forward on clumsy-looking feet. He swayed side to side like a drunk with each step until he stopped and stood next to where I was lying on the ground.
 
        “Where are the other two?” I asked, worried that the stone men would appear and begin their second wave of attack. 
 
        “Oh. I left them over there.” he said and pointed toward the church.  Twin heaps of gray rubble littered the sidewalk that led to the entrance. “I didn’t realize there were three until that one clocked me from behind,” he said and huff-laughed, as if there was something funny about the deadly rock-wall demons.
 
        I looked from the two piles of rock up ahead to the one pile just behind Dawson and shook my aching head. How on Earth did this clodhopping kid beat the crap out of those things? 
 
        “Dawson, right?” I asked, tilting my chin up to look at his doughy face.
 
        “Uh-huh,” he said.
 
        “How did you break their bodies?” I asked. 
 
         He held out his hands, and glints of metal caught my eye. “Brass knuckles,” he told me and grinned. “Plus, I’m strong.” 
 
        Shock warmed my cheeks at the sight of the shiny weapons. “Where did you get those?” I asked.
 
        Before answering, he bent over and scooped me from the ground. Balancing me in one arm like a brown paper grocery bag, Dawson leaned sideways to grab the sword too.
 
        “Easy, Dawson.” I groaned with each muscle movement.  My right ankle hung unnaturally forward, and my head was pounding.
 
        “Sorry,” he said and stood still, looking at me, apparently for direction.
 
         “We can head around the corner to my house,” I told him, then remembered his wonky gait. “Can you try and walk slowly, though?” It hurt to bounce. 
 
        “No problem,” he said and seemed to make a point of slow-stepping back up the street.
 
        Once I got home, I could wrap my ankle and I’d be good to go. This time I’d Clear to those checkpoints.
 
        “So, why does a teenage boy carry around a set of brass knuckles?” I asked him.
 
        “Oh, my dad actually gave them to me to use on Joshua.”
 
        “What are you talking about?”  
 
        “Joshua didn’t tell you?”
 
        If I could have moved the muscles in my face, I would have torqued them into a hard pout. “Joshua’s been busy lately.” Playing dolls, going to the zoo. All that important stuff.
 
        “He was totally freaked out, trying to get to you.” Dawson said. “I’m surprised he’s left your side since we got here.”
 
        “Are you talking about Times Square? The dragons?”
 
        “Before then,” he said and hoisted me up a little higher in his arms, knocking my bad ankle with his hip. 
 
        I winced with the knowledge that we had a five minute walk to get back to my house.
 
        “How exactly did you two meet?” I asked him, every syllable hurting as it left my lips.
 
        Dawson stopped in his tracks for a minute to look down at me. His eyes were dark and haunted with what looked like sadness. 
 
        “My dad isn’t the nicest guy, Callie,” he said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure he plays for the wrong team these days.”
 
        Dawson went on to tell me how his dad had been working with Mihm to keep Joshua trapped inside some sort of storage shed near New York City. The entire story was terrifying, because it showcased the phenomena that we weren’t yet seeing much of in quiet Mackle.
 
        Random humans were teaming up with Darks. Demons like Mihm who’d make them empty promises, then destroy them when they’d served their purposes. Son had warned me that this would happen.
 
         Dawson gave me what I guessed to be the abridged version. Some kid drugged Joshua and brought him to Mihm, who’d wanted Joshua alive until he caught me. Mihm’s big plan was to kill us together – to force Joshua to watch me die. 
 
        Chills scattered across my skin as the could-have-been tumbled through my mind. One question burned.
 
        “Who the hello drugged Joshua?” I asked Dawson as we approached my house.
 
        “I don’t know his name. Joshua called him Swiss Mister or something like that,” he said. “Some blond kid.”
 
        Blond kid?
 
        No freakin’ way.
 
        Pete, Karen’s holier-than-thou sidekick had drugged Joshua and delivered him to Mihm? 
 
        My brain was turning to mush just trying to process the incredibility of this claim. 
 
        But, who else could Swiss Mister be?
 
        I raised my eyebrows and sighed, a phrase of my mom’s jumping through my lips. “That’s crazier than ketchup on toast.”
 
       “Well,” Dawson shrugged. “That’s what your boyfriend said. Take it or leave it.”
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          Ten minutes later, as I wrapped my ankle with an ACE bandage, I still wasn’t convinced that  Dawson’s story was the truth. It was so far-fetched, but why would he lie? Furthermore, why would Joshua make up that kind of tall tale? My lips scrunched into a grimace. If Joshua was a little more communicative, maybe I’d understand the specifics of the situation.
 
        The problem was this – if Pete was working for the Dark side, he was a threat to us. Although I admittedly hadn’t seen him in a few days, he had definitely been with Karen after the Sutton high school rescue. In fact, he’d been at our first pow-wow when we’d returned to Mackle, which meant he’d heard everything I’d told our group about the Judgments. I clearly remembered him sitting cross legged next to Karen on my living room floor, listening intently as I detailed all of the information Son had shared with me in Heaven. So where had he disappeared to? Maybe Karen could shed some light on that subject when she got here.
 
        I stood up on shaky legs in the bathroom and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.
 
        “Holy guacamole!” 
 
        I had The Glow!
 
        Just like the other Arcs I’d seen in Times Square, when we’d fought the dragons!
 
        Like liquid light pulsing gloriously around my body, The Glow wrapped around me, making me feel invincible, despite the throb in my ankle. 
 
        I stood back from the mirror for a better view of my newly accessorized self. I was all lit up. Getting the Glow was sort of the same as graduating into real angel-hood or something; a rite of passage. I smooched my lips at my reflection in the mirror and told myself that nothing could get to me now. 
 
        Not stony Darks.
 
        Not the judgment schedule that was being fast-forwarded at a rate I couldn’t keep up with.
 
        Not even the absence of a soulmate.
 
        At the thought of that last challenge, my smooch deflated into a flat line, and I turned away from the mirror feeling gutted and sad.
 
        Baby steps.
 
         I headed into the living room, where Lilli was sleeping on the couch and Dawson was making conversation with my mom and Mila.
 
        The moment I stepped into the room, the front door swung open, and Karen flew in, her red Ked sneakers squeaking across the faux wood.
 
        “I got here as soon as I could.” Wisps of dandelion hair stuck to her sweaty forehead. “Where’s Lilli?”
 
        I gestured to the couch and approached Karen. “Let’s let Lilli sleep for a few more minutes. I have to talk to you.”
     “Sure.” She followed me into the kitchen. I felt Dawson’s eyes on my back and looked over my shoulder to confirm that he was watching us. His pudgy face was set in seriousness, his gaze locked onto me in what looked like a protective stare. I shrugged away the odd feeling of being hovered over by a six-foot-something human bodyguard who toted brass knuckles. I was used to Joshua or Rom coming to my rescue, but when Dawson had broken the stony butts of those eerie Darks today, he’d taken me by surprise. I had to admit, I was impressed. I smiled cautiously back at him from the kitchen, and he nodded a silent -  I got your back.
 
        Good to know.
 
        I turned to face Karen.
 
        “Callie, you’re glowing.” She stared at me with her jaw hanging wide.
 
         I shrugged, doing my best to downplay my excitement. “It’s an Arc thing.”
 
        “Hmm,” she said, looking me up and down in silence. “Why doesn’t Joshua glow?”
 
        Good question. The thought hadn’t even occurred to me. “I’m not sure.”
 
        She raised her eyebrows then, an unusual sarcasm painting her face.  “I’m sure he’s gonna love it.” She sighed then, her clear blue eyes a stew of worry. 
 
        “Are you okay?” I asked, unaccustomed to seeing anxiety lurking anywhere near the always prayerful Karen Carter.
 
        “I’m trying, Callie,” she said, sighing and blowing away the hair that hung in her eyes. “It’s just so crazy around here. I feel like I can’t catch my breath.” 
 
        I didn’t say anything for a second, and instead studied her face for traces of untruth. Could Karen be mixed up with Pete in some big Dark conspiracy? The taste of that possibility was just too unbelievable to swallow. Her eyes fell to the floor. Her shoulders sagged, and a tear plopped onto her shoe.
 
        “Karen, does this have something to with Pete?” I asked, my girlie intuition kicking in. Karen’s strange behavior did not seem to be a symptom of guilt over being involved in mutiny. If my teen love drama radar was on target, this girl had a broken heart.
 
        Sobs erupted from her throat. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her to me as her body wracked in tsunamic waves. Finally, the storm died down, and she peered at me through watery eyes.
 
        “I thought I knew him, Callie,” she said, sniffling. “We grew up together. Our parents were friends.” Her face began to melt into another oncoming cry. “Was it all a big lie?” she asked and crumbled once more into a hot whimpering mess.
 
        “Karen,” I said, smoothing her hair as she bawled into my arms. “What do you know about Pete? Do you have any idea where he is?”
 
        She gulped and stood back from me, gathering a shoddy multi colored sweater around her shoulders.. 
 
        “All I know is that Pete took what he wanted from me and then left.”
 
        She looked away, her face turning a shade of scarlet that challenged Mila’s brightest tube of lipstick. I felt my face scrunch up in confusion. What had Pete wanted?
 
        Ohhhhh.
 
        That.
 
        I put my hand on Karen’s arm, and she shuddered.
 
        “Don’t, Callie,” she said, her eyes two sad slits. “Don’t pity me. I knew what I was doing was wrong. In fact, we’d talked about it so many times, promised each other we would wait.” She sniffled and hunched her shoulders as if she were trying to make herself smaller. “Then, the Apocalypse happened, and Pete said we should, because there was only so much time left, and he wanted to love me on every level, and…” Her voice trailed toward a squeak, and she sank into the countertop.
 
        I couldn’t help thinking of all of the times Joshua and I had come so close to loving each other on every level. That night in the library was one of the best nights of my life, but I was so relieved that we hadn’t crossed the line. Not that I didn’t want to, physically and emotionally, but rationally I knew I was not ready for that kind of step. I might be old enough to hunt Darks, but I was not prepared for the demons that could haunt my psyche if I gave myself up too easily. I could have ended up feeling like Karen, confused, betrayed, and alone.
 
         Especially with Joshua’s recent disinterest.
 
         If we’d been intimate, I would be even more broken right now.
 
         I knew so many girls from Mackle high who’d gone through this kind of thing. One girl, Angela, came to mind. My mom was friends with her mom, and had gone to visit her at the hospital where she’d been admitted after having suicidal thoughts. Angela’s depression was so severe, she’d had to drop out of school. With intense therapy, she’d gotten better, but the number one trigger that could throw her back into a tailspin was running into the boy she’d lost her virginity to. He’d dated her for a few months, used her, and thrown her away. 
 
        Angela’s story was one of many that my mom had drilled into my head again and again in her tireless war against the danger of boys and premarital sex. I’d pooh poohed her then. Now, looking at Karen’s drooping face and curled-up body, I understood. My mom had been dead-on.
 
        “Karen, it’s not the end of the world,” I said and then realized the idiocy of my words. “Well, I guess it is the end of the world, technically, but just because you made a mistake doesn’t mean your life is over. That’s what I’m trying to say.”
 
        She shrugged, little tears sitting like transparent pearls on her pupils. “I just feel dirty and used and lied to. Literally the day after we did it, Pete was gone. I have no idea where he went or if he’s coming back. I just can’t believe it.”
 
        “He didn’t say goodbye? Leave a note? Anything?”
 
        “The morning after… you know.” She looked away again, and splotches of red jumped onto her neck and cheeks. “I had a text from him. He said that the night before had been amazing, but that he needed a break. Never even said goodbye.”
 
        What a dog! The sudden urge to throttle Pete had little to do with his deals with the devil. Poor Karen.
 
        “Karen, listen.”  I didn’t know how to make her feel better about what had happened, but at least she could know she wasn’t the only one he’d lied to. 
 
        “Pete’s gotten himself involved in some shady stuff.”
 
        Her head snapped up, and her eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
 
        “Somehow, he got caught up with the dark side. Mihm used him to capture Joshua.”
 
        “What?” she asked, her face a ball of tear-streaked confusion. 
 
        “I guess Mihm’s plan was to kill Joshua and me together. He was keeping Joshua in some kind of cell until he got hold of me.”
 
        “No.” She shook her head. “I mean why would Pete switch sides? He’s been a follower of Christ his whole life.”
 
        I shrugged. “Even the best of us can be led into temptation, I guess.”
 
        Karen pursed her lips and nodded. “Isn’t that the truth,” she said, a sour look falling over her.
 
       Just then, Lilli woke up with a groan. She needed more meds.
 
        “Listen,” I said hurriedly. “I need you to think back and tell me if Pete’s been acting strange at all over the past few weeks. Do you know if he went anywhere that was out of character for him? Was he talking to anyone you didn’t recognize?”
 
        Karen was silent for a moment. 
 
        “The only thing I can think of is that he seemed to have a new obsession with coffee. He was never much of a coffee drinker before, but lately, he’s been heading over to Starbucks a couple of times a day.”
 
        Starbucks. Somehow I didn’t  imagine Mihm and Pete sitting down over a skim half-caff latte to chat up a deal, but whatever. 
 
        “Okay, that helps,” I said. Karen nodded, looking over my shoulder at Lilli. Her moaning was getting louder. The pain was worsening.
 
        “Poor lady,” Karen said.
 
        “Yeah, I’m going to give her some pain killers, and then she’s all yours. You know the drill.”
 
        “I do.”
 
        I turned to leave the kitchen, but Karen’s hand on my shoulder stopped me.
 
        “Callie?” she asked.
 
        “Yeah?”
 
        “What are you gonna do if you find Pete?”
 
        My stomach fisted at the forlorn look on Karen’s face. Here was a girl who was obviously stuck between loyalty to the boy she’d given herself to and loyalty to everything she knew was right.
 
        “How about I promise you this?” I told her. “I won’t do anything without letting you have a crack at him first, okay?”
 
        She smiled, weakly. “Okay.”
 
        “And, remember – you get to start over with every tomorrow. What you did yesterday does not define you, Karen. Everyone makes mistakes, and that’s all it was. Just one mistake.” I told her. “You say you’re sorry and you move on.”
 
        “Thanks, Callie.” 
 
        Suddenly I was enveloped in a Karen Carter hug. She smelled like apples and sugar and was patting my back softly, her perfect fingernails tapping against my tee-shirt.
 
        “No problem, Karen. I’ll keep you updated.”
 
        I eased away from her and into the living room, where Mom and Mila stood gawking in my direction.
 
        “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m glowing,” I said and knelt next to the couch where Lilli was writhing in obvious agony. I was spreading the ointment once more over her blistered skin, when Dawson approached me.
 
        “So,” he said, looking down at me and shuffling from one big foot to the other. “Where we going next?”
 
        I raised my eyebrows at him. Was he under the impression that he was coming with me? 
 
        I sighed, ointment in hand. “I’m going to the hospital,” I told him and Cleared before he could say anything else.
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        The problem is this. When you Clear, you have to make sure you are out of arm’s reach of the rest of the world. If not, you can end up dragging an unsuspecting person right along with you to your destination. Dawson had grabbed onto my hand just as the edges of reality had started to fuzz out at my house on Shady Lane and boom crack – here we were. Together again.
 
        Suddenly, I had a super strong, however clumsy, sidekick with a cheesed out grin all over his chunky pink cheeks.
 
        “Wow,” he said, his saucer eyes bleeding with wonder. “Clearing is the coolest thing ever! It never gets old.”
 
        I sighed, looking around at the less-chaotic-than-I’d-expected emergency unit of St. Sebastien’s. The hospital seemed adequately staffed and well-prepared. Dozens of Mask victims sat against the walls in the hallways, most seeming to be anesthetized enough to function. Several were attended to by members of Karen’s prayer team. I crossed my fingers that they could work their magic and save some souls. Only then would all of this suffering seem to be worth it.    
 
        “Okay, Dawson. You’re here, so make yourself useful.” I pointed him toward Jenny Chambers, one of the R.N.s I’d spoken to a few days ago. “Go ask that nurse what you can do to help. Tell her you’re with me.”
 
        He narrowed his eyes and leaned close to me. “You sure you don’t want me to stay close to you?”
 
        Seriously? This kid obviously thought I couldn’t hold my own. Annoyed, I punched him in the arm and nodded toward the nurses’ station.
 
        “Go, Dawson,” I said, frustration crawling its way into my voice, hurt searing into the knuckles of the hand I’d used to punched him.
 
         “But-”
 
        “Dawson, I’m an Arc. I kill Darks with my eyes closed all the time.” That was a lie. I’d never actually killed one with my eyes closed, but still. I was not the damsel in distress he’d discovered at the hands of the Rock monsters. 
 
        “You sure?”  He tilted his head to the side like a little dog. His protectiveness would have been endearing if it didn’t bug the crap out of me!
 
        “I’m sure,” I said, the words easing slowly from my lips with very purposeful calm.
 
        “Okay,” he said and did as I’d instructed.
 
        It was bad enough that my boyfriend had ditched me for a preschooler. Now, instead of Joshua having my back, I had Dawson watching over my every move. You’d think that by end times, I’d have my social life ironed out. 
 
        Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a seventy-something man whose shiny bald head hung forward, his expression looking like he’d just French-kissed a lemon. He sat on the ground, his legs splayed in front of him, his back leaning against the tinker-tiled wall. The man’s blistered face was stubbly and sagging, and he seemed to be staring into a somewhere that existed only in his thoughts. I was drawn to him and found my boots edging toward his corner of the ER.
 
        “Hey,” I said, standing over him like a nosy teacher. “Can I do something for you?”
 
        The man gave me a once over and then shrugged, effectively dismissing me.
 
       I tapped my foot, irritated at being ignored. 
 
       “How long have you been sitting here?” I asked him.
 
        “I don’t know,” he muttered without looking at me. “My daughter dropped me off here a while ago. I haven’t seen a doctor yet.”
 
        I kneeled down to engage him at his level, and once again, I was struck by the angry sores, the screaming crimson of the Mask. 
 
        “Here,” I said and held out the tube of ointment. “You only need a dime size. Rub it all over your face, and it’ll help with the pain.”
 
        The old guy’s drippy blue eyes focused on me through their thick round glasses. He glanced at the medication I was offering as if it were a plate of tainted cat food and shrunk back from me.
 
        “Who the hell are you?” he asked.
 
        Laughter spurted through my nose. “I’m Callie Evans,” I told him, figuring that would clear everything up for him. Most people in our parts had heard of me by now. The crease between his eyes told me my name meant nothing to him. 
 
        I gestured grandly to the white light that danced around the length of my body.  “I’m an Arc,” I said.  “One of the good guys.”
 
        He raised his eyebrows and shook his head.
 
        Hmm. Maybe this guy hadn’t attended any of the informational meetings in Mackle. Or maybe he was at Mila’s, and it had gone worse than I’d expected.
 
        “Mister, have you been watching the news?” I asked. “Do you have any idea what’s going on around here?” 
 
       “Phhh.” He flicked his hand dismissively at me and rolled his eyes. “Media’s biased. They’re all a bunch of liars. World’s going to Hell in a handbasket,” he said, wincing and touching a finger to his blazing forehead.
 
        “Yeah,” I nodded and plopped down next to him. “About that…”
 
        I crisscrossed my legs and got as comfortable as was possible on the cold hard floor. For the next hour or so, I learned a little about Mr. Lemmin, and he learned a lot about the Apocalypse. I explained to him that although the world was not actually going to Hell, it was on its last legs. His sleepy eyes and sour look told me that he was unimpressed with my spiel. A proclaimed atheist, he was pretty shocked when I Cleared him to the mall, where he watched me decimate a few Darks. 
 
        Back at the hospital, I introduced him to Shayla, who was in a hospital room, delivering aid to another non-believer.
 
        “Hello Mr. Lemmin,” she said, her eyes shedding kindness on his pock-marked face, despite his grouchy grumble of insistence that I was some sort of witch doctor. 
 
        “Another one of you glow-in-the-dark freaks,” he muttered.
 
        Shayla just smiled and hummed a worship song as she massaged a thin layer of ointment over a dark-haired woman’s burnt cheeks. The woman groaned and kicked at the sheets of her hospital bed.
 
        Mr. Lemmin tilted his egg-shaped head to the side and narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
        “So, why are you helping this lady if she thinks you’re a liar?” he asked Shayla then looked at me. “Why help me?”
 
        “Because,” Shayla told him, “it’s what we’re called to do. To help those who are hurting.” 
 
         Shayla turned her focus to Mr. Lemmin. Her stare was as soft as a feather, but I could tell by Mr. Lemmin’s face that she had his attention.
 
        “Nothing you say or do could stop us from helping you, from loving you. We love as He loves,” she said. “No mistake is too big to be erased in His book. No error too grave to be forgiven.”
 
        “I didn’t ask for forgiveness,” he croaked, as a tear leaked from his eye.
 
        “But you can, and it will be given freely,” she said quietly, smiling. “No matter what, Mr. Lemmin.”
 
        She screwed the cap back onto the tube of ointment.
 
        “I have to go now, but I’m sure I’ll see you again,” she said and reached out to touch his shoulder as she slipped past us through the doorway.
 
        The woman in the bed shot us a dirty look. 
 
        “Come on,” I said to Mr. Lemmin, and he followed me out into the hallway.
 
       As we eased back down onto the linoleum floor where he’d been sitting when I’d found him, I noticed that Mr. Lemmin looked unusually pale. 
 
        At first I thought something must have scared him, but then it occurred to me.
 
        Pale was the natural color of his skin.
 
        The Mask was gone.
 
        “Callie.” Dawson’s alarmed voice shook me from my study of Mr. Lemmin. 
 
        “What’s wrong?” I asked, looking up at the enormity that was him.
 
        “I think the next judgment is happening,” he said, his words sounding jumbled as they flew from trembling lips.
 
        “It can’t yet, Dawson. The Mask just happened like two minutes ago.”
 
        “I’m telling you,” he said. “You should look outside.”
 
        Crap. Crap. Crap.
 
        I pushed myself up onto my feet and started to follow Dawson down the hall but then remembered Mr. Lemmin.
 
        “Hey Mr. Lemmin,” I said, turning on one foot and smiling at him. 
 
        He glanced up at me, a puzzled look on his face.
 
        “What do you want now?” he asked, sourly. I guess being saved doesn’t necessarily guarantee cheerfulness.
 
        “I just wanted to say I’ll see you soon,” I told him and winked.
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        “How are people supposed to get to the hospitals in this?” I asked Dawson, as we stared out the long set of windows that stretched across the hospital waiting room. Cars were sliding sideways all over the parking lot, several of them stuck hood to hood or fender to fender.  
 
        Dawson started to answer me, but I held my hand out to shush him. I wasn’t really asking him, just venting my frustration. Defeat seeped into my veins, shadowing the high I’d felt only moments ago when I realized Mr. Lemmin’s Mask had disappeared. It had been so great to actually help somebody again. Saving souls filled me with a high I couldn’t get anywhere else. Not even a kiss from Joshua could bring me that kind of joy. 
 
        Unfortunately, the piles of ice falling from the sky were quickly freezing my euphoria. I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.
 
        “It’s got to be three inches thick on the streets.” Maybe more. I couldn’t tell, because the windows were fogged and coated with icy chunks.
 
       “What should we do?” Dawson asked.
 
        “I don’t know. I can Clear Mask victims to hospitals, but I have no idea where to look for them.”
 
             Wow, did I miss the days when I’d automatically Clear to wherever the Darks crisis was. Judgment crises didn’t work the same, apparently. Was God doing this so that people had to rely on their faith in Him rather than depending on earthly things like medicine? It all seemed so unfair.
 
        “I can carry people if you can think of a way to locate them,” Dawson’s  wide muddy eyes seemed to be begging for a way to help.
 
        “Thanks. I’ll let you know if I figure something out.” 
 
        “Okay, Callie,” He frowned at the ground. “Mind if I go grab a Coke?”
 
        “No, go ahead. I’ll be here.”
 
        “Okay.” He patted my shoulder with a heavy hand.
 
        I had to give it to Dawson. He was a sweet guy.
 
        As he started to walk past me, he misjudged his steps and body-checked me into the window.
 
        “Oomph,” I sputtered, as my cheek slammed into the heavy glass.
 
        “Sorry,” he said, scratching the side of his head.
 
        “It’s okay.” I rubbed the sore side of my face as he slunk off toward the soda machines.
 
        Incredibly clumsy but sweet nonetheless.
 
        Movement from outside the window caught my eye, and I found myself peering through the mist at a couple trying desperately to drag a woman from her car to the hospital entrance. I recognized the couple as Mr. and Mrs. Root, my parents’ friends from church. The Roots kept slipping and falling, landing on their butts and knees. Then, they landed on top of the woman they were pulling along behind them. From the window, I could see their frustrated expressions, the pained scrunch of the woman’s berry-red cheeks as she allowed herself to be hauled over the ice.
 
        I fought the urge to punch the window or kick the wall, and instead curled my hands into fists and dug my fingernails into my palms.
 
        This was infuriating. 
 
        We’d worked out a perfect plan.
 
        And now it was ruined.
 
        I let out a long huff but then jumped out of my skin when I felt something land on my shoulder.
 
        “Geez, Silas, you scared the crap out of me.”
 
        “Sorry,” he said quietly and flew around to face me, fluttering at my eye level. “No plan is perfect but His, Calliope. You know that.”
 
        I bit my lip. As usual, Silas’s words, however true, did nothing to make me feel better. Even his outfit brought me no comfort today. It was too normal – a red button down shirt and jeans, Sperry loafers. No paisley scarf to make fun of, no fake mole above his lip. How completely unthoughtful of him to decide to dress like a regular joe on a day when I really needed some cheering up.  Maybe in his wisdom, he could figure a way around this dilemma.
 
        “Si, everyone was instructed to transport victims to Mt. Carmel and St. Sebastien, but no one can get anywhere in this mess.” Nobody in these parts was accustomed to ice storms.
 
        He placed a hand on each hip and silently stared out the window. 
 
        “It is quite a problem, Calliope,” he said solemnly then clucked his tongue.  A second later, he brightened. “But look at you! You’ve got a halo!”
 
        “Yeah,” I said and shrugged, because I felt like a total fake. How could I even deserve to have The Glow if I couldn’t manage this situation? Angels were supposed to help people.
 
        “Not always,” Silas said, responding to the conversation I was having with myself. In my head. 
 
        I shot him a dirty look.
 
        “Calliope, now more than ever, our first priority is to honor the Boss. Your mission has changed abruptly, so you’re feeling rather confused, however, at this point in time, we are to bring as many souls to the Father as is possible before the end.”
 
       “But Son gave me the ointment to help ease the pain of the Mask,” I told him.
 
        “Yes, of course, we want to ease pain.  Ultimately though, we want to bring faith to unbelievers.”
 
        The clomp clomp of Dawson’s boots announced his re-entrance as I was trying to digest Silas’s words. 
 
        “Callie, I have an idea!” he said then looked at Silas. “Oh, I didn’t see the fairy at first. Hey Silas.”
 
        I chuckle-snorted as Silas puffed his chest out and fluttered his yellow wings in obvious irritation.
 
        “I am not a fairy,” Silas said through clenched teeth.
 
        “Oh, yeah. You’re a… what’s the word?” Dawson began tapping his foot and snapping his fingers in an effort to remember. “A Mini?”
 
        “He’s called a Micro,” I broke in. Silas was about to crack, and I sensed a Micro tantrum coming on, which is actually much bigger and badder than it sounds.  We didn’t need further complications today.
 
        “That’s right. Micro.” Dawson turned to face me. “Anyway, Callie, what if we text your dad and some of the others and ask them if they know of anyone who needs help? Everyone we text can forward to their contacts and tweet and share. We can at least find some Mask victims that way, right?”
 
        “That’s not a bad idea.” Dawson was smarter than he looked.  “We could get addresses, and I could Clear to the victims and get them back here.”
 
        This could work.
 
        “Silas, you’ll help,” I told him. He looked at me like I had a feather coming out of my nose, but I knew he was just ticked off about the fairy thing. “There aren’t too many of us who can Clear, and since you can, I think you should pitch in.”
 
        “Isn’t he a little tiny to be able to carry a person anywhere?” Dawson asked, innocently. 
 
        Thank you, Dawson. Perfect timing for that question. 
 
        “I’ll have you know,” Silas told him, a spray of spit flying from his tiny lips as he stared Dawson down. “Micros are superior in strength. If I wanted to, I could easily Clear a creature as large as an elephant.”
 
        “No way,” Dawson said and smirked knowingly at me. 
 
        I couldn’t help but smile quietly.
 
        Partly because I was imagining Silas with an elephant on his back, his usual white jeans getup all down and dirtied from the animal’s dung-crusted toes and tusks.
 
        But mostly because I had Silas right where I wanted him now, and I hadn’t even needed to beg or barter away any of my makeup or magazines. Dawson had effectively challenged the Micro.
 
        “You just wait and see how many lost souls I Clear to this hospital, boy,” Silas muttered and poofed out of sight. 
 
        Five seconds later, he poofed right back in with a wailing middle-aged woman in one hand and an elderly lady in the other. He held them up like kittens, by the skin of their necks. Both were red-faced, miserable looking, and covered with melting ice. 
 
        Silas plopped them onto the industrial carpet of the waiting room and shook his wings defiantly at Dawson. Tiny shards of ice flew from Si’s feathers, spraying Dawson as he approached.
 
        “How do you like them apples?” He poofed out of sight once more.
 
        Dawson turned to me, a confused look on his face.
 
        “What apples?” he asked.
 
        I just shrugged. 
 
        “Dawson, can you carry these two down to the emergency department?”
 
        “Sure, Callie.” He slung a woman over each shoulder. 
 
        I winced as I watched Dawson disappear down the hall. I knew firsthand that he wasn’t the most careful guy when it came to transporting injured cargo. Those poor ladies.
 
        When Silas reappeared with his next delivery, I rushed toward him, paying no attention to the victims he’d brought with him.
 
        “Si!” I yelled.
 
        “What?” he yelled back.
 
        “Do you think you could manage to Clear the injured to the ER instead of here, to the waiting room?”
 
        “Oh.” His cheeks blared red. “I guess that would make more sense.”
 
        “Yeah, it would.” 
 
        He disappeared, and I peered out the window to look for the Roots. It seemed they’d made it into the hospital, thank goodness. There were so many others out there, though.
 
        “What are you doing?” I asked Silas, who, once again, had appeared in the waiting room rather than the E.R.
 
        “Shoot, I forgot,” he sputtered angrily just as Dawson approached and placed his hands protectively on my shoulders. “I just wanted to teach that slug of a boy a thing or two. You’ll see how many victims I can rescue with my bare hands.”
 
        Silas glared at Dawson before dropping the two men he’d rescued.
 
        “I don’t think this one’s a victim,” I told him as I stared hard into Joshua’s black eyes.
 
        “Oh,” Silas said, taking stock of Joshua, who he’d obviously mistaken for a Mask victim in the parking lot. “Well, your cheeks are bright red, Joshua. I mustn’t have taken a good look.” Silas didn’t apologize but instead disappeared with the groaning middle-aged man. 
 
        Joshua’s eyes shot flames onto my face. He glared at me, then at Dawson, and then back at me. None of us spoke, but I felt Dawson shuffle from one foot to the other behind me and remove his hands from my shoulders. 
 
        My stomach roiled with more emotions than I could digest. I hadn’t seen Joshua since the day we’d fought the dragons together. I wanted to throw myself at him. Punch. Kiss. Kick. Lose myself. Instead, I let my pride ooze out in a river of ugly words. 
 
        “Where’s your new BFF?” I asked him. “I assumed you’d taken her ice-skating or something.”
 
        His stare narrowed even further. Silence wrapped around us, threatening to swallow us whole until Dawson broke it.
 
        “Callie and I just came up with a plan for how to find Mask victims and Clear them here. You know, because of the ice and everything-” he started, but Joshua interrupted him. 
 
        “I was on my way here to help when Silas accosted me,” Joshua said, never taking his smoldering eyes off of me. “Looks like you two have everything under control though.”
 
        “No, we don’t!” Dawson said, quickly. “We need your help. We need everyone’s help, actually, right Callie?”
 
        Dawson’s voice faded into the walls. All I could hear was the accusation on Joshua’s face. He was obviously ticked off that Dawson and I had become buddies. 
 
        Well, let him accuse. Let him drown in his stupid jealousy for all I care. 
 
        I stared back at him, trying to convince my heart to harden, even as the rest of me was softening like putty.
 
        Melting ice streamed down Joshua’s beautiful skin, looking nearly like tears. His cheeks were bitten red from the temperature outside and beckoning me to press myself against them. My thumbs wanted to reach out and wipe off the watery streaks. My lips ached to kiss away the cold. In the end, anger won over my other desires. 
 
        “Actually, we’re good here,” I said and turned on one heel. “You can get back to babysitting, Joshua. Come on Dawson.”
 
        So, with my heart thumping wildly in my gut and real tears on my cheeks, I walked out of the waiting room and away from the guy I loved. I hoped that Dawson and his big clunky boots would follow.
 
        Ten hours later, we had delivered every Mackle resident who was suffering from the effects of The Mask to one of the two readied hospitals. Dawson and I had enlisted my parents, Mila and Deaves, and a host of other people to scout the town, and Silas roped Jules and Jixer into helping too. Deaves even created a Twitter hashtag so that we could quickly scan our phones for updated information. The humans did the tweeting and the texting. The Micros and I did the Clearing. It was the perfect fix. Well, not perfect, I guess, but, it worked.
 
        We’d just dropped off our last red-faced woman at Mt. Carmel’s ER. I probably should have felt accomplished and glad, but all I felt was empty.
 
        “Awesome job, Cal,” Dawson said and raised his hand for a high-five.
 
       I couldn’t leave him hanging, so I brushed my palm up against his with half a heart.
 
        “What’s wrong?” he asked as I sunk into a chair in the crowded waiting room.
 
        “Just tired,” I lied.
 
        “Oh, okay,” he said and stared at his feet. 
 
        “You did great, Dawson,” I told him, forcing myself to sit up in my chair.  “Seriously, I don’t know if I could have come up with that idea if it weren’t for you.”
 
        Dawson’s face turned an even pinker shade, and he shrugged his wide shoulders. “I have another idea for you, Callie,” he said without looking at me.
 
        “Yeah?” I asked. “What is it?”
 
        “Maybe you should go talk to Joshua,” he said. 
 
        I sighed and rubbed my temples. The thought of having to accept relationship advice from Dawson made my insides squirm. He didn’t seem to notice the nauseated expression on my face and just kept talking.
 
        “Seemed like there was a lot more going on below the surface with you two.”
 
        “Yeah, there was. He’s jealous,” I told Dawson. “He showed up with Silas, saw your hands on my shoulders and had a silent hissy. It’s what he does.”
 
        I recognized Joshua’s jealous streak from the first days that Romuel had been in Mackle. Joshua had mistakenly thought that I’d had a thing for tough old Rom with his mane of silver hair.
 
        Key word there being old.
 
        I could never have had a crush on Romuel, but I’d come to love him in a different way. And now he was stuck in Hell and I was stuck here with these impossible Judgments and a jealous boyfriend who was probably off playing Playdough.
 
        I let my head rest in my hands, feeling overwhelmed by the responsibility of saving the good residents of Mackle, saving Rom, saving my relationship with Joshua.
 
        “Callie,” Dawson said. “Even if Joshua got the wrong idea for a split second, I know he’s pretty crazy about you.”
 
        Now he had my attention.
 
        “How do you know that?” I asked.
 
        “Well, back in the storage unit, where I was supposed to be standing guard over him for my dad, all he could talk about was getting back to you,” Dawson said. “There was literally fire falling from the sky, Callie, and he seemed more worried about you than the fact that the world was ending.”
 
        I smiled at that, but my brief happiness was overshadowed by the thought of Emma.
 
        “That was before he met Miss Preschool Princess,” I said.
 
        Dawson shook his head, seeming to consider whether or not he should keep talking. 
 
        “Callie can I be honest with you?”
 
        “Go for it, Dawson.”
 
        Nothing he could say could possibly make me feel any lower than I already did.
 
        “I think it might be a little hard for Joshua, you know, to watch his girlfriend be the hero.”
 
        I scrunched my eyebrows together and stared up at him. Now there was a scenario I hadn’t considered.
 
        “What are you talking about?” Joshua had definitely had his turn being the hero. If not for him, I’d be dead, and Mihm would be one Arc kill higher on the Dark power scale.
 
        “Think about it, Callie,” Dawson went on. “You killed the worst of the demons. What was his name?”
 
        “Mihm,” I whispered, my thoughts rolling over each other.
 
        “And you killed the biggest dragon, the one who almost ate Joshua and Emma, right?”
 
        “Yes, I did,” I swallowed, thinking that maybe I understood why Joshua had been avoiding me. Could he be jealous of me? Ashamed that I’d saved him? 
 
        “So, usually, it’s the other way around – the guy rescuing the girl and all that.” Dawson started up his trademark shuffle from one foot to the other. “Even I was a little taken aback at first by how tough you are. It felt sorta awesome when I was able to save your butt for a change.”
 
        He laughed then, and it sounded too bright coming from a big guy like him. I let out a shocked chuckle.
 
        “I could’ve taken those rock monsters,” I told him. “I just wanted to let you have a little fun.”
 
        “Sure,” he said and smirked at me. “Anyway, I think you should talk to him.” His tone got all serious again. 
 
        “Thanks, Dawson. I’ll think about it.”
 
        “I’m going to head over to Joshua’s place to get some sleep, Callie.”
 
        “Okay,” I said. “Want me to Clear you?” My toes tingled, thinking about it. I wanted to see him. I did, but, I was ashamed at how I’d treated him earlier and still mad that he’d been ignoring me.
 
        “I’m gonna walk,” Dawson said.
 
        “Oh,” I said, disappointment popping the balloon in my chest. “But the ice. You can’t walk in this.”
 
        “I was never any good at ice skating, so I learned that if I just kept my feet moving over the ice, I could keep myself off of the ground,” he told me.
 
        “So you’re planning on running? On the ice?”
 
        “The less my feet touch the ground, the less I fall,” he said in total seriousness. “Sounds weird but it works.”
 
        I raised an eyebrow. It sounded like a disaster.
 
        “Okay then. Go for it.”
 
        I walked Dawson to the front door of Mt. Carmel so that I could get a good look at this supposed ice running.
 
        I cringed and sucked in my breath.
 
        It was almost too painful to watch.
 
        I let him go to the end of the parking lot then Cleared to him. Without giving him the option this time, I grabbed hold of his arm and imagined Joshua’s comfy couch. A second later, we were there.
 
        Joshua wasn’t.
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   Joshua
 
    
 
        Freakin’ Dawson.
 
        There’s no way.
 
        “Stranger things have happened, dude.”
 
        “Jixer, get outta my head.”
 
        “You need to chill, man.”
 
        How am I supposed to chill when my girlfriend is getting all cozy with Dawson?
 
        Of all people. 
 
        “And I saved the little turd!” I yell at Jixer and Jules, who are cuddled up together on the couch, Jules running her red witch fingernails through Jixer’s oily hair. Gross.
 
         “I save his soul, get him out from under his abusive father’s thumb and how does he repay me?” I kick the half-wall that separates Callie’s parents’ kitchen from their living room. “He steals my freakin’ girlfriend, that’s how.”
 
        “Joshua, quit it.” Jixer says, giving me a dirty look. “You’re gonna wake up Emma.”
 
        “Speaking of the leetle girl,” Jules pipes up. “Eet’s no wonder Callie caught herself another feesh from the ocean.” She rolls her eyes and fluffs her big amber poof of a pony tail. I cough as glittery dust floats into the air. “All you ever do is entertain Emma. You think Callie will seet around and wait while you play checkers with the five-year-old?” 
 
        “Whatever, Jules,” I say, but I know she has a point.
 
        She shakes her head. More glitter.
 
        “Nuh-uh. I wouldn’t wait around for you, Joshua,” she says and clucks her tongue.
 
        “I’d wait for you, baby,” Jixer nestles his lips into her neck.
 
        Jules giggles, and I gag.
 
        “Where is she?” I ask.
 
        “Emma?” Jixer takes a break from his sweet-nothing whispering and glances at me. “She’s asleep in Callie’s bed.” 
 
        I take the stairs two at a time, trying to be quiet,  but I’m anxious to see that she’s okay. I peek through the bedroom door to find her body balled up like a potato bug. She’s so small under Callie’s big down comforter, her curls splayed out in every direction like they can’t make a decision. A soft snore escapes her open mouth, and I exhale. She’s safe tonight.
 
        I hated leaving her with Jixer and Jules, but I felt responsible to help people get to the hospitals. It’s true I’ve been spending a ton of down time with Emma, but I’ve been keeping up with everything else too. In fact, Emma’s been coming with me to checkpoints when I’m on patrol. She’s even killed a couple of stray Darks. Under my supervision, of course.  Anyway, somebody has to entertain her, watch over her. Why not me? 
 
        When I can’t take her along, Emma hangs out with Mrs. Evans and sometimes Mila – who isn’t my number one choice of sitters for obvious reasons. Not that Emma isn’t learning a lot from Mila – curse words, gum-popping, how to give herself the perfect goth mani-pedi. 
 
        I let her paint my toenails black the night after Mila showed her that trick.
 
        I can’t help it; I totally dig this kid.
 
        Plus, it’s nice being somebody’s hero again. Especially since my girlfriend doesn’t need one.
 
        I close the door to Callie’s room, scrunching up my nose at the smell of kid pee. 
 
        I wonder how Callie’s dealing with that. Half of me wishes I could just ask her. The other half won’t be caught dead asking her anything. 
 
        These past few days I’ve been avoiding her, it’s been torture. I’m a junkie, and she’s my fix.  I try to control my shaking and sweating when Emma’s around, but the second my hands aren’t occupied with something to do, I’m jonesing for a taste of the most beautiful angel in the universe.  
 
        Callie doesn’t know this, but I’ve been here, at the door to her bedroom, every single night since Rager day. I stand in the half-light of the hallway, the door slivered open just enough for my hungry eyes. I stand here and watch her sleep, counting her breaths, aching to touch her sweat-shimmered skin. 
 
        But I don’t dare.
 
        I’m caught in a web with my arms reaching out to her and my legs stuck in a quicksand of pride. It’s not her fault, I tell myself, that she’s the stronger Arc. I know this like I know my own name. We are what we are made to be.
 
        But that logic leaves me angry at my Maker, and that makes me extremely uncomfortable. I’d much rather take out my frustration on Callie than give into a God-complex.  
 
        So, I stand here every night and marvel at the girl I love. She’s wrapped up in that glimmering ivory light she’s dubbed The Glow. I would have laughed at the phrase she invented, but I can’t.
 
        Because I don’t have it. 
 
        Which means, if we’re together, she lights the way, and I have to follow.
 
        “Joshua,” Jixer calls. “Emma alright?”
 
       From below, his whisper reels me back to the present. I take one last peek at sleeping Emma and make my way downstairs.
 
        “Yeah, she’s asleep,” I tell Jixer, who’s floating at the bottom of the stairwell, watching me approach. “Thanks for keeping an eye on her.”
 
        “No problem,” Jix flutters back to Jules who’s channel surfing on the couch now. Thank God their make-out session is over.
 
        “There ees nothing on but news programs,” she says and tosses the remote to the floor.
 
        “Well there’s a lot going on out there, Jules,” I tell her as I slip into my jacket. “People want to know what’s happening.”
 
        “They should look out their windows then,” she says and flies up to her favorite perch on the ceiling fan. “Or better yet, open up the Good Book and read.” 
 
        Oh, please. If Jules had read the Bible, then I was a monkey.
 
        “I’m sure you’ve read it a dozen times, Jules,” I say as I’m heading to the door. I don’t know why I’m even engaging with her. I feel like picking a fight. I’ve gotta get out of here before Callie gets home.
 
        Jules lights up one of her funny cigarettes and takes a long drag then lets her head fall back before pushing out those signature smoke rings she loves to make.
 
        “Why do I need to read? I watched most of eet happen,” she says and blows out some more annoying smoke rings. “I’m only saying that the news people are on every channel, and there ees nothing good to watch. You want to know what the ice storm looks like in East Jabib? Look outside. Eet’s the same everywhere. Ice, bleestery faces, fire in the sky. What’s next, Jixer?”
 
        Jixer flies up to the ceiling fan to sit next to Jules. He tosses an arm around her shoulders. 
 
        “I don’t know, babe. Whatever it is, we’ll handle it right?” 
 
        Without answering, she curls into him for a kiss.  A kiss that goes on and on and on.
 
        Ugh. I’m not watching this.
 
        The screen door crashes shut behind me, and the crunch of my boots into melting slush is the last thing I hear before she slams into me.
 
        And then, my lips are drunk on the taste of her, as my happy hands bury themselves inside the heaven of her hair.
 
        Her body presses against mine, every illuminated curve lighting me from the inside out. I breathe her sweet minty breath. I don’t want to think, but she pulls back and faces me. Her eyes pierce my ego and peel away my arrogance.  I’m cracked wide open, a slave to my senses when it comes to her. 
 
        “There’s nothing going on between Dawson and me,” she says, her breath ragged, her eyes glazed over.
 
        I don’t want to talk. I tug her into me, closing the space between us and quieting her with hard kisses.  My fingers are on fire as they dance across the heat of her skin, burning with the need to make up for the days I haven’t allowed myself to touch her.
 
        What was I thinking?
 
        She pulls back and looks up at me, her eyes clouded with what looks like desire.
 
        “Dawson’s gone anyway,” she tells me. “Shayla took him with her to help rescue any kids that got left behind.”
 
        That’s fantastic news. Now, just let me kiss you, Callie. I’m leaning my weight into her, and she parts her lips for me, and I’m suddenly somewhere better than Heaven.
 
        “Joshua,” she says, pulling back from me once more.  “We have to talk.”
 
        “I know,” I say, and I stare at the slushy ground, because I’m such a fool to have avoided her, to have missed out on all of this. “I’m sorry, Callie. I was-”
 
        “Listen, Joshua,” she says, and I don’t know if I can, because she’s so damn beautiful, and I’m having a hard time focusing on her words instead of her mouth.
 
        “I think I know how to find Romuel.”
 
        Damn it all. This girl is going to kill me before the world ends.
 
        She is.
 
        I take a step back, lock eyes with her and sigh, preparing myself for whatever Rambo move she’s got up her sleeve this time.
 
       But then she kisses me again, and I’m a goner. 
 
       What Apocalypse?
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        I should have gotten straight to the point, but being that up close and personal, it was just impossible not to kiss him. With all of the craziness erupting around us, I could still find quiet perfection inside his arms. The minute my lips met his, I closed my eyes, and the mess of the world went away. 
 
        I had to clean up the Dawson business first. Joshua was miserable when he was jealous of another guy. Not that he’d had any reason to be jealous, but now that Dawson was Clearing all over the planet with Shayla, Joshua could breathe easy on that front.
 
        “About Dawson…” I murmured, pulling back and gazing up at him. “You know he was just helping me, right? He’s not a threat.”
 
        He groaned and ran fingers through my hair then let his thumb rest on my cheek. I shivered. “I know,” he said, shaking his head. “Sometimes I get so carried away.”
 
        “Well, don’t carry yourself too far away. I’d really like it if you helped me rescue Romuel.”
 
        He shook his head. “Okay, Cal. Let’s get to it.”
 
        His sarcasm dripped onto me, making me itch with annoyance.
 
         “I’m serious. I think I know how to get to him.”
 
        “What are you talking about?” he asked, his hazy eyes opening into mine. 
 
        “It has to do with those little mini-tornadoes,” I told him. 
 
        “What mini-tornadoes?”
 
        “You haven’t seen them?” I asked. “They’re Darks, I think, but they look like little cyclones. I saw one tonight on your street.”
 
        After Shayla had laid claim to Dawson and his obvious talent for high-stakes rescues, she’d whisked him away in a flash, leaving me alone and antsy at Joshua’s house.  My thoughts were bouncing from wondering how to fix things with Joshua to worrying that the next judgment would storm us before we were even half-ready. The streets were eerily quiet, with the trickle of melted ice flowing into sewers the only sound. Suddenly, an out-of-place tap-tap of paws and claws grabbed my attention. 
 
        A dog, prancing across slush up the street.
 
        It reminded me of the night we’d fought the demon dogs with Romuel.
 
        Out of nowhere, a mini-tornado appeared about ten feet from the dog. It swirled and twirled in place for a moment.  It was one of the wind-gust Darks. The kind I’d seen at the library. The kind I’d been wondering about.
 
        Abruptly, like a cartoon sandstorm, it spun toward the animal and ambushed it, swallowing it whole. 
 
        “Then it was gone,” I told Joshua, my mind wheeling back into the present. “And the dog was gone too.”
 
        Joshua’s eyes narrowed.
 
        “What does a disappearing dog have to do with Romuel?” he asked.
 
        “I think the wind-gust Darks are portals,” I told him. “And I think Lu is using them to snatch people from Earth and transport them to Hell.” 
 
        He eyed me silently, and I hated the fact that I had no idea what he was thinking.
 
        “I guess he’s snatching animals too,” I added, shrugging.
 
        Joshua stood still for another few moments until a look of realization and then terror crossed his face as the reality of my plan bloomed in his mind. He grabbed my arm and squeezed.
 
        “Ow!” I pulled my arm away.  
 
        “Don’t even think about it, do you hear me?” His roar came at me like lava. His fists were clenched at his sides, and his face was like a scrunched up plum, purple and overripe. I’d never seen him so mad.
 
        “You didn’t have to squeeze my arm like that,” I complained.
 
        His eyes widened then glared. “You are not going to go jumping into one of those things.”
 
        “I have to. I’m the only one who can save him. I can feel it.”
 
        As I uttered the words, Joshua’s face went from pink to red. I swear I saw steam puff from his ears.
 
        “You think you’re the big bad hero, Callie, and I’ll admit it bugs me that you can glow in the dark and I can’t, okay?” 
 
        He spit the words at me. They hurt even worse than the rough way he’d gripped my arm.
 
        “You have a freakin’ death wish.”
 
        I started to argue with him, but he grabbed me again, this time much more gently. I yanked my arm away, and he pointed a finger at me, like he was the principal and I was getting detention.
 
        “If I have to lock you up and stand guard over you, I will not allow you to-”
 
        That was all I heard.
 
        That conversation was over the minute he used the word “allow.”
 
        Since when did Joshua think he could allow me or not allow me to do anything?
 
        He may be amazing eye candy and a really good kisser and all that happy crappy, but nobody squeezes me like that and tries to tell me what to do.
 
        The Mackle Library lights twinkled at me, as if it had been waiting for me to Clear there all the time. The cracked sign was dangling sideways, and the double doors hung open. I walked through them, with defiance fueling my feet, my boots refusing to apologize for the sloppy mess of slush they were tracking all over the tiled floor.
 
        I heard it before I saw it.
 
        It sounded like a wheezing zombie from one of those ridiculous television shows my mom used to watch. I followed the breathy noise down the accessible ramp and through the arched doorway that led into the children’s section. 
 
       There, in the center of the circle-time floor, where Mom used to bring me for story hour, was one of the wind-gust Darks. It was roughly the size of a Mini-Cooper and was twirling and fizzing like a bewitched geyser. If my hunch was right, this was my gateway to Hell.
 
        I approached it, and without pause for caution, dipped my boot into the mad swivel of terrible wind.
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        My body turned to jello.
 
        Like I was made of all jiggle and no bones.  When the wind-gust sucked me in, it didn’t hurt but was bizarre to feel my body twist like a corkscrew and be spat out straight as ever on the other side.
 
        It wasn’t dizziness that overcame me when my feet landed squarely on the cement floor of a super-long corridor. It was more the feeling that the universe was off-kilter. Upside down and inside out. My head was a ball of lead on my shoulders, as I peered as far as I could see down the shadowy, tunnel-like aisle. I narrowed my eyes at the visible ripples that punctuated the air in this otherworldly hallway that didn’t seem to have an end.
 
        My pulse quickened. Something was definitely off here. I shook my arms out and took a deep breath of air that tasted like lemon rind on my tongue. Heebie jeebies or not, I had to focus on figuring out where I was and what to do next. If my instincts were right, and this was the actual Hell, then Rom was here, somewhere. Maybe I could Clear to him.
 
        Closing my eyes, I visualized wild silver streaks of hair flying this way and that, legs that stretched to Never Never Land and back, and Jesus shoes that matched the ones worn by the actual Jesus.
 
        Nothing.
 
        Not surprising, really. Clearing works by location, not by person. I’d have to find him the old-fashioned way, a foot search through this creepy subterranean microcosm.
 
        Looking around, I decided the space reminded me of an empty subway station. There was one narrow strip of pavement that stretched from here to evermore. But where the train should have been, on the right, was a solid gray stone wall. To my left was a wide stairwell, and on the ground ahead was a yellow tape line, about the width of a ring of duct tape. It reminded me of the yellow-brick road that had led Dorothy and her buddies to Oz. Weak florescent lights cast a trippy sheen over the path. One flickered, annoyingly, overhead as I put one foot in front of the other, taking my chances on the golden walkway. I hoped it would lead me somewhere worth going. Like to Rom.
 
        I knew my logic was faulty. I mean, what were the chances, really? Could I actually be standing in Hell? I would have guessed it to be stinkier. 
 
        And hot.
 
        I sniffed at the air.
 
        Maybe this wasn’t Hell at all, and the wind-gust had been a portal to somewhere completely different. Too bad there wasn’t a welcome sign, like the ones on highways that announce when you’ve crossed over state lines. I imagined a flaming billboard. 
 
        Welcome to Hell… the butthole of eternity. 
 
         I bit my lip and slowed my pace, suddenly caught up in watching dust motes dance along the ripples that sliced through the air like visible sound waves. 
 
         What if this whole thing was a big mistake? What if I was stuck in some interdimensional limbo?
 
        The air in front of my face stretched and swelled as if it were laughing at me, but a tug in my gut urged me forward along the yellow line. I couldn’t give up now. If there was a chance that I was actually in Hell, then Romuel was here, somewhere, and I had better odds of finding him here than I did back in Mackle.
 
        Just ahead, the passageway curled to the left as did the yellow snake of tape. When I turned into the blind curve I nearly ran smack dab into a bald guy with no clothes on.
 
        “Ahhh!” I hopped back from him, placing both hands like a visor around my hot face to shield my eyes from further grossness. 
 
        Who the hello was this guy, and where were his clothes?
 
        “Excuse me.” I peeked through my fingers at him. The guy didn’t answer, didn’t even move or take any notice of me. He stood, like a statue, staring straight ahead at the cement wall in front of him.
 
       That’s when I saw the others.
 
        Embarrassment evaporated into morbid curiosity. My hands dropped from my suddenly cold cheeks, and I gaped ahead at what looked like a scene from a sci-fi thriller.
 
        Beyond the guy I’d almost plowed into was an eternal queue of people just like him - nude, bald, and standing almost shoulder to shoulder. I reached out to touch a woman’s arm, wondering briefly if these people were actually frozen in place. Her skin was lukewarm and pliable. She wasn’t frozen, just unresponsive. 
 
        Weird.
 
        Zombies, maybe?
 
        I poked another lady’s cheeks to see if I could get a reaction, but she didn’t move a muscle. If these were zombies, they’d be all over me for a quick meal. 
 
        Definitely not the undead.
 
        I noticed that each person’s toes were in perfect alignment with the yellow tape on the ground, like they were commuters in a train station, first on the list for the next departure. But there was no train, no tracks, only an eternal mass of cement block.  They all stood in a line, one next to the other, staring at the wall; not one of them spoke. The only sound was a lot of mouth breathing and the buzz of the lights overhead.
 
        “So, this is Hell,” I said out loud, weaving in and out of the people chain.     
 
        Nobody answered.
 
        Eternal nothing, Silas had said when I’d questioned him about this place. Boy would Hollywood be disappointed. Nothing glamorous in these parts – no torturous fire licking the skin of the damned, no twelve- horned monsters wielding whips and chains. Just a long line of naked people- all incommunicado - which was creepy in its own way.
 
        A wave of regret swept over me then. I didn’t know any of these men or women, but the loss of their souls pulled on my conscience, dragging me deep down into a bleak pool of grief. I wanted to let myself sink, but a nagging voice reminded me of why I was here. If I just kept going, I could find him. 
 
        Maybe.
 
        I pushed forward, forcing myself to study every face. Since nobody had any hair around here, I wouldn’t be able to identify Rom by his stunning silver locks. I withered at the thought of a bald Romuel, imagining those big ice water eyes peering out of his head like blueberry sno-cone balls. And naked to boot. 
 
        Ugh.
 
        Not the most enticing mental picture.  
 
        As I was pondering the existence of a nude, big eyed Romuel, a hand reached into the sea of half-lifes and yanked me backward by my pony tail.
 
        “Whoa!” I yelled and lost my balance. I found myself being swung, like a rag doll, between a chunky dude with way too much chest hair and a rail-skinny woman with beady black eyes. 
 
        “Get off of me.” I tried to pull my head out of the person’s grasp, but my assailant didn’t let go. Instead, he shoved me, face first into the pimpled back of hairy-chest guy. My Arc instinct finally took over, and I donkey-kicked the perp that was trying to hold me hostage.
 
        “Ow,” he grunted, and I knew I’d aimed just right. He let go of my hair, and just as I was spinning  around to catch a glimpse of him, I realized something.
 
        I knew that voice.
 
        A haze of memory caught like dust inside my throat, and I coughed. Behind my eyes, Karen’s tear-streaked face flashed, lighting the vengeance that raced forward from the darkest parts of my mind. A poisonous fury surged through my veins, itching to be released on the douchebag of a guy that was stupid enough to think he could mess with me and my posse. I snatched Rom’s sword out of the sheath that clung to my body and raised it high above his head of yellow hair. 
 
        “Callie, don’t.” He clutched his injured crotch and begged me with pretty-boy eyes and puffy pink lips. 
 
        “Why shouldn’t I, Pete?” I asked, spitting wrath at the curled up ball of wimp I’d reduced him to. 
 
        With knees knotted into his chest, his eyes pleaded for mercy, but I was on the war path. Not only had Pete dogged Karen, but he’d helped Mihm kidnap Joshua. Joshua could have been killed because of his betrayal. The promise of sweet revenge had me raising Rom’s sword higher and higher above him, readying it to take perfect aim.
 
        “Callie, please,” he squeaked. 
 
        “Why on earth should I take pity on you?” 
 
        My eyes burned with rage, as I slammed the sword down.
 
        “Because I made a huge mistake!” his voice echoed. He folded into a sobbing mess as the clink of metal on pavement reverberated along the tunnel wall.
 
        I let him whimper for a few seconds. Stupid bologna-cheeked traitor. Every part of me wanted to turn those rosy cheeks ash-white with terror.
 
         Pete twisted into a relentlessly sobbing ball, too pathetic for words.  I picked up my right boot and slammed it down to the ground just inches from his face. He gasped, his body bouncing away from me. 
 
        “Where are we?” I demanded.
 
        “Holding zone C,” he said.
 
        “Explain.” I pounded my foot once more to the ground.
 
        “P-p-please,” he stuttered, his tear-soaked lips quivering. 
 
        “Talk,” I ordered
 
        “They start out at A, where they’re undressed and shaved and roughed up a bit.” 
 
        A sour taste filled my mouth, as I listened to Pete’s description of Hell’s intake process.
 
        “Then,” he continued. “In holding zone B, their memories are erased.”
 
        “What?” My heart pulsed with horror and sympathy for these poor lost souls. Furthermore, how was I supposed to work with a naked, hairless, and amnesia-ridden Romuel? I almost dropped my sword. 
 
        “Yeah, they’re hooked up to these machines, and-”
 
        “I don’t want details, Pete.” The mental picture of people being stripped and shorn was bad enough. I didn’t need any more subject matter for my nightmares.
 
        “Okay.” He dared to look up at me. I set my face into a threatening scowl and slammed Rom’s sword into the pavement again. Pete spooked and looked away.
 
        “So, then they’re transported here, where they wait,” he said.
 
        “Wait for what?”
 
        A distant hum crept into my ears then, a noise that seemed totally out-of-place in the quiet of the underground passage.
 
        “Callie,” Pete whined, his voice sounding more terrified than ever. “We need to run.”
 
        I narrowed my eyes at him, thinking, at first, that he was trying to trick me. Then, a far-off whistle blew, long and loud and cautionary. I suddenly knew exactly what the out-of-place sound was.
 
        “But, there’s no track,” I said, just as the ground began to rumble below my feet. Suddenly, the cement vaporized, and in place of the yellow tape line was a set of train tracks, gleaming silver as if they’d been expertly polished.
 
        Before my head could string together a thought, my boots were on the move, bouncing down the tracks, away from the noise. I shoved Rom’s sword inside its sheath and motored past the endless array of people just standing there waiting to be tilled down. My lungs were about to explode, and my calf muscles screamed as I pushed them beyond their limits.  The pain was inconsequential. I had to get out of here. Behind me, the clop-clop of Pete’s white tennis shoes was  barely audible above the locomotive roar. It was too close.  
 
        We weren’t going to make it out of here.
 
        What the hello had I been thinking, climbing into that wind-gust?
 
        How could I have believed I could make it to Hell and back, unscathed?
 
        That I could rescue Romuel? Like a sixteen year-old Wonder Woman?
 
        How could I have been so thick?
 
        The last words that Joshua had said to me screamed inside my head, hurting because they were so mean and also because they were right. I had an invincibility complex. And it was going to get me killed in 5…4…3…
 
        At once, Rom’s eyes swooped to the forefront of my mind. His voice surged into me, in surreal slow-motion.
 
        “The way out is clear, Callie,” he said, his words swirling around my consciousness like some magically coded mist.
 
        I understood immediately, and even though a huge part of me didn’t want to save him, I grabbed hold of Pete’s blonde hair a millisecond before he was splattered by the incoming train. Behind my eyes was the image of the wide stairwell I’d chosen not to take on arrival in Hell, holding zone C. A snap later, we were there, sitting on the steps, covered in blood.
 
        “Ahhhhhh!” I screamed and squeezed my eyes shut. Pete’s yellow hair was streaked with red. Chunks of flesh dotted his skin. Mine too.
 
        “Shhhh, Callie. It’s okay.” Pete stroked my head, his fingers catching in the muck of blood and guts. “You’re okay.”
 
        But I didn’t feel okay. Bursts of breath were escaping my lips in anxious giggles. There was nothing funny, and yet I couldn’t control the sound erupting from my throat. Snot and blood mingled at my nostrils, and saliva pooled on my tongue. Was I having a nervous breakdown? I wanted to push traitor Pete away from me, tell him to get his two-timing hands out of my gross mat of hair, but the words wouldn’t come. My hands could do nothing but flap.
 
         He took them into his slimy ones.
 
        “Deep breaths,” he said, gently and demonstrated. “In. Out. In. Out.”
 
        I followed his lead, pulling oxygen into my damaged lungs and then forcing it out with horrendous coughing. After a few minutes, I stabilized. My legs were still shaking, but at least I could breathe. At least I was still in one piece, unlike the queue of people who’d surely been ripped to shreds by that train. I shuddered at the thought, and Pete squeezed my hands with what seemed like support. 
 
        For a big jerk, he sure was being nice.
 
        When I could finally form a sentence, I stared at him.
 
        “Why’d you do it?” I asked, my curiosity peaked.
 
        “What?” he asked and then shook his head. “Why did I turn against everything I believed in? Throw my friends into the fire and break the heart of the girl I love more than anything?”
 
        “Yeah, that.” 
 
        “Look,” he said. “I know I screwed up big time. The truth is, I was tempted by the taste of power, and I was wrong.” His face turned pale, and he looked away again. “Dead wrong.”
 
        He blew out a long sigh and torqued his face into a look of complete dejection. Regret or not, he wasn’t getting an ounce of pity from me.
 
        “So, what did he promise you?” 
 
        “Mihm said I could rule the Northern Hemisphere,” he muttered. “Lucifer’s plan is to restructure the Earth, to make himself Emperor of the world, sort of. Mihm told me if I helped him, I could be like a king.”
 
        I glared at him.
 
        “Lame.” 
 
        “And he said, if I didn’t help, he’d skin me alive.”
 
        I squirmed in my shoes for a second then shot him a challenging look.
 
        “Well, that’s exactly what I’ll do if you don’t help me find Romuel down here,” I told him. 
 
        “What are you talking about?” He eyed me like I was nuts. “We should focus on getting out of here. Do you know where you came in? Can you get us back there?”
 
        I narrowed my eyes at him, reminding myself that this was the guy who’d made a royal mess in Mackle. If he thought he was going to score himself a get-out-of-Hell-free card, he was just a bozo. Pete wasn’t going anywhere unless it was under my command, and right now that meant he was my lackey.   I had a mission to complete here, and I needed his help.
 
         I may have an invincibility complex that gets me into some very sticky situations. But, it seems, I also have a guardian angel in my head that whispers hints to me on how to get unstuck. After the brush with death by barreling train, I was more determined than ever to find Romuel.
 
        I stood, and shook my hair out, gagging as bits of sinew flew from my face. I couldn’t let it get to me. I had to be strong. Willing my stomach to steel itself, I forced my back straight.
 
        “Get up,” I told Pete, and jabbed him with the point of Rom’s sword, not enough to pierce him, just enough to get his attention. “You Catholic?” I asked him.
 
        “No,” he said, as he pushed himself to his feet.
 
        “I’m going to teach you about something called penance. It’s how you make up for the stupid crap you do, the stuff you’re supposedly sorry for.”
 
        “I know what penance is,” his voice squeaked. “And, I am truly sorry.”
 
        “Good,” I pushed the gleaming tip into his puny chest. “Your penance for screwing with my friends is to find Romuel and help me get him back to Earth.”
 
        He wiped the sweat from his forehead and nodded with a jagged breath.
 
        “Okay,” he said. “I will.” 
 
        “You bet your butt you will,” I told him. “Right now, you could be as dead as all those poor people who got smashed by that train. If it weren’t for me-”
 
        “Callie, they were already dead,” he said.
 
        Oh, yeah. 
 
        “And, right about now, those bodies are knitting themselves back together in the most painful and horrific manner. You can’t even imagine it.”
 
        His face fell, and from the look of him, I knew that he could imagine it, that he’d lived it.
 
        “How many times?” I asked quietly.
 
        “For me, once,” he whispered, his eyes fixed the on ground. “But, they go through it again and again until they’re transported to the next level. You feel everything, Callie. The splitting apart and the coming back together.”
 
        I shuddered. Words wouldn’t form on my lips.
 
        “When Mihm dropped me here, he said I needed to experience what Hell is really like.”  
 
        Pete turned his face away from me and began dry heaving. For the first time, I actually felt sorry for him. Then, I thought of  Romuel and the splitting and the healing process that Pete had described, and I wanted to throw up too. I thought Hell was an eternity of nothing. Silas had been way wrong. 
 
        When he’d finished, Pete looked up at me.
 
        “You won’t find Romuel in this group of souls, Callie,” he said.
 
        “You know where he is?” 
 
        “Lucifer let Deyanna keep him at her place,” he said. “She’s got this huge commune with minions of her own that wait on her hand and foot. I saw Rom there. She had him dressed in some weird leather pants with no back. His whole backside was hanging out.” 
 
        “Did he have his memory erased?” I asked, feeling suddenly cheerful. The idea of Rom wearing a pair of chaps didn’t even bother me. Pete knew where to find him! 
 
        “No, he never went through the typical welcome wagon of activities, just went straight to Deyanna’s funhouse.”
 
        “So he’s still got his hair and everything?”
 
        I didn’t know why Rom’s silver mane mattered to me, but it did.
 
        Pete raised one eyebrow at me, and nodded. 
 
        “You know how to get to Deyanna’s place?”
 
         “Yep,” he said. “But she’s not gonna give up her boy toy without a fight.”
 
        I pictured the redheaded snake woman who’d tempted Rom and then tricked him into joining her here, in this torture chamber. Oooh, if it was a fight she wanted, I’d give it to her. 
 
        “Lead the way,” I said to Pete, and we started up the steps, the soles of our shoes leaving a slimy trail of gore as we ventured farther into the bounds of Hell.
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   Joshua
 
        “Just freakin’ answer me, Silas!” 
 
        I have him by the throat. I know I shouldn’t handle him this way. Any minute now he’s gonna-
 
        “Ow!”
 
        A sizzle of electricity pulses through my arm, and I’m flat on my back across the coffee shop floor. It’s my own fault. I knew he was about to zap me.
 
        “Joshua Pride, you need to learn to control your temper,” he says in that annoying sing-song voice of his.
 
        I push myself to my feet with my good arm, while the other one hangs useless at my right side. I can’t remember how long the numbness takes to wear off. It’s been awhile since the last time this happened. Like eighty years, probably.
 
        Damn. I am totally losing my shit.
 
        “Look,” I say, approaching the table he’s standing on in the dim coffee shop. “Sorry for the chokehold.”
 
        “Well, you should be,” he tells me, and he’s flaring his nostrils. I really want to choke him again.
 
        I won’t though. I have to stay focused.
 
        “I’m dying here, Silas,” I say. “You have to help me. Just think about it for a minute. Has she said anything lately about Romuel or…” What did she call those things? “Wind-gust Darks?” 
 
        Silas taps an index finger on his little chin then shrugs his shoulders.
 
        “I’m sorry, Joshua. Calliope and I haven’t been talking that much. We’ve been busy with the Apocalypse.”
 
        His words plow into me, and I’m sliced open with guilt. If I’d been able to silence my pride over these past few days, maybe I’d have a clue where to look for her now. But Callie and I haven’t talked much either lately. Not because we’ve been too busy.
 
         Because I’ve been too stupid.
 
        First I was jealous of her strength and the fact that she’d killed Mihm.
 
        Then I was jealous of Dawson.
 
        I completely freaked when she shared her little field trip to Hell idea.
 
        I’ve been a crap boyfriend.
 
        I sink into the hard wooden chair and let my head fall forward into my hands. “She’s going to feed herself to one of those wind-gust Darks. She may have already done it.” I wanted to pull my hair out, piece by piece, scratch holes into my skin. Anything to not feel the desperation of not knowing where to find her.
 
        “Tell me why our Calliope would do this, Joshua.” Silas said. His legs are crossed like a girl’s, and he looks like a shrink, sitting perched on air with a tiny mug of coffee in his hands. I don’t know how he scored the coffee; this place is closed.
 
        “I don’t need psychoanalysis, Silas. I need to find Callie.”
 
        “I’m not trying to analyze you, Joshua. I’m trying to understand,” he says, and when I look up at him, he’s got a pair of red readers perched on the tip of his nose.
 
        Every freakin’ crisis is an opportunity to accessorize. I ignore the glasses.
 
        “Silas, she thinks the cyclones are portals to Hell,” I tell him. “She thinks she can jump into one and somehow find Romuel and… I don’t know.” The logic of Callie’s plan totally escapes me. I have no clue what she thinks she’s gonna do if she finds Romuel in Hell, which is a big ridiculous ‘if’ to begin with. 
 
        “Surely, Calliope isn’t foolish enough to do something like this.”
 
        I raise an eyebrow at him, and the skin of his forehead comes together in folds of worry.
 
        “Do you have any notion of where to find these things?” he asks me.
 
        “That’s what I’ve been trying to ask you. I texted Karen and Mila after Callie disappeared, and Karen said there might be something fishy about this coffee shop.” I gesture to our quiet surroundings. No cyclones anywhere. “That’s why I asked you to meet me here.”
 
        “Have you asked Mila if Callie shared anything with her?”
 
        “Yeah, but she hasn’t gotten back to me yet.” Mila’s probably asleep. It’s the middle of the night after all. “I didn’t want to worry Callie’s parents, so I didn’t contact them, but if we don’t figure something out soon, I’ll have to ask Mrs. Evans if she knows anything.”
 
        Just then, the door to the coffee shop swings open. A tinny bell announces the arrival of Karen, who rushes over to us, and Mila, who slinks sleepily after her.  Mila’s wearing teddy bear slippers, and she’s got a hot pink leopard print sleeping mask on her forehead.
 
        “We got here as soon as we could.” Karen slides into the chair next to me. Her eyes wander through the coffee shop. “D’you find anything here?”
 
        “Nothing,” I tell her.
 
        Mila releases an unladylike groan and stretches her arms to the ceiling. “What time does this place open?” She begins shuffling her fuzzy feet toward the counter and then behind it. “They won’t mind if I make myself a latte.” Is she seriously fiddling with the espresso machine? 
 
        “Mila-” I begin, but Silas cuts me off.
 
        “I’d love a half-caf refill while you’re back there,” he says.
 
        “Sure, Si,” Mila replies and continues messing with the barista equipment. “Look, here’s the sound system,” she says, and suddenly the coffee shop is overflowing with acoustic happiness and the aroma of vanilla beans.
 
        “I love this song,” Si says and flutters over to where Mila is topping her coffee with whipped cream.
 
        Karen and I share an open-mouthed look of horror. I clench my fists around the rim of the table, and I’m about to topple it just to get their flippin’ attention. Karen stands and lays a hand on my shoulder in an effort to settle me down, I guess.
 
        “Mila,” Karen says. “You might want to take a break from the coffee and listen for a minute.”
 
        Karen turns to me. “I didn’t tell her what’s going on. I just kind of dragged her out of bed and brought her here,” she whispers.
 
        “Mila,” I call to her. “Have you seen Callie?”
 
        She sips her coffee and makes her way back over to our table. 
 
        “Yes, I’ve seen Callie,” she says, as she plops into the chair next to me. “We rescued a ton of people earlier tonight. It was awesome.” She takes another swallow of coffee and shivers into a smile. “But now, look outside. The ice melted already. Crazy, right?”
 
        “Mila, Callie’s missing,” Karen tells her, but Mila just shrugs and stares into her mug.
 
        “She’ll turn up. She goes off the radar sometimes,” Milas says. “Check out the swirly thing in my coffee. Do you think it looks like a heart? Some people can tell the future by looking at shapes in their coffee.”
 
        How the heck does Callie deal with her? Mila’s brain waves make me dizzy.  
 
        “Mila, please.” I put my hand on hers. “Callie was talking about something she called wind-gust Darks and going looking for Romuel.”
 
        “Oh,” Mila says and licks a drop of milky coffee from her fingers. “Then she’s probably at the library.”
 
        I tilt my head to the side, trying to follow Mila’s train of illogic, desperate that it will lead me to somewhere that makes sense.
 
        “Why the library?” Karen asks. 
 
        “There’s one of those Darks there, the kind that looks like a tornado,” Mila says. “It stole some old lady’s dog the other day.”
 
        Callie’s earlier words echo in my mind. She was talking about a dog getting sucked into a cyclone on my street.
 
        “Let’s go,” I say and reach for Karen’s hand. Silas sets his tiny cup on the table and comes to land on my shoulder. 
 
        “Do you think the wind gusts go to Oz?” Mila asks, her eyes wider than the rim of her coffee mug.
 
        Before I can tell her not to, Karen takes hold of Mila’s arm, and the four of us Clear together to the Mackle Library. 
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   Callie
 
        There is no sky in Hell, just endless underground passageways that lead to open underground locations. The stairs that Pete and I had climbed after our near death experience with the train had led us into a terminal of sorts. From there, we had our choice of dozens of different corridors to follow. Pete seemed to know his way around, so I let him lead the way while I questioned him endlessly. There was so much that just didn’t shake out for me.  
 
        First of all, I couldn’t understand how Pete had survived the death train. If he, unlike the others in the queue, was still alive, why didn’t the train literally kill him? He explained that most everything inside the confines of Hell was an illusion and that Lucifer was an expert at the art of deception. 
 
        “So you’re saying the train wasn’t real?” I flicked a leftover morsel of flesh from my jeans. “That the people bits on my clothes are just a mirage?” 
 
        “Nothing’s real around here, Callie,” he said and turned left down a dark hallway that led to a set of crumbling cement steps.  In the middle of his descent, he turned back to face me, his eyes glowing an iridescent stormy blue in the low light of the staircase. “The laws of our physics don’t govern in Hell, so get used to things not making any sense.”
 
        The walls narrowed, and the dust threatened my lungs as we continued to spiral underground.
 
        “How much further?” I asked with a cough. 
 
        “It’s just at the bottom,” Pete said. We stepped down into a wider corridor that was strung with blinking mutli-colored LED lights. The further we ventured into the passage, I noticed bright purple and green drama masks leering at me from the walls and strings of beads and tinsel hanging from the ceiling. A paper-mache monkey grinned from a muslin tree up ahead. 
 
        “Looks like a jungle-themed Mardi-Gras party,” I muttered. “And that monkey really needs to stop staring at me.” 
 
        “Yeah, Deyanna decorates,” he said, heading for an intricately etched wooden door that seemed totally out of place among all of the cement.
 
        “You sure do know your way around,” I told him. 
 
        “I’ve been here for months,” he said without looking back at me.
 
        “Months?” I scrunched up my face because either he had majorly lost track of time or he’d gone wackadoo. “It’s only been a couple of weeks since that kid tried to shoot up the school, Pete.”
 
        My words stopped him. He turned to me, his face torqued in confusion.
 
        “That can’t be right, Callie.”
 
        “It is.” I counted backward on my fingers. “It was thirteen days ago we killed Ex, and Rom fair traded himself for Eli’s soul.”  
 
        He stood still for a moment, his eyes darting around as if they were trying to chase his thoughts.
 
        “But, I’m sure I’ve been here longer than that,” he said. “I was stuck in zone C for weeks.”
 
        Ugh. I didn’t want to think about that.
 
        “Maybe time works differently down here?” I suggested. “No laws of physics, right?”
 
        He shrugged.
 
        “How’d you finally get out of C?”
 
        “Deyanna came for me,” he said.
 
        “Why?” What would Deyanna want with rescuing Pete?        
 
        He raised one eyebrow at me. “She likes to have her choice of playthings, I guess.”
 
        I pretended to plug my ears. “Say no more.”
 
        “One day, she wasn’t paying any attention, and I split. Started exploring,” he said. “I’ve been searching for a portal back to Earth, but I haven’t had any luck. Then I spotted you wandering around today, and I knew you were my way out.” He put his hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. “After we get Romuel, will you take me back the way you came in?”
 
        I still didn’t trust him. And even though I knew where the wind gust had dumped me, I had no clue how to get back inside. Pete didn’t need to know that though.
 
        “Sure,” I lied, and before I could stop myself, my thoughts flew out my lips. “I can probably just Clear us out of here.”
 
        “Can’t Clear in or out of Hell. There’s some kind of force field here.”
 
        I was confused. “But, we Cleared away from the train.”
 
        Pete shrugged. “I guess Lucifer wasn’t concerned about Clearing within the realms, only in or out. Don’t ask me to understand the logic.” He quizzed me with his eyes then. “You do know how to get out of here, right?”
 
        I wanted to bite my lip and worry, but there wasn’t time. I’d figure out how to get back after I found Rom. 
 
        “Yes, Pete, I know how to get out.”
 
        He sighed and placed his hand over his heart.
 
        “All I’ve been able to think about since I’ve been here is Karen. I love her so much, Callie,” he said, his eyes welling up. “I have to see her again, to tell her how sorry I am.” 
 
        He leaned his back against the carved door.
 
        “And, of course, I’ll apologize to Joshua too. I was incredibly stupid.”
 
        I bit my lip, thinking that Joshua was more likely to beat him to a pulp than accept his apology.  I nodded toward the door.
 
        “What’s behind it?”
 
        “A redhead with an ego the size of Alaska and some really long fingernails,” he answered.
 
         I felt my mouth bend into a snarl at the thought of her. Juicy anger stirred in my belly. I so wanted to wrap my fingers around her throat and squeeze.
 
        “You have to be quiet in there,” Pete whispered. “Guards everywhere.” He pulled the door open a sliver and peeked through the opening.
 
        “It’s clear,” he said and gestured for me to take a look.
 
         But the moment I slid my head into the open space, the door exploded open and a trio of gargantuan she-men tackled me.  
 
         “Ooomph,” I sputtered in shock, as my belly slammed into the cement, knocking the wind from my gut. I could feel the cold blade of the sword, laying flat against my torso, my only hope against these unexpected giants. Suddenly, a massive boot landed on my back, digging into my shoulder blades. When I twisted my neck to peer up at its owner, I saw a female gladiator, decked out in a bronze bikini, helmet and all. Behind her were two more huge women with arms that were twice as thick as my head. 
 
         Suddenly, all six and a half-feet of Deyanna sauntered into the semi-darkness.
 
        “Good job, Petey,” Deyanna gushed and patted his head. “Alive and well. Just the way I wanted her.” 
 
        Good job? I shot arrows at Pete with my eyes. So, he’d sold me out too, the traitor. 
 
        Pete’s mouth hung open stupidly, his hands shackled behind his back by one of Deyanna’s  gladiator girls.
 
        “Oh, sweets, don’t look so surprised,” Deyanna cooed at Pete. “I knew it was only a matter of time ‘til Little Miss Invincible came to the rescue. I knew she’d get you to lead her here. You were the perfect bait.”  Her cackle scraped the insides of my mind like nails on a chalkboard, as I watched Pete’s flinching. “Not that you weren’t super fun company when you were here, sweet Pete. You young ones are so energetic.”
 
        She ran one curled crimson fingernail down Pete’s cheek, leaving a pink trail in its wake, while Pete tried with no success to inch away from her.
 
        Maybe Pete hadn’t lied to me? Either he was putting on a good act, or Deyanna had played him something good. Maybe he’d been sincere in his apologies and his efforts to help me. I couldn’t decide what to believe. The reverberations of Deyanna’s evil laughter were making it impossible to think straight. If only I could get up and grab hold of her, but the she-beast on my back was making it impossible to move. I was stuck on my belly in the purgatory outside of Deyanna’s lair, and my blood was way hotter than Hell.
 
        “I have to give it to you, Calliope Evans, you sure do have a big set of balls.” Deyanna slunk toward me, her frothy pearl dress balling up at her naked feet. I peered up from the cold ground, straight into her vicious jade eyes. She spit at me.  “You actually believed you could make it to Hell and back and rescue your precious mentor in the process.”  
 
        Squatting down next to my face, she reached out to twirl my hair.  My stomach lurched. “What makes you think Romuel is in any need of rescue, my dear girl?” 
 
        I refused to look at her, as she swirled one lock of my hair around her finger, pulling it ever tighter until it felt like she was about to pluck it out. I gritted my teeth through the pain, and then impulsively spit a loogie onto her foot.
 
        I heard the whistle of Pete’s gasp before I saw his petrified look. I was about to tell him to kiss off when Deyanna’s foot crashed right into my face, busting up my nose and spreading my own spit across my cheeks.
 
        “Take them to the crates,” I heard her say before blood dripped into my throat, gagging me with the rusty taste of fear.  
 
        “We’re dead now, genius,” Pete muttered to me as the guards marched him through the carved wooden door ahead of me.
 
        I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the throbbing all over my face and the  burn of cement against my skin as the gladiator girl dragged me along behind Pete. Whatever Deyanna had in store for us would be bad.   
 
        But Pete was wrong  about one thing. We weren’t dead yet. And something I’d learned from dueling with dragons and Darks and demon dogs was that you’re not dead until your breath stops and nobody shows up to revive you. In my experience, there was a lot of wiggle room inside that dying breath. Miracles abound when you’re knocking on death’s door.
 
        I focused on the hard steel of the sword strapped to my chest under my shirt and imagined the color of hope.
 
        It looked a little like yellow.
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   Joshua
 
        “Somebody hurled all over these steps.”
 
        Mila’s voice is all nasal, and when I turn back to answer her, I see she’s got her nose plugged, and she’s rolling up her pajama legs. 
 
        “It’s not barf, Mila.” 
 
        “Well. Whatever it is, it’s ruining my slippers.”
 
        “Dear goodness, this is quite a macabre scene, don’t you think?”
 
        I kick a large shard of glass out of my path and dig deep to hold onto my focus. The very air here messes with my head. “What’d you expect, Silas? Spinny teacups and whistling dwarves? It’s Hell.” I surge forward quickly, the sound of fuzzy shuffling and flapping wings trailing me from behind. “Don’t you remember it?”
 
        “We’ve never been here, Joshua,” Jules says, and I don’t know why, but I’m shocked.
 
        “Micros aren’t commissioned into these realms,” Si continues. 
 
        I stop for a second and turn to face the motley crew behind me, my creased forehead itching with sweat bubbles. Of course Micros wouldn’t be sent here. Their missions are with Arcs. On Earth. 
 
        Mila’s whitewashed face is wearing a grimace. She looks like she might hurl at any minute, and then there will be actual throw-up on the stairs. Deaves, who we picked up, along with Jules and Jixer on the way to the library, has one hand on his hip and another on Mila’s shoulder. He’s patting a don’t-worry-I’m-here rhythm into her skin, but I don’t think she’s feeling his vibe. Karen’s tight smile is trying to hide her jitters, but I can see her teeth chattering ever-so-slightly. 
 
        Only the Micros seem unafraid. In fact, they look a little bored. 
 
        “Listen,” I begin, addressing all of them from the top of the stairwell. “Since I’m the only one who seems to know his way around down here, I’ll lead the way. We’re headed straight to Deyanna’s to get Callie and then back here to get out. This has to happen fast.” I can’t stress the importance of getting in and out as quickly as possible down here. My very sanity depends on it. They don’t need the details. They just have to keep up.
 
        “Joshua, how is it you know your way around?” Silas asks me.
 
        The thought of going into any aspect of my excursions to Hell turns my stomach. It was bad enough to have discovered another way to get here. Little cyclone rides to Hell. Who would have thought? 
 
         “Jix, just trust me. I’ve been here a few times.” A few too many times.
 
        “This way,” I mutter, pushing away the sordid memories that screech at me with each step I take down the grimy corridor toward Deyanna’s. There’s one solitary thing of beauty in this nasty-ass place, and I’m gonna find her and get her butt out of here. Come Hell.
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   Callie
 
        When Deyanna paraded him in and locked him into the giant crate next to Pete’s, I had to bite back tears. I wouldn’t let her see me cry for him. That’s what she wanted. That’s why she brought him here, I was sure. I would just have to convince my mind to unsee the ridiculousness of his getup. There was nothing warrior-like about him now. Romuel was sadistic deviance personified with his black leather vest and the spiky dog collar around his thick neck.
 
        I could tell by his gauzy gait and the haphazard way his eyes dismissed me that he didn’t recognize me at all on the surface. Somewhere though, beneath the layer of whatever drugs were clouding his usually clear, icy eyes, the true Romuel still existed.  I had to believe that if I could get past the black eyeliner and cherry lipstick and wade through whatever muck Deyanna had gelled into his silver hair, I’d find him. 
 
        On the bright side, his hair could look way worse. He could even be bald.
 
        And that would be a whole other level of travesty.
 
        My body shuddered inside the eight by eight dog kennel I’d been shoved into. Where the gladiator girls had dragged Pete was anybody’s guess, and, although I felt sorry for him, he wasn’t my top priority. Rom was.
 
        My escape plan was simple. 
 
        But before I could set it into motion, a glimmer of yellow on the ceiling caught my attention.
 
        Hope!
 
         My eyes narrowed in disbelief as Silas slipped silently through the grates of the vent above. When a pair of sparkly stilettos followed, my heart began to skip around in my chest. They’d come for me. 
 
        I watched as my Micros slunk-fluttered expertly into the room Deyanna referred to as The Crates, which was really just a regular room with a handful of empty dog cages in it. Silas’s eyes found mine, and I nodded my head toward the two girl gladiators guarding the door. He placed a finger to his lips as he and Jules descended into a slow and careful buzzing at the guards’ ears. Nipping and hissing like insects, they riled the humongous women just enough to move them away from the door. Jules swooped sideways to unlock it with an effortless cat-burglar flick, while the gladiator girls swiped at their cheeks and ears in obvious frustration.
 
        If I wasn’t holding my breath, I would have laughed.
 
        With a boom, the door exploded open, and the two giant women tripped forward. A golden sword appeared like lightning, flashing across the shoulders of the big uglies in one swift motion. I watched as two boulder-like heads slid neatly from their necks and plopped to the ground, wobbling in different directions then lying still, leaving two sets of eyes set in double death stares.
 
        “Callie!” his voice quaked unusually when he shouted my name, but it was the sweetest music I’d ever heard.
 
        “Joshua!” How had he found me?
 
        “Calliope, what on Earth were you thinking?” Silas scolded me, as Joshua’s sword ripped through the rails of my dog crate. Stepping on the bottom piece of tattered metal, he stretched the opening upwards until it was wide enough for me to slip through.
 
        “Come on.” Joshua reached a hand in to help me maneuver through the sharp cuts of metal. I took his hand and climbed gingerly through the broken slats, never taking my eyes away from his, studying him as he sliced through the ropes that bound my wrists together. There was a look about him that didn’t make sense, something I’d never seen before.
 
        “You’re shaking,” I said, squeezing his hand and edging closer to him. 
 
        “I’m alright,” he said, but I knew he was lying. When fear casts a shadow on Joshua’s face, that’s the moment when I start to quake in my shoes.  I wanted to wrap my arms around him, to comfort him. But there was no time for that.
 
        “Jixer,” I said, bending to tighten my boot laces and reaching for the sword that was still against my skin. “You and Jules watch the door while I get Rom.”
 
        “Calliope, there’s no use. Just look at him.” The gentleness in Silas’s tone made me want to punch him in the chops.
 
        “He’s in there,” I said and was just about to cut through Rom’s cage when I noticed there was no lock. Deyanna hadn’t even bothered to lock him in; she’d been that sure he wouldn’t try to escape. I guess  she’d been just as confident that I’d been rendered helpless too.  I slid the sword back into its sheath and shook my head.
 
        Phhhhh.
 
        She may have been right about Rom, but she underestimated me.
 
        “Callie, he’s totally gonzo,” Joshua said, but I ignored him.
 
        With a silent posse behind me, I opened the tall door to the cage that could have housed a gorilla.  I marched straight toward the back left corner where he crouched like an animal, his glazed-over eyes seeming completely unaware of the commotion that surrounded him. 
 
        “Romuel,” I uttered his name with confidence, but he barely glanced up at me. The mousy sob and sniffle behind me must have come from Jules. Other than that, the room remained quiet. They didn’t think I could get to him, but I knew what to do. Rom and I may have gotten off to a rocky start, but we’d had a connection from the moment we met, and I knew how to reconnect.
 
        I reached for the man who was both my savior and my teacher, the man I’d walked through Hell to find. I gripped both of his shoulders and edged my face within kissing distance to his. 
 
        “Romuel.” This time I spoke his name so loudly that it forced his eyes into mine. Once I had his gaze, I prayed it wouldn’t falter.
 
        He tilted his head to the side but kept his stare on me, his eyelids still droopy but focused. Lacing my fingers even more tightly around his biceps, I dared to edge closer still, until we were nose to nose.
 
        “Rom, I know you’re in there,” I whispered and felt the steam of my own breath bouncing back from his face. “Please.”
 
        With a sudden gasp that made me jump, Romuel seemed to come aware. His eyes narrowed and, either out of auto-pilot self-defense reaction or memory, his hands reached out to close around my arms. 
 
        “Yes,” I whispered, anticipation surging through my heart like a flood. 
 
        All at once, just as we had on the day he’d barreled into my life at Joshua’s house, Romuel and I fused.
 
        Electric current sizzled and snapped along the lengths of our arms, binding our unique energies together, allowing him access to my spirit, to my mind.
 
        He’d done this for me, weeks ago, when I thought I didn’t have it in me to be a warrior, to be a leader. He let me see the being God had created under my flawed human skin. Now it was my turn to remind him of who he was.
 
        With his muscles pulsing beneath my grip, I conjured the image of him fighting the demon dogs, his thick hands gripping the deadly jaws of the beasts that threatened his Master’s cause.
 
        He gasped at the sight of my mind’s eye.
 
        I remembered him in Heaven, on the Great Street, wearing a soldier’s armor instead of chaps and bad make-up.
 
        His mouth gaped open, then bent into a curious smile.
 
        I forged through my memory and landed on an image of him at my parents’ house, decimating the hundreds of Darks trying to escape a whirling portal from Hell.
 
         At once, he stood, breaking the connection between us and shaking his limbs out. With a gasp, he regarded his hands and feet and then ran fingers through his sticky hair.
 
        “What the hell?” he asked.
 
         I stood and held out his sword.
 
        “This belongs to you,” I told him and folded myself into his big, warm body for a great big, fatherly, totally un-creepy hug.
 
       “How did you-?” he started.
 
        “Callie, somebody ees coming,” Jules said in a hush.
 
        “Let’s go,” Joshua said and yanked me from Rom’s arms.
 
        Before we could exit through it, the door swung open, and in stumbled Mila, Deaves, Jixer and Karen, followed by Pete, who was tethered by a dog collar to a short, leather leash.
 
        “Look what we found.” Mila snapped her gum and placed a hand on her hip, nodding with distaste at Pete.
 
        “Mila, let him go!” I marched toward Pete, but Joshua beat me to him with a left hook that plunged Pete backward. His body slammed into the door then slid to the ground in a heap. Lunging toward Pete’s  broken body, Joshua’s face twisted into a song of rage. His foot came up to kick Pete’s already injured head.
 
        “Stop it!” Karen pulled Joshua from his sadistic trance. “All Pete’s done is apologize since the moment we found him.”
 
        “He hasn’t apologized to me,” Joshua growled. “Not for selling my soul to the freakin’ devil.”
 
        “Joshua, please, man,” Pete began, blood spurting from his nose. “I was so stupid and weak. I’m so sorry.”
     Joshua stared at Pete with no pity, it seemed. In fact, his eyes seemed to have blackened into two volcanic stones. His mouth began to foam. What was happening to him?
     A deafening roar shook the walls of Deyanna’s dungeon then,  and it wasn’t until I’d scoured the room for the source that I came to realize the sound came from the tender lips I’d kissed so many times.
 
        “Joshua?” The red-faced, onyx-eyed monster who stood a few feet from me was starting to resemble my Joshua less and less.
 
        “Callie,” Jixer said, flying to my side. “He’s getting caught up. We have to get him out of here.”
 
        “What do you mean, caught up?” 
 
        “He’s been here too often, seen too much. Hell’s effect is cumulative. It’s like poison. He’s gonna kill Pete if we don’t-”
 
        “No,” Karen shrieked as Joshua’s boot rammed into Pete’s skull for the second time. 
 
        “I’ve got him,” Romuel  said, and tackled Joshua before he could do further damage. “Once we get him someplace safe, I can reverse this. We have to hurry though.”  
 
        “Right now,” I said, as Rom tossed Joshua over his shoulder. I pointed to the door. “Mi, Deaves, go.”
 
        I brought up the rear of our group. Rom led the way, hauling a kicking and snarling Joshua on his broad back.
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        We made it up one flight of stairs before Deyanna’s all-girl army caught on to us. I quickly counted out seven crazy-eyed women, wielding clubs and coming down the hall at us like vultures hounding the dead. The atrium of Deyanna’s lair smelled like blood and something else. 
 
        I glanced at my friends.
 
        Fear.
 
        The smell was fear.
 
        Without a weapon, I knew I was in deep trouble. And Rom’s hands were full of the hissing banshee that was my boyfriend. Our two MVPs were out.
 
         “Take the sword, Callie” Rom called, just as he was bowled over by two gargantuan blondes with arm-hair long enough to braid.
 
        A gladiator girl grabbed me from behind. 
 
        “Ugh, you stink!” I yelled, as her armpit bent around my face. I elbowed her in the gut with all my might and managed to slip free. Hurling my body on top of Romuel’s, I reached for his sword.
 
        “Got it,” I whispered and bounced back to my feet.
 
        The minute the gold glinted inside my grasp, I went berserk. First on the two gladiators on top of Rom,  and then on the one who’d tried to suffocate me with her garlicky pits.
 
        Next, I set my sights on the woman beating the crap out of Mila.
 
        “Get the hello… no get the HELL off of my friend!” I plunged the sword into her back and watched her body arch stiffly, then crumble.
 
        Mila curled up into a ball and peered at me from mascara-streaked eyes.
 
        “Get against the wall, Mi,” I told her then turned my attention to the perps that had Deaves and a semi-conscious Pete. Their backs were to me, and they were tying up the guys, probably saving them for a place in Deyanna’s twisted fantasy land. 
 
        “Not today, ladies,” I said and cleanly sliced the heads from their ugly necks.
 
        “Thanks, Callie.” Deaves voice cracked, as he shook his hands free from the rope that had threatened to bind them. 
 
        When I turned around, I saw that Rom had managed to tie Joshua’s hands and feet together so that he couldn’t hurt himself or anyone else. I winced, watching Joshua grunt and struggle on the ground, his knees pulled up to his chest, his body spinning like a dog trying to chase its tail. I hated seeing him like this, but I knew it was for the best. At least now Romuel’s hands were free.
 
        “Watch him,” Rom told Jixer and tackled two she-beasts to the ground.  I finished them off with his sword then held it out to him.
 
        “I’m good,” he said and nodded at the last few dark warriors in the room. “It looks better on you, Callie.” 
 
        I didn’t waste time protesting. Rom’s sword felt good on me too.
 
        It was only after I’d killed the last two gladiator girls that I heard Karen’s whimpering.
 
        “Karen.” My feet couldn’t get to her quickly enough; I was marching through quicksand to a far corner of the room. When I finally reached her, I sank to my knees into a crimson pool. “What did they do?” I cried and swallowed the ball of gunk that throbbed in the back of my throat. 
 
        Karen was on her knees, arms outstretched, each one nailed at the wrist, to the wall behind her. Blood drizzled steadily from each hand, down the wall and onto the ground. 
 
        I couldn’t stifle my own gasp when I realized that not only were her hands nailed to the plaster behind her, but beneath her knees were two of the gladiators’ clubs. 
 
        “They forced you to kneel on those?” I gaped at the rows upon rows of tiny thorns digging into her legs, trying to work my head around how I could pull them out from under her without ripping her skin to shreds.
 
        Her ponytail bobbed, as she nodded, beads of sweat glistening on her forehead. 
 
        “It hurts, Callie,” she sobbed.
 
        “And so, we have the pristine prayer warrior,” Deyanna’s voice bubbled into the room, igniting every incarnation of my rage. 
 
        I stopped thinking about getting back to Earth. 
 
        I stopped hearing Karen’s cries.
 
        I stopped seeing blood and just saw red.
 
        Anger set my reflexes into motion, and I threw myself toward the sound of her horrible cackling.
 
        I don’t know who was more surprised when Rom’s sword tore through her chest – Deyanna or me.
 
        But, when her laughter choked into a sputtering gurgle, a visceral satisfaction lit up my core, and my senses returned on the tails of pure joy. I’d extinguished the extraordinarily evil woman who’d attempted to kill my family.
 
        “Yesssss.” I watched her crumble into a puddle of blood and silk and crimson hair. My chest puffed up in exhilaration, but before I could digest my victory, I was pummeled to the ground once more. This time by a rock-hard bulldozer with ice blue eyes who was obviously quite ticked off that I’d killed his girlfriend. 
 
        “Rom, snap out of it!” I yelled. “She was about to kill us. Did you see what she did to-?” 
 
        His hand crashed across my cheek before I could finish my sentence, dizzying me and blurrying my vision.  Pinned beneath him, I could do nothing but watch as his open palm came up, ready to slap me silly again.  
 
        “Romuel, stop!” Si squealed.  I was vaguely aware of wings, buzzing around our heads, while I fought as best I could against the mountain of angry man reaching for my neck with his gargantuan hands. No matter how the Micros tried, and no matter how I pushed back, I was no match for Rom’s strength. His fingernails dug into my neck and squeezed.
 
        “Pull harder, Deaves!” Mila’s voice echoed through my fading consciousness. All but poor Karen were fighting for me, but they couldn’t match up either. Rom was a mad beast, grieving for his terrible lost love.
 
        The room began to dim, the life fading from my body and taking the last shreds of light with it. Then, just as the very last dot of white ebbed into a sea of black, a loud pop met my ears, and I sucked in a mouthful of blessed air.
 
        “True love,” I heard Jules mutter, as I grasped the burning flesh of my neck and allowed consciousness to ease itself back over me. “What a cliché,” she said.
 
        “What the?” I got to my knees only to see Joshua on top of Rom, his fists working double time on Rom’s face.
 
        “How did he get loose?” I wondered aloud, straightening quickly but carefully.
 
        Jules fluttered at my side, her eyes hazy and fixed on Joshua. “Look at that strength. Like an animal.”
 
        “Knock it off, Jules,” I said, annoyed that she was all atwitter over Joshua and overwhelmed at the fact that it was now solely up to me to get us out of this situation.  “Pete, Mila see what you can do to help Karen. Silas, I need something to separate them.”
 
        “I have a pencil sharpener,” he said, in all seriousness.
 
        Why? Why? Why?
 
        “Here, Callie,” Jules said and handed me a taser gun.
 
        “Where did you get this?” I asked, but didn’t wait for her to answer before plunging it first into Romuel’s neck and then into Joshua’s.
 
        Both angels went completely rigid on the ground. Joshua’s legs stiffened and shot out at weird angles. Rom’s face contorted into a grimace. While they were still, I took the opportunity to bend down and crack Romuel across the face. 
 
        “Snap out of it!” I yelled, slightly disappointed at the lack of flinch on his part.
 
        I turned my attention to Joshua, whose eyes had turned from alarmingly eerie black to their normally disarming blue.  
 
        “Thanks for bailing me out,” I said and leaned into his stun-gunned face. His scent crashed over me, and a wash of spearmint and musk laced a totally out-of-place desire into my veins. I sighed and pressed my forehead into his thick velvety lips that were warm but unmoving. “You have to snap out of it too. I need you to help get us out of here.”
 
        I moved back and sunk my eyes into his, begging him to come back to me. 
 
        A twitch of his lips and a grunt that was barely recognizable as a response told me that he was on his way.
 
        “Cal,” Mila’s voice tore my attention away from the two temporarily paralyzed men at my feet. The look on her face chilled the blood under my skin.
 
        “What is it?”
 
        “I don’t think Karen’s going to make it, Callie.” Biting her lip, Mila turned her watery doe eyes to the ground. “There’s just so much blood.”
 
        I raced to where Karen was still nailed to the wall at her wrists. The others had managed to carefully pry the clubs from beneath her knees, alleviating at least some of her pain. Pete was on his knees in front of Karen, his hands wrapped around her legs.  Tears streamed uncontrollably down his cheeks, as he apologized over and again as if his words could close her wounds.
 
        “Pete,” Karen said, his name weakly escaping her lips in a breathy moan. “I… forgive you.” Her head fell forward in exhaustion.
 
        “Oh, God please no,” Pete cried, and a knife twisted in my belly.  “Please God. She’s been the most faithful. Please.”
 
        Suddenly, a voice like butter descended over us all.
 
        “And because she’s been the most faithful, she will receive the first reward,” said the voice.
 
        I turned to see Son, dressed in jeans, a button down, and the ever-present sandals, walking calmly toward Karen. He looked like a completely ordinary man with a pony-tail except for those holey hands that shot light through their openings. Immediately, the three Micros flew to kneel at his feet.
 
        “Callie,” Mila whispered. “Is that….?”
 
        “Yep,” I said.
 
        “Omigod, what’s he doing here?”
 
        “I think he came for Karen.”
 
        “Is Karen a big fan?” she asked.
 
        I scrunched my face up at her. “She’s a prayer warrior. Who do you think she prays to?”
 
        “God, I guess, but why would God send Matthew MacConaughey?”
 
        I was about to say something but then my head got all gushy, wondering whether or not Son actually resembled Matthew McConaughey. 
 
        He did.
 
        But that wasn’t the point!
 
        “Mila! Look at his hands.” I pointed at Son who was now kneeling and talking quietly to Karen.
 
        I watched Mila’s face contort in what I thought was shock.
 
        “I didn’t know he could do magic, Callie,”
 
        “Aye, Mila, it’s Son! Jesus the Christ!” Jules yelled at Mila.
 
        “You don’t have to swear, Jules,” Mila snarked and crossed her arms. 
 
        “Mila,” I said. “It’s Jesus. God’s son.”
 
        She raised an eyebrow at me before taking a long look at him, seeming to inspect his hands.
 
        “He calls himself Son?” Mila asked, still assessing Jesus with her eyes.
 
        I nodded.
 
        Suddenly her face brightened, and she hurried to Son’s side to tap on his shoulder. He looked up at her with a serene smile.
 
        “Hello Mila.”
 
        “You know my name!” Mila exclaimed, and Son chuckled. Ripples of joy seemed to shuffle across the airwaves when he laughed. 
 
        “I know everyone’s names,” Son replied.
 
        “I have kind of a special request,” Mila said. My cheeks began to burn. I didn’t know why I felt responsible for her, but I did. “I know you turned water into wine back in the day, but I was wondering if you could turn water into Tang.”
 
        I felt my head tilting to the side, as usual trying to twist my mind around Mila’s logic, but Son just smiled at her.
 
        “Nobody carries Tang anymore, and it is the totally best drink there ever was. That and the lemonade concentrate they used to sell at the grocery. No grocery carries either drink mix anymore, and it totally sucks.” Mila rolled her eyes and threw her hands in the air as if lack of Tang were akin to hunger and poverty. 
 
        “Mila-” I began, but Son reached one holey hand out to shush me.
 
        “So, what do you think?” Mila asked.
 
        Before I could continue my protest, Son handed Mila a glass of bright orange liquid.
 
        “Awesome!” She took it and faced me, looking jollier than a Christmas elf. “He does all kinds of miracles,” she said and took a noisy sip.
 
        “Yep,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “Even Tang.”
 
        Before Mila could finish her glass of miraculous Tang, Karen was standing on completely healed legs, her wrists free and clear of their angry wounds. Pete stood behind her, his face gray but tearless. Karen approached Mila and me and embraced us.
 
        “I’m going with Son, Callie. I’ll be praying for you from a place where my prayers will have even more power.”
 
        I beamed at her. In reality, Heaven was the only place I knew of that could hold her goodness. She was purity, personified. I touched her cheek.
 
        “You’re gonna love it there, Karen Poppins Carter, but we’ll miss you.”
 
        She laughed. “I’d heard you used to call me that. I’ll miss you too, but I’ll see you soon.”
 
        Son approached us. “That you will,” he said and took Karen’s hand.
 
        “Uh, Son?” I squeaked, unsure why I should be nervous to speak my own request after Mila had so casually begged for Tang.
 
        “Yes, Callie?”
 
        I nodded toward the mound of male bodies that were slowly easing themselves into a near perceptible wiggle on the ground.
 
        “We’re a little stuck here,” I said. “Can you maybe lay on some of that old black magic and poof us out of here?”
 
        Mila gasped. “Cal, he doesn’t use black magic!”
 
        Son laughed again. “I know what she’s trying to say, Mila, and yes, Callie, I can help. I can always help. All you have to do is ask.”
 
        In a beat, we were back in Mackle, standing in front of 104 Shady Lane. Romuel and Joshua were back to normal, and Judgment number four was well under way.
 
        “Out of the frying pan, into the fire, huh?” Deaves muttered, swatting at the thousands of horse flies that buzzed around his face.
 
        “What frying pan?” Mila asked.
 
        Before I could explain the idiom, I was distracted by the screams that were erupting from the house behind mine.
 
        It seemed Lily was yet unconvinced.
 
        “Mila,” I said. “We need to talk to your mom.” I turned to Romuel.  “Go find others who need help. There’s not much time left.”
 
        And then, because I’d wanted to do it back in Deyanna’s lair, and the scent of desire still lingered on my skin, I reached for Joshua’s face and planted my lips on his. In front of God and the entire crew of His last-days-saints, Joshua’s body melted into mine inside a kiss that lasted just long enough. When I pulled away, I looked into his surprised eyes and silently promised him.
 
        More.
 
        Later.
 
        Somewhere.
 
        Even if here is no longer here.
 
        We will be.
 
        Always.
 
        I turned from the group on one heel and marched my boots through the inky buzz, the flies parting for me like the Red Sea had for Moses. 
 
        A weird tingle ran down my arms, layering me with a whole new sense of strange confidence.  I’d brought my Commander-in-Chief back from the fingers of Hell, thinking that he would lead us through the Apocalypse.  And yet, now, I carried his weapon. He’d bequeathed it to me.  Rom’s sword sat in its sheath, its cool metal pulsing a constant reminder against my belly, reminding me of my place.
 
        “What do we do now, Callie?” Mila asked as her slippers shuffled into step next to my boots.
 
        I looked at her and said the words that I finally realized were meant all along for my lips.
 
        “Just follow me.”
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        “Dear God, it’s unbearable!”
 
        “Lily, please just let us take you to the hospital.” I begged her. “They can at least give you IV painkillers there.” 
 
        “No. I’m not leaving the house, Callie.” Tears bled from the corners of her eyes. I wanted to wipe them away, but I was afraid to hurt her. Screamy red bug bites and remnants of the Mask coated every inch of her cheeks. 
 
        I wrung my hands together, helpless to cure Lily’s agony. Nothing in my first aid kit was working on her puss-oozing bites, and she absolutely refused to leave her bed. I rose from her side and started toward my mom, who  was standing in the doorway, sentry to this hopelessness.
 
        “Mom,” I whispered. “What the hello are we gonna do?”
 
        “Callie, all we can do is be here for her.” Mom shrugged and pursed her lips.  “We can’t judge. We can’t try to preach to her. You know that’ll never work.”
 
        “I know.”  I couldn’t stop thinking of the terror-stricken look on Mila’s face when she’d laid eyes on Lily. She’d finally cried herself into exhaustion and went to lie down in her own room about an hour ago. “Poor Mila’s a wreck, seeing her mom like this.”
 
        “At least she’s resting now, Callie,” my mom said. “Maybe Lily will fall asleep too.” 
 
        Moonlight poured through the open window, casting an eerie glow on Lily’s scrunched up form on the bed. Pity washed over me, doing its best to drown the frustration that was rearing up like a brushfire in my throat. I knocked the back of my head three times into the wood of the door frame. Why was Lily so stubborn? Couldn’t she see the truth erupting all around her?
 
        “Lily,” I started and went to her. “Why can’t you accept what’s right in front of your eyes?” I sat on the side of the bed and gently laid my hand over her blanketed arm.
 
        “Callie-” my mom began, but I shushed her.
 
        “You’ve seen Darks, Lily.” I gestured to the window, as if there might be some waiting just outside.  “You’ve seen what Joshua and I can do, and you’ve been up close and personal with our Micros, right?”
 
        Lily shrugged and closed her wet eyes. 
 
        “And Romuel!” The giant wild-haired mega-angel had stopped here briefly to introduce himself to Lily before venturing into the Mackle night. Lily’s mouth had hung wide open, but I wasn’t sure if it was because of Rom’s size or because she thought he was hot. 
 
        With Lily, you could never know.
 
         “You can’t pretend Romuel’s not…” What word could I use to describe him? “Otherworldly!”
 
        “Callie, let her be.”
 
        “No, Mom, I’m not going to let her be. This is too important.” I stood and crossed my arms, staring down at Lily and willing her to look at me. She finally did.
 
        “This is your eternity at stake, Lily.” The words fell quietly from my lips, but I knew they were loud and clear from the shocked look on Lily’s face.
 
        Her chest heaved once, before her face evaporated into a sullen resignation.
 
        “Sit down, Callie.” She patted the quilt beside her, and I did as she said. Wincing just a little, she reached a blistery hand out and ran it through my tangled hair. 
 
        “Just look at you,” she said, smiling a tired smile. “Look what you’ve become.”
 
        “Come on, Lily.” I rolled my eyes and sighed. There was no time for gushing, but she continued to gawk at me with that pained dumb grin on her face.
 
        “Cal, I’ve watched you and Mila go from pigtails to pimples to puberty together.”
 
        Why did every situation always come back to puberty with Lily? That word always made me want to barf.
 
        “And now, you’re saving the world, Callie.”
 
        “Well, not exactly saving it, Lil.” How many times have I told her there’s no saving it? Time’s up.
 
         “One person at a time,” she added.
 
        “Yes, saving people is more like it. And I’m trying to save you before it’s too freakin’ late!” A cry bubbled up from my throat, betraying the calm I was trying so hard to keep. “I want you with me for eternity, Lily! I want you with Mila! Your daughter, for goodness sakes!” I grabbed a tissue from Lily’s nightstand and swiped it across my wet face, sopping up angry tears. Fury propelled me from the bed, and I bounced forward, stomping toward the window. Halfway across the room Lily’s calm voice stopped me.
 
        “And how am I, with the laundry list of mistakes I’ve made, supposed to justify that?”
 
        “Justify what?” Exasperation seeped through my words.
 
        “Spending eternity with the likes of you, Mila, and the others, Callie. In your… Heaven.” 
 
        Her tone betrayed fear rather than the doubt I’d expected. Paradigms shifted all around me, and Lily’s cause slowly began to make itself clear.
 
        “Lily.” I whispered her name, a sudden compassion pooling like a river in my belly. This was the problem then.  Not bull-headed self-righteousness, as I’d suspected, but simple shame. More painful in the scars it had left to her than the Mask that painted her face.
 
        “I’ve lied and cheated and failed at almost everything, Callie,” she began, but her words bled into each other. I couldn’t drag my attention away from the beam of light that was slowly snaking toward her from the window.  It encircled her body with its brilliance until she glowed like a star. 
 
        Kneeling beside her bed, I continued to watch, mesmerized, as the light illuminated Lily’s silhouette, while she spoke of her misdoings.  Its luster beamed all over her until her words were background noise.  Even as Lily went on about everything that was wrong with her, I was taken over by the light’s benevolent gloss.
 
        “I couldn’t even hold a family together for the daughters who are more important to me than anything else in this life.”    
 
        “Lily,” my mom spoke from the doorway. “You did your best with those girls.”
 
         I stole a knowing glance at my mother, whose eyes were peeled open and plastered on Lily’s light.  Heaven was at work, right here at Lily’s bedside, reinforcing her spirit, and readying her to let it all go. It was finally happening.
 
        “I don’t belong in Heaven, Callie. I’m just not good enough.”
 
        “Oh, Lily. None of us are good enough,” I said, and the truth of the words on my lips felt as old as the dust of my bones. “No amount of mistakes is big enough or bad enough to erase what’s been done to justify us, Lily. The price has been paid in blood that’s purer and a heck of a lot worthier than the deeds you’ve done are evil.”
 
        She said nothing, but stared into my eyes. I dared to reach out and brush my knuckles along her cheek, hoping my touch would encourage and not hurt her.
 
        “The holes in His hands, Lily, they’re there for always, for all of us,” I told her. “For all of the mistakes He knew all along that we would make.”
 
        She sighed and brought her hands to her lit-up face. 
 
        “I’m a train wreck, Callie.” She shook her head and grabbed a tissue. If only she could see just how beautiful she looked from my eyes. 
 
        “He loves train wrecks,” I said. “Beautiful messes like you are His specialty.”
 
        I heard my mom’s sharp intake of breath, and when I turned to look at her, I saw that she was crying. She placed a finger to her lips and smiled at me through her tears. When I turned back to Lily, her eyes were closed and the light that had encapsulated her was out. She seemed to have fallen asleep.
 
        “Shoot. The light went out.”  Right when I thought I was making progress too.  “I think I was getting to her.” I stood and made my way over to where my mom stood. She opened her arms, and I fell into them. Even a teen angel needs a hug from her mom every once in awhile.
 
        “What you said was beautiful, Cal.” She squeezed my shoulders and began rubbing my back.
 
        “I just wish I’d made a difference,” I muttered and sunk into the circular motion that my mom had used to soothe me since I was a child.
 
         Abruptly the back-rub ended, and I felt my mom’s body tense.
 
        “Uh, Callie,” she said and turned my body so I was facing the bed and Lily. “Take a look at Lily’s face.”
 
        Straightening, I rubbed my eyes and leaned in for a closer look.
 
        I gasped, because Lily’s face was clean. Where angry red blisters had oozed with puss just moments ago, her skin was now smooth and clear.
 
        “Holy God and the baby Jesus, right?” my Mom said, stealing one of my favorite phrases.
 
        “He’s all grown up now, Mom. And isn’t it amazing what He can do?”
 
        I shook my head, realizing that Lily’s light had only vanished because its job was done.
 
        Lily, our resident hopeless case, was saved.
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   Joshua
 
    
 
        “…and then Mrs. Evans put some medicine and a bandaid on it, but it still really stings, and it’s never gonna stoooooopppppp!”
 
        Emma’s words are a string of high notes. They’re chiming incessantly on the outskirts of a mind that’s so full of Callie and her lips that there’s really no chance I can focus on anything else. 
 
        Hot, dry lips.
 
        Sweet, sweaty cheeks. 
 
        Tangles of perfect hair.
 
        Eyes that bleed with love and lust and something else.
 
        “It reaaaallllyyyy hurts,” Emma whines.
 
        I pat her little head, as I ponder the something else.
 
        Leadership.
 
        That’s what’s inside Callie’s eyes and all over her. Her presence is screaming it.
 
        She’s completely confident making decisions and giving orders and…
 
        Weilding Romuel’s golden sword.
 
        I tilt my head to the side, in wonderment, vaguely aware of Emma climbing into my lap on the Evans’ living room floor.
 
        Confident Callie is a little intimidating.
 
        And a lot sexy.
 
        I shiver.
 
        “Joshua.”
 
        A deep voice startles me, and I look up to see Mr. Evans staring me down. My body temperature dips considerably, as I imagine him reading my thoughts. 
 
        “Hey Mr. Evans.” I stand, a little too quickly, plopping Emma onto the floor like a ragdoll.
 
        “Ow!” he cries and slaps his bicep. A smashed horsefly falls through the air. “Damn flies! They get in every time the door opens.”
 
        “Ouch!” Emma whines. “They’re biting me again!” Full-on sobs ensue, and I lift her from the floor to shield her inside my arms.
 
        “Joanna went over to Lily’s house,” Mr. Evans says. “She’s completely infested over there.”
 
        “Mila and Callie are there too,” I tell him, as my thumbs push the tears across Emma’s soft cheeks.
 
        “I think the bites are different for people who aren’t sealed yet,” he tells me. “They’re annoying for us, like regular horse flies, but they seem to be a lot worse for Lily.”
 
        I nod, recalling something in the prophecies about green pus and sores. 
 
        “Why doesn’t she come to her senses?” I wonder aloud about Lily.
 
        “Joanna has been trying for years. She’s a hopeless case.” He shakes his head, but before he can go any further, a burst of white explodes into the room.
 
        “Hey ho!” chimes a bright Aussie voice.
 
        “Fi!”
 
        She folds me into a great hug that nearly squeezes the air from my lungs. She’s just so big. A tall, blonde drink of muscle milk with a permasmile.
 
        “A little birdie told me we had a straggler down here,” she says and runs her long fingers through Emma’s bangs.  
 
        “I remember you!” Emma squeaks, the pout slowly lifting from her lips. “You fought the dragons.”
 
        Fi smiles and nods. “I sure did! And how in the world did I leave you behind, pretty girl?”
 
        “I killed a dragon,” Emma says and leans her head into me. “With his sword.”
 
        Fi’s body quakes a little with laughter, and she reaches an open palm out. “Way to go, Emma!”
 
        Emma gives her a high-five and beams at me.
 
        “You let her use your sword?” Fi whispers, and I nod.
 
        “Want me to tell you about it?” Emma asks innocently, but Mr. Evans waves his hand at her.
 
        “Not now, Em. Fi here is probably on a special mission.” He turns to Fi and lowers his voice. “You have no idea how many times we’ve heard this story.”
 
        Fi just grins at him. “Oh I can venture a guess,” she says and holds her arms out to Emma and me. “Emma, do you like horses?”
 
        Emma shrugs. 
 
        “Wanna see mine?”
 
        “Okay,” she says, and I start to hand Emma over to Fi but then the realization of what’s about to happen floods over me. 
 
        I’ve grown quite attached to this little miracle, pesky as she can sometimes be.
 
        “Give us a minute, Fi,” I say and leave her to chat with Mr. Evans while I take Emma outside onto the porch.
 
        “Holy wow!” Emma exclaims when she spies Halo, Fi’s gigantic white horse, grazing regally in the Evans’ front yard. His tail swishes back and forth, gracefully swatting the horseflies to and fro.
 
        “Emma, I need you to pay attention to me for a minute, okay?”
 
        “He’s huge, and he’s got wings!” Her eyeballs are peeled open and stuck on Halo.
 
        “I know, and you’re gonna get to ride him,” I tell her.
 
        “Cool!”
 
        “Emma?”
 
        “Huh?” She looks back at me.
 
        “Fi’s gonna take you somewhere really awesome, okay?” I can feel the tug in my gut, but I can’t let her see my sadness. Guilt plays at my conscience, too. There have been moments when Emma’s gotten on my nerves, like just a second ago when I was fantasizing about Callie’s lips, and Emma was wailing about her bug bites. 
 
        “Are you coming too?” The innocence in her voice jabs the knife deeper into my belly. My throat closes, and for a few moments I can’t speak.
 
        “Joshua?”
 
        “No, Emma, I’m not coming with you, but I’ll see you super soon.” God-willing if I survive this mess of Darks and judgments… and constant wanting.
 
        Emma scrunches up her face and squints, staring hard into my eyes for a few seconds. She turns and stares at Halo with the same discerning look, and I’m watching her, wondering what’s going on in that curly head of hers.
 
        “So,” she points a finger at Halo and raises one eyebrow. “I get to ride that horse?”
 
        I laugh and nod, thinking that little girls truly are one of God’s most powerful creations. In the space of a second, they can break your heart and lace it back together, just by looking at you sideways. “Yes, Emma. You get to ride this horse.”
 
        “Okay dokey,” she says, and hops from my lap. “Where’s the lady in white?”
 
        I wrap her up in one last embrace and inhale the sticky vanilla scent of her crazy hair before handing her off to Fi.
 
        “She’s precious cargo,” I say. “Take good care-”
 
        “Really?” Fi interrupts me, as she settles Emma onto one of her hips and bumps me with the other one, knocking me halfway across the yard. “You really have to tell me that?”
 
        “I know. I know.” I make my way back and lean in to kiss Emma’s forehead.  I tip her chin up so that she has to look at me. 
 
        “See you soon, baboon,” I tell her, and tousle her mess of curls.
 
        “In two bits, stinky pits,” she says back.
 
        I watch as they gallop off into the night sky, Halo’s coat glowing in the dark like a dancing metorite.
 
        “I’ll miss that little girl,” Mr. Evans says quietly from behind me. “Sort of.”
 
        “I’ll miss her too,” I say, an emptiness pooling in my stomach. I close my eyes and conjure an image of Emma with Shayla. The two are holding hands and spinning in a circle in a meadow that’s clearly in Heaven. Shayla’s pigtails are bouncing, and Emma’s wild curls are flying every which way. The smiles they are wearing are not of this world. Their joy is palpable, even in my vision.  “But, Emma doesn’t belong here anymore,” I tell Mr. Evans. 
 
        “True,” he replies and places a hand on my shoulder. “FYI, I think my daughter was pretty jealous of all the attention you paid her.”
 
        “Really?”
 
        Callie was jealous of Emma. 
 
        The thought lights me up on the inside, just a little.
 
        Callie, with her curves and her grabbing eyes and her lips and…
 
        And here I am, stuck again on Callie’s lips.
 
        Mr. Evans squeezes my shoulder, as if he’s reading my mind again. I cough and turn to face him, hoping the darkness of night will hide the redness I feel on my cheeks.
 
        “Any word from Deaves on how many unbelievers are left in Mackle?” I ask him. 
 
        Deaves and Callie set up this amazing app that keeps tally of converts, on-the-fencers, and unconvinced. It lets us know how to find the people who need the most help. Deaves is super-smart, and, although Callie doesn’t understand why he and Mila are perfect together, I totally get it. Deaves has enough brain cells for two people. 
 
         Mr. Evans pulls his phone from his back pocket and starts swiping.
 
        “Looks like there are only three hundred and fourteen left.” He folds his arms over his chest and shakes his head. “Pretty amazing work.”
 
        “Yeah,” I nod, but I have a feeling that the last ones are going to be the toughest. These stragglers are perfect prey for Darks like Mihm, who pretend to make deals with humans like Pete. “Now that Emma’s taken care of, we should split up and work on that last three-fourteen.”
 
        “Okay,” he says. “Let me shut off the side porch light, and I’ll meet you inside. We can come up with a plan.”
 
        It feels kind of strange and cool to be working hand in hand with Callie’s dad. I like it. I’m thinking about how much Callie would like it too when I hear a sharp yelp come from the side of the house. It stops me for a split second, but I don’t want to overreact in front of Mr. Evans.  
 
        “Damn flies,” I echo his earlier phrase and turn to head into the house to wait for him.
 
        “Joshua!” Mr. Evans cries, and the tone of his voice tells me I should have overreacted.
 
        The grass crunches under my fast feet. It’s dark, but I can hear the buzzing of the flies.  When I turn at the corner of the house, I see the shadowy form of Mr. Evans on the ground near a copse of berry bushes.
 
        “You okay?” I call out.
 
        “It’s got me!” he yells, and when I get closer, I see there’s a Dark gnawing on his left foot. He’s thrashing around on the ground, but two guys are holding him down at his shoulders and legs. At least, I think they’re guys. They’re black with horseflies from head to toe. Only their eerie white grins and zombified eyes are visible through the insects that cover them like a blanket.
 
        First I rip the little Dark from Mr. Evans’ leg and stomp it into oblivion. Its parts gush, splattering all over the place. I hear sizzling and smell burn before realizing that the horseflies are all over the leftover bits of Dark.  The Dark pieces are disintegrating under the attack of the flies. With over half of the bugs gone from their faces, I can confirm that yes, the two people holding Mr. Evans down are, in fact, guys. I don’t recognize them, but they look completely strung out on something. I kick them straight in their faces, and they’re knocked out cold. I want to haul off and finish them both but I’m unsure what to do. 
 
        They’re humans. I’m supposed to save them.
 
        “It hurts like hell, Joshua.”  Mr. Evans’ breath is ragged, and I know he’s talking about the Dark bite. I’ve been bitten many times. Callie has too. Nothing hurts like Dark venom. He’s convulsing, and he doesn’t know that the bite he’s suffering from could be deadly to me.
 
        “Don’t worry. I have something that’ll help,” I tell him.
 
         I glance at the two fly-guys, both knocked-out cold and still half-covered in black bugs. I’ll get to them later. Hoisting Mr. Evans into my arms, I head inside the house and into the master bedroom. I lay his shivering body on the bed and run back to the dining room for my messenger bag with the first-aid kit inside. 
 
        After rubbing Morar into the jagged-edged skin of his ankle, I wrap a bandage around the wound.
 
        “You’d better rest for a bit,” I tell him, and he nods.
 
        “Thank you.” His voice is breathy and fading.
 
        “No problem.” 
 
        But there’s a huge problem, and it’s niggling into my thoughts, as I walk out of the bedroom and back outside. 
 
        In our town alone, in fact, there are three hundred and fourteen problems, quite possibly working with the devil and his minions. Complicating our mission and making our lives even messier.
 
        I stare at the two unconscious guys in the side yard, still unsure what to do. 
 
        A voice in my head rages. 
 
        They’ve gone to the Dark side! 
 
        Eliminate them.
 
        I release my sword from its sheath, my fingers sticky with insecure anticipation. I watch the guys’ chests heave up and down in a slow and steady rhythm. 
 
        The flies buzz.
 
        I set the tip of my sword against the neck of the guy on the left and imagine the blood that will spill from his skin.
 
        My arm twitches.
 
        My fingers clench around the golden handle, and I’m just about to slice.
 
        “Don’t.” A sweet voice startles me from behind, and I spin around to see Karen Carter, back from the dead.
 
        “What are you doing here?” I gape at her. She’s luminescent in the darkness, her white tee-shirt and red sneakers glowing like silkworms.
 
        “No soul is hopeless, Joshua,” she says, and her voice sounds far-away, like a recording. “My dealings with Pete should have taught you that.”
 
        “Pete?” I still want to kill the guy for what he did to me. He’s lucky Callie sent him somewhere before I could get my hands on him.
 
        “Pete has a purpose,” she says in that same wispy way, and then gestures to the two jerks on the ground. “They do too. You can save them.”
 
        “Maybe you can, but I don’t know about me,” I tell her, and I notice there’s writing on her shirt. It says ‘Saint Karen.’ That’s just about right.
 
        “Their names are Mike and Bruno,” she says, as if I care what their names are. “Do the right thing.”
 
        And she’s gone. 
 
        I’m left here with these two fly-covered stooges who tried to kill my girlfriend’s dad.
 
        “Crap,” I mutter, hoisting one over each of my shoulders so I can carry them inside.
 
        The flies begin to dissipate, and suddenly I feel a sharp stinging.
 
        On my butt.
 
        “Damn flies,” I say again, before I dump the two guys onto the couch and go in search of some Afterbite.
 
        This is completely uncharted waters for me, I’m thinking, as I search through the medicine cabinet for the bug bite cream. I’m a warrior, not a savior. Sure, I’ve saved my share of souls who were plagued by Darks, but this is different.
 
        What the hell am I supposed to do with these two traitors?
 
        “Joshua!” Callie’s voice rings out, its beautiful tone beckoning me into the living room. She’s standing like a goddess, with Lily, who looks completely healed of both the Mask and the horsefly bites. I can feel my eyes widen, as Mila and Deaves enter the room.
 
        “See?” Callie exclaims, beaming at me from eyes that are the color of my desire. She grabs Lily’s hand and raises it in a signal of victory, and all I want to do is run my fingers along those long lithe arms.
 
        “No soul is hopeless!” Callie says, and, for a moment, I’m yanked out of my aroused fugue state by her words – the same words that Karen uttered to me just minutes ago. I shake my head and try to hold onto my concentration. 
 
        I’ve gotta shake this off.
 
        I just don’t know if I can.
 
        And, she’s looking at me like I’m completely whacked-out crazy. 
 
        And, I am. 
 
        I’m crazy for every molecule of her- body and soul.
 
        And if I don’t quench this unbearable thirst soon, it’s going to kill me before the world ends.
 
        Callie’s eyes narrow as she catches a glimpse of the two half-dead guys on the couch.
 
        “Who are they?” she asks, and I’m watching the words form on her lips. Every movement is a masterpiece.
 
        “Joshua, are you alright?”
 
        I feel the pool of saliva that’s collecting in my open jaw as I stare at her, letting her question sink slowly in. 
 
        Deep breath. “I’m okay, Callie.” 
 
        I could really use a cold shower, though.
 
        “So, who are they?”
 
        I glance at the two strangers and scratch at the stubble on my chin. “About that,” I gripe, forcing my desire down my throat and wishing we could just get the Apocalypse over with already. “We’ve got problems.”
 
        But before I can go into it, something crashes into the front door, shattering the glass and sending shards skidding across the foyer floor. 
 
        The noise stirs the sleeping traitors, and their yellow eyes flutter open. I’m about to knock them out again, if only to avoid any extra confusion, when a great and terrible whinny echoes through the night, freeze framing my limbs with dread. 
 
        I know whose horse that is.
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   Callie
 
    
 
        “It’s Fi!” I couldn’t believe it. Lying, unmoving, on the front stoop, was the great glimmering Aussie who’d slain both dragons and demons in front of my eyes. Suddenly, a bright white gargantuan Pegasus came in for a landing next to her still body.
 
        “Halo,” I whispered, recalling the name of the glorious winged-horse that was Fi’s sidekick.
 
         The moment my knees crashed into the mossy grass beside the crumbled heap of Fi, a nails-on-the-chalkboard scream chimed from above. The hair on the back of my neck rose like Lazarus, because I knew exactly who had let out that nerve-twisting wail.
 
        “Joshua, where’s Emma?” I asked as he fell onto his knees beside me with a look of terror painted on his cheeks. He seemed just as mystified as I was that someone could take down such an amazing warrior.
 
        “Fi had Emma,” he said and placed his hand on Fi’s cheek. “Fi! Fi come on, wake up!”
 
        My attention swayed on a precipice between the unconscious mega-angel on the ground and the horrible grey cloud that was swiftly dancing toward us from the stars. The cloud had a solid look about it, like a big white cotton ball, traipsing across the sky. As it neared us, it ushered in a litany of whining that was all-too familiar to my ears.  
 
        How did Emma get stuck inside that cloud?
 
        Suddenly, Halo let out one long, loud whinny and began digging at the ground with his hoof. When he nudged me with his nose, I knew what he wanted me to do.
 
        “But you’re huge,” I whispered. How would I even mount this ginormous animal?
 
        Halo bent down, as if he’d read my mind.
 
        “Okay then,” I said, barely registering Joshua’s frantic voice, as he yelled at an unconscious Fi. I started to throw my leg up over Halo’s back.
 
        “Callie,wait.” Mila was running toward me, her eyes skipping back and forth from me to the huge cloud above us. “Take your sword,” she said, and handed me my weapon. 
 
        “It’s not mine, it’s-,”  I started out of habit, but she interrupted me.
 
        “Hurry, Callie. That little girl needs you up there.”
 
        Mila’s wide eyes and ghostly-white cheeks would have scared me right off of the horse, but Halo didn’t give me a split second to change my mind. In a beat, we shot upward and forward like a rocket, toward the source of Mila’s terror. The closer we got to the cotton ball cloud, the bigger it seemed, as it tumbled toward us through the sky. Before I knew what was happening, we stormed directly into the pearly air, and I was choking on sulfur. Inside the cloud was a little mini-world, a smelly microcosm with ground, foggy sky and a lot of gross air in between.
 
        “Ugh!” The word sputtered from my burning lips.
 
        “Calllllliiiiieeee is that you?”
 
        Emma’s panicked voice muted my need for fresh air and revved my spirit like a power surge.
 
        “Emma! Where are you?”  My eyes were on fire. Whatever was in the atmosphere of this cloud was like poison to every one of my membranes. My skin was screaming as if fire ants were waltzing across every inch of it. I had no choice but to push through the pain.
 
        “Callllllliiiiieeee, it’s got me!”
 
        And as her words met my ears, a shadow rose up before me. Its silhouette was that of a beast so huge and horrible, it couldn’t be real. In fact, it had to be an illusion. A monster-shaped cloud within a cloud, and it was moving. Closer and closer to Halo and me.
 
        Holy Crap.
 
        Before fear had me back pedaling away from the dark shadow, Halo reared up on his hind legs and whinnied what sounded like a challenge. 
 
        “Easy, boy,” I stuttered.
 
        Folds of black sinew emerged from the shadows. Purple claws, each one the size of Lily’s SUV, curled toward us, threatening to gather us into their death hold. It was as if the beast was digging its way slowly through the fog, its leathery limbs now fully visible. Pulsating pustules lined its forever-long legs, the sores sizzling and oozing as mist fluttered over putrid-smelling flesh.
 
        I covered my mouth and nose and felt my eyes water.
 
        This guy was bigger than the dragons. Scarier-looking than Mihm or Ex. But the worst thing about it was its reek. It smelled like ripe dog poop with a splash of vomit. 
 
        I gagged, as a tri-horned head the size of my house popped into view. There, atop the middle-horn, looking like a bumblebee, buzzing around a giant blistered head, was Emma. I couldn’t see her features or the look on her face, but I could tell she was boinging around like a bouncy ball, trying to get my attention. Strangely enough, the triceratops-ish-looking demon didn’t even seem to register her. Maybe it was just as dumb as the majority of Darks I met, only bigger. 
 
        I hoped so.
 
        “Calllliiieee! Help!”
 
        Removing my hand from my face, I steeled myself for the stink, took a deep breath, and gagged once more.
 
        “I’m coming Emma!” I called out to her and slapped the side of Halo’s hide. “Here goes nothing,” I said under my breath.  As we tumbled upward, through the foul air, I squeezed my weapon and hoped this beast had a vulnerability. 
 
        Turned out it did. 
 
        Before Halo and I got close to the monster, a crazy hum rang out through space, as if someone had turned up the radio fuzz as loud as it could go.  Suddenly, out of the foggy billow, the horseflies appeared, another cloud within a cloud, but this one black and frothy. My head began to pulse, as the insects horned in on the beast, coating it like fly icing from head to toe and driving it totally batty. It pawed at its head and beat at its chest, as a series of growly grunts escaped its throat. It shook its big body, obviously trying to toss off the flies.
 
        Nothing worked. They were stuck like glue to its leathery skin, effectively distracting the triceratops from little old me.
 
        I went in for the kill.
 
        As I thrust the glinting metal of my sword into its chest, the beast let out a long, loud cry and toppled over. A mountain of buzzy black lay still on the ground before it began to disappear, bit by bit. It took me a second or two to realize that it wasn’t some kind of deep magic, erasing the triceratops demon. It was the flies. They’d hit the jackpot at the all-you-can-eat beast buffet.
 
        “Well, that was easy,” I said, out loud, to no one, as Halo brought us back down to cloud-ground level. The monster was gone, and so was the stink. The fog had completely dissipated, and I could see straight. Everything was perfecto.
 
        That’s when I realized that Emma was nowhere to be seen.
 
        Oh, crap. Did the flies eat Emma?
 
        “Emma!” I called out, my voice on uber-vibrato, my cheeks like popsicles.
 
        “Calllliieee,” she yelled.
 
        Oh thank God!
 
        I pivoted toward the sound of her voice and was suddenly face to face with a lot of hotness. He was wearing a black leather jacket and ripped jeans, and he had Emma in his arms. 
 
       “Uh, thanks,” I said, holding my arms open for him to hand Emma over. “I didn’t know I had company up here.”  Was this dude an Arc, like me? His face was still, but his almost black eyes smirked at the corners. “I can take her from here.”
 
        He let out a little laugh and hoisted Emma higher up in his grasp. “I can help you out, little lady.”
 
        Little lady? Which decade was that? Twenties? Forties? This guy was hot but clearly still stuck in his Discovery. 
 
        Whatever.
 
        “I’m-”
 
        “Calliope Evans,” he said, finishing my sentence. “You’re fairly epic.” 
 
        Epic? Wow, could he lay it on thick.
 
         I looked at the ground, feeling the flush crawl from my neck to my cheeks. “And you are?”
 
        A slow smile simmered then bloomed onto his face, brightening it ever so slightly. He raised one eyebrow. “I’m Cade,” he said.
 
        Cade. Even his name was kinda hot.
 
        “I can’t thank you enough for your help with Emma.  I’ve got it from here, though,” I said, and edged closer to him. As I scooped Emma from his arms, I noticed he smelled like cinnamon.
 
        I set Emma on the ground and kneeled at her feet.
 
        “How the heck did you get stuck up here, Emma?”
 
        She bit her lip and looked from me to Cade and back but didn’t say anything. Instead, she lapsed into a fit of coughing that was faker than Jules’s boobs.
 
        On a side note, I’m not completely sure that Jules’s boobs are fake. I don’t even know if they have plastic surgery in Heaven or for Micros or whatever. They’re just big, that’s all. 
 
        And, maybe I’m just a little envious.
 
        “Alright, take it easy, Emma.” I patted her back, and she stopped the incessant coughing. “Let’s get you up onto Halo and back to my place, ok?” 
 
        Halo bent to accommodate us. I slid Emma onto his back, and then followed suit. Cade was watching me intently, like he was the hunter and I was the prize buck. What was his story anyway? Didn’t everyone have a job description around here? Busy end times and all? He was creeping me out.
 
        “I was just in the neighborhood, putting out some fires,” he said, suspiciously answering the question in my thoughts.
 
        “Well, it’s a good thing you were here.” The words puddled up on my tongue, and I couldn’t stop myself from spitting them out.  His hotness was putting words in my mouth.
 
        “I have to get back down there.” I gestured toward the Earth, wondering about the status of our resident Aussie supergirl.
 
        Just as the thought entered my mind, Fi exploded onto the scene, all seven feet of her, decked out in tight white from head to toe. Her eyes were flaming slits of blue, and her fists were clenched and obviously ready to do some serious damage. I could practically smell her rage as she started toward Cade.
 
        “Whoa, Fi, what’s going on?” My question didn’t even seem to flicker on her radar. She pushed right past me. 
 
        “You idiot!” she roared and threw her weight at Cade, knocking him backwards. I heard the breath fly out of him before his body flattened beneath the weight of Fi.
 
        What the hello was happening here? Why was Fi trying to kill the guy that saved Emma?
 
        “Callie,” Emma squeaked. I tightened my grip on her. 
 
        “It’s okay, Emma.” It’s just that Fi’s gone crazy, and I don’t think I can hijack her horse while she beats this dude to a pulp. “Just stay on top of Halo, alright?”
 
        Emma nodded, and I slid back to the ground. As I approached the tumbling mess of Fi and Cade, I heard what sounded like laughter. 
 
        “You can hit harder than that, Fi,” Cade managed to say. 
 
        And then she did. 
 
        And Cade went quiet for a minute.
 
        “Fi, you’re going to kill him! Stop it!” I attempted to pull her off of his body from behind.
 
        “Callie, take Halo. Get Emma back to your house,” she said, swinging her head around to look a t me as she spoke.
 
        That’s when Cade took the opportunity to strike. Like lightning, he shot forward and seized her by the throat, his hands locking together in a death grip. Fi’s blue eyes bulged.
 
        “No!!!!” Emma screamed, waking me from the sudden shock and revving me into action. I hurled myself at Cade, trying desperately to rip him off of Fi, but the more effort I put forth, the harder his hands seemed to squeeze. A gurgle escaped Fi’s lips, and her eyes began to close.
 
        He was going to kill her, and I had no choice but to stop him.
 
        Swiftly, I grabbed for my sword, but before I could do anything, a different sword emerged from Cade’s chest. His body reared forward in a macabre twist, and his hands released their grasp on Fi’s neck, falling oddly to his sides. Both bodies withered and slumped to the ground, but Fi’s eyes fluttered open. Too confused to be relieved, I looked from Cade to Fi and then beyond them to see Shayla, with the handle of the sword in her grasp.
 
        What the?
 
        “Is she okay?” Shayla’s face bled with worry, as she bent in for a closer look.
 
        “I think so,” I managed, still panting from the struggle with Cade. Using my tee-shirt, I wiped the sweat droplets from my face then looked hard at Shayla, who had tears running down her cheeks. Fi sat up then, clutching at her neck, looking as if she was about to yarf. 
 
        “Can you please explain what the heck is going on here?” I asked the both of them.  “Why did you attack him, Fi?” I nodded to Cade’s lifeless body, feeling a strange sadness fall over my shoulders.
 
        “Callie,” Shayla began, sniffling and rubbing at her swollen eyes. “Cade tried to kill Fi today. He snatched Emma, in fact, just to bait her.”
 
        I glanced back at Emma, who was still perched on Halo, looking terrified.
 
        “He took you from Fi?” I asked.
 
        Emma nodded and looked away.
 
        “Cade’s been after Fi for centuries, Callie,” Shayla told me. She looked away then, her braids swinging at the turn of her head. 
 
        “I don’t understand, Shayla.” Why would one Arc be out for another?
 
        “Cade’s not an Arc, Callie. He’s a Fallen.” Fi’s voice was raspy and struggling. “He and Shayla were-”
 
        “I loved him very much once upon a time, Callie,” Shayla broke in, sounding cryptically defensive. 
 
        Wow. The soap opera never seemed to end around here. There was just as much relationship drama between angels as there’d been in the Mackle High hallways. We had Jixer and Jules and their disgusting and unavoidable PDA.  Rom and Deyanna’s tragic yet ultimately satisfying drama.
 
        The witch had deserved to die. Perfectly Shakespearean ending to that tragedy.
 
        And, now we had Fi and Cade’s catastrophe that’d landed us with a dead angel on our hands. Wait, not an angel, a Fallen, whatever that was. I couldn’t venture any guess as to the ramifications of this conundrum.
 
        Silence hummed around us, as the mystery of Cade and Shayla blossomed in my imagination. I didn’t know what a Fallen was, but I had a good idea. Shayla hadn’t explained Cade’s vendetta for Fi, but I knew a certain somebody with yellow wings and an obsession with boy bands who’d be dying to spill the dirty beans to me as soon as I could find him.
 
        “Okay, ladies,” I muttered, standing and dusting the grime from my jeans. “Let’s get Emma back to my place.”
 
        Fi winced as she stood up next to me. “No way, Callie. I’m taking her straight to her Maker from here. No more stops.” 
 
        I watched her limp over to Halo.
 
        “Probably for the best,” I said. 
 
        Pausing abruptly, Fi turned and gave me a long look. “Callie, I don’t know if I’ll see you again around these parts.”
 
        “What do you mean? You’re not coming back?”
 
        “I’m not sure where He’s going to send me next, Callie. Might not be back to Mackle, though.” She smiled, her blue eyes blazing with goodbye. “I’ll see you soon, alright?”
 
        I wanted to run over and hug her, but instead I just mumbled a quiet “Okay.”
 
        As I watched Fi climb up onto Halo, I remembered our corpse.  
 
       “Wait, Fi!” I called and nodded toward Cade’s lifeless form. “What do we do with the body?” 
 
        “Burn it.” Fi said, as she settled in behind Emma.
 
        “No!” Shayla held out a hand as if we were already lighting the bonfire. “We take him with us. I’ll bury him, myself.”
 
        Before slapping Halo’s hide and shooting like a rocket into the night sky, Fi shot Shayla a look that told me there was a definite history here. 
 
        When we finally got back to my house I was almost too tired to look for Silas.
 
        Almost but not quite.
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   Callie
 
    
 
        Cade was buried.
 
        Emma was collected.
 
        Judgement number five was surely in the wings.
 
       And Silas and I were holed up in my old bedroom at 104 Shady Lane, shooting the sugar like a couple of old biddies. On the pull-out couch that wasn’t quite as cozy as my old canopy bed, I stretched my feet out and laced my hands behind my head. Silas was perched on the lip of the computer screen, fielding my questions and filing his nails.
 
        “So, you’re saying that the monster with three horns was Cade’s?” I asked Silas, trying to work the pieces together in the crazy story he’d spun.
 
        “Yes, although no one knows for sure where Cade acquired such a beast,” Silas replied, laying the nail file aside to twirl a lock of blond hair around his index finger. “Some think he made a deal with Lu to get it. Some think it was just a dumb creation on a distant world that Cade must have happened upon in his travels.”
 
        “Hmm.”  Cade sure hadn’t seemed too ticked off that I’d killed his smelly sidekick. How had he dealt with the stench of that thing anyway? Maybe he was glad to have it off of his hands after so many centuries of stink. 
 
        “What’s a Fallen?” I asked.
 
        “A Fallen, Calliope, is an angel who goes completely AWOL.”
 
        I thought of Joshua. He was pretty much the poster child for anarchy.
 
        “Ah, but there’s a vast difference between Joshua Pride and Cade, Calliope,” Silas said, irritating me with his constant bird’s eye view into my thoughts.  “Joshua’s core values have always reflected the light. He’s never waivered from his purpose. He’s simply insisted on writing his own to-do lists and breaking a few rules here and there.”
 
        “And Cade?” I wondered. “What was his deal? He decided he didn’t want to work for the Man anymore?”
 
        Silas took on a thoughtful look and sighed. 
 
        “This is quite a long story.”
 
        Shocker.
 
        “I have time.” I didn’t really. I should have been out converting the remnant, but curiosity was overtaking me.
 
        “Cade couldn’t let go of Lucifer. That’s basically what set everything into motion,” Silas explained. “You see, Cade and Lu were best friends, and when Lu flew the coop, Cade went a little crazy. He’d disappear for days, shirking whatever responsibilities were on his plate, then reappear out of nowhere and try to stir up the masses. He even tried to form a focus group to bring Lu back.” Si rolled his eyes and crossed his legs. “He made signs. He called town-hall meetings. He held protests.”
 
        Even after visiting Heaven and recalling bits and pieces of my pre-Arc life, it seemed strange to me that an entire socio-political structure existed there.  I sat back, as entranced by Silas’s story as ever. He went on.
 
        “Nobody paid Cade any attention,” Silas continued. “No one attended his meetings or his silly protests other than his ever-devoted girlfriend.”
 
        “Shayla?”
 
        “You guessed it. Textbook case of a good girl with major bad-boy syndrome.”
 
        “So, why the tension between Cade and Fi?” And how had Cade gone from rabble-rouser to Fallen? 
 
        “When it became clear that The Boss was not going to attempt to woo Lucifer back into the fold, Cade lost it. He spent an entire week, marching up and down the Great Street, proclaiming Mercy for Lu. Let’s do it for Lu. Lu for VP.” Silas raised his eyebrows. “The oddest part of it was that The Boss never told Lu not to come back. He’d simply refused to play to Lu’s vanity and create worlds over which Lu could reign.”
 
        “So Cade was looking for amnesty when none was really required,” I said.
 
        “Lu could have come home anytime he’d wished, Calliope, but I think Cade wanted God to send out some sort of task force to romance Lu back to Heaven. That was never going to happen.” Silas arched his back and cracked his knuckles. “So, eventually, others started to view Cade as sort of a bozo. Like the looney bins around here who walk up and down Broadway talking about the end of the world. Repent!”
 
        “Yeah, but-” I waved my arm in a grand gesture at our surroundings.
 
        “I know. I know. The end of the world actually happened, and who’s crazy now, right?” He rolled his eye again and pooh-poohed me. “You understand what I mean about Cade’s reputation.”
 
        “Yeah, I get it.” I just couldn’t resist an opportunity to mess with him.
 
        “Poor Shayla made all kinds of excuses for him. Stress. Depression. You name it. She was loyal to a fault,” Silas said, shaking his head. “But Fi couldn’t understand what Shayla saw in him and never missed a chance to point out Cade’s flaws.”
 
        I smiled. Those two had been best friends for eternity. I wondered if Mila and I could be like that.
 
        “Fi was really just looking out for Shayla’s best interests. Cade was a real cad to Shayla.”
 
        Silas paused, clearly waiting for me to applaud his play on words.
 
        “So,” he continued, trying to act unaffected by my lack of awe. “Fi followed Cade on one of his mysterious trips, and she came back with pictures.”
 
        “Pictures of what?”
 
        “Let’s just say that by this point in time, Lu had gained a few female followers.”
 
        I gasped.
 
        “They were bachelor party worthy, Calliope,” Si breathed, and I thought he was going to explode with scandalous excitement.
 
        “Poor Shayla.” I couldn’t imagine how betrayed she felt after sticking by Cade’s side through everything.
 
        “At first Shayla was angry at Fi.”
 
        “It always happens that way.” Kill the messenger.
 
        “But ultimately, she broke things off with Cade, and forgave Fi for outing him.”
 
        Sisters before misters. I liked it.
 
        “After Shayla ditched him, Cade disappeared, mostly for good. For the first few centuries, he’d show up here and there, but after awhile, word spread that he was working for the dark side. Making deals with Lu and his minions in return for powers. That kind of thing.”
 
        “So, that’s how he became a Fallen.”
 
        “Yes.”
 
        “Did he and Shayla stay in touch at all?” 
 
        Si shrugged. “Beats me, but I hope not. That girl is special. As gracious as they come,” he said. “Although, she could use a deep conditioning treatment. Always with her hair in those braids.”
 
        I sighed. Silas was, as ever, the beauty and style critic of the millennia.  
 
        “So, do you think there will be backlash against Shayla for Cade’s death?” Like Fi, Shayla had bid me farewell after Cade’s burial. I wasn’t sure when I would see her again, but I hoped it wasn’t in some kind of angel jail behind the gates. I still wasn’t sure if angel jail was even a thing.
 
        “Absolutely not, Calliope,” he said, pointing a finger in the air like a professor. “Shayla was defending Fi, and from what I hear, she saved Fi’s life.”
 
        I cringed, the image of Fi’s bulging eyes painting itself onto my memory. I’d been so helpless against Cade and then so confused when Shayla had killed him.
 
        “It was a close call, Si,” I told him. “And I can’t believe Emma didn’t tell me that Cade was the bad guy.” 
 
        “Yes, that little one was always quite loquacious for the most part.”
 
        “Apparently, while Cade had her, he threatened to shave her head and poke out her eyes if she told me the truth.”  What a weirdo.
 
        “Well, lucky for Little Miss Emma, she’s now safe and sound behind the gates, surely enjoying herself, don’t you think?”
 
        I imagined Emma with her round face and her tangled curls. That little girl sure had shaken up my already apocalyptic world. I could only imagine the drama she’d bring to heaven with her big personality and her even bigger voice.
 
        “I guess it’s all good,” I said to Silas and let out a satisfied yawn.
 
        That’s when the lights went out.
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   Joshua
 
    
 
        “Open a jar, hurry!”     
 
        Dozens of horseflies buzz from the open mason jar. Like moths to a flame, they make a beeline for  the three zombified souls that are lying on the cracked sidewalk.  Mackle Presbyterian Church is lit up like a Christmas tree behind us, with onlookers peering at us through the rec hall windows. I’m almost as excited as they are to watch the flies blanket themselves over our three soon-to-be converts and do the job they were made to do.
 
        Eat away evil.
 
        Mr. Evans actually came up with the idea on the night Fi nearly died, the same night I saved him from the two guys who were in cahoots with the Darks in his side yard. I’d wanted to kill them, but Karen talked me into trying to save them instead. After I deposited them on the Evans’ couch, they woke up, completely transformed.  They remembered nothing of aiding and abetting demons. At first, I didn’t believe them at all, but when I took notice of the clarity in their eyes, it hit me. They’d been possessed.
 
        Demon possession is one of those rare phenomena that Hollywood is completely obsessed with. Every time you turn on the television, there’s a priest swinging a cross over a girl who’s thrashing in a bed or barfing green pea soup at him, and he’s trying to exorcise the demons from her soul. In reality, most Darks are way too thick to figure out how possess a human. Darks need special powers for that parlor trick, and the majority of them just don’t have the skills. I couldn’t believe the Darks I’d smashed in the yard were all that bright, but something had possessed those two guys.
 
        And something else had exorcised the demons.
 
        “Had to be the flies,” Mr. Evans had said, that night after the two guys woke up.
 
        I’d looked at him like he was crazy. 
 
        “I’m serious,” he’d gone on.  “The Judgements come from God, right? Why can’t they work against evil?”
 
        We decided to test his theory that very night. We trapped dozens of flies inside glass jars then ventured into town, using Deaves’ app to track down the three-hundred-fourteen that still needed saving. Sure enough, we found more humans who were possessed by Darks. And, sure enough, the flies did their thing.
 
        Since we started using the horseflies, we’ve saved one-hundred seventy-three souls.
 
        In two days. 
 
        We’re rock stars.
 
        Here and now, we’re working our magic on a few possessed souls we tracked down outside of Mackle church. Deaves’ app makes finding unbelievers fairly simple, and, at this point, most unbelievers aren’t just doubters. They’re also demon-possessed. Normally, this might turn a rescue into a sticky situation, but, I have to admit- it’s never been easier to save souls as it is with these flies.
 
        “I think the two ladies are waking up,” Mr. Evans says, peering down at the two women we just doused in a fly bath. I have to agree. Their legs are twitching a little, and the flies are dissipating. “Text Lilli. Tell her we’re ready.”
 
        Lilli and a group of recent converts have been helping us out on our missions, nursing the formerly possessed back to consciousness and sharing their come-to-Jesus moments. I guess, technically, I’m not actually doing any soul-saving, just exorcism and deliverance.
 
        Details.
 
        I’m milking the rock-star status for all its worth.
 
        A second after I text her, Lilli and a trio of middle-aged brunettes bustle through the church doors and over to where we’re standing. They’re chattering on about crock-pot recipes, and their conversation doesn’t miss one beat as they haul the two wiggling women away.
 
        “Wait, Lilli,”Mr. Evans calls out to her, and she turns back to look at him. 
 
        “I think the dude is ready too,” he tells her, pointing to the jean-clad man who’s coming awake on the broken cement.
 
        “Okay, Jon, no problem. I’ll send out another crew.”
 
        “Thanks, Lil.” He nods to her then turns to me. “Where to now, Joshua? We have more jars left?”
 
        I open my messenger bag and glance inside.
 
        "At least ten or so,” I say, pulling out my phone to check the app for our next stop. I have no clue how Deaves figured this stuff out. “It looks like we have some customers a couple streets over. Margate Avenue?”
 
        “What’s the address?”
 
        “Two-forty-two,” I tell him.
 
        “Alright, we’ll head up the street and cross over at Norton.” He starts away from the church, and I follow, unable to ignore the clink of the glass jars in my bag. It’s a little gross to be lugging around jars of giant horseflies, but whatever it takes. I never could have been the kind of scientist that collects bugs and pins them to boards for observation.  At least, we can’t hear the buzzing through the glass.
 
        Suddenly, the world is black.
 
        “Whoa,” Mr. Evans stops dead in front of me, and I walk right into him. 
 
        “Sorry,” I stutter and back up, my legs feeling wobbly. 
 
        “What happened to the lights?” Mr. Evans asks.
 
        “I don’t know, but it’s really weird.” Every streetlamp is out, when just a minute before, they were aglow. 
 
        “Look at the sky,” he says.
 
        It’s black. No moon. No stars.  The darkness is so sudden and complete, it’s dizzying. I find myself wondering which way is up and which way is down.
 
        “Mr. Evans?” I say his name just to hear him answer me. 
 
        “I’m right here.” 
 
        A heavy hand falls on my shoulder, and I know it’s him, but still, it’s creeping me out in this blackness.
 
        “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” he asks.
 
        For a second, I don’t know what he means, and then it hits me.
 
        “Judgment number five?” I guess.
 
        “Yep.”
 
        Fantastic. It’s tough enough catching flies as it is. I have no idea how we’re going to do it in the dark.
 
        “I’m really not in the mood for this,” I mutter before a deep growl descends over my ears.
 
        “What’s that?” Mr. Evans asks, and I’m turning every which way, because I can’t tack down where the sound is coming from.
 
        “I don’t know. I can’t see any-”
 
        But before I can finish my thought, something tackles me, and I’m on my back on the ground, enveloped in smelly fur, being ravaged by what feels like claws and jaws and slobber. I grab hold of the animal that’s on top of me, gripping its peach-fuzzy skin and forcing it away. 
 
        It just keeps coming back, though. All teeth and terrible breath. 
 
        “Ugh!” I groan, grasping at folds of sweaty fluff, when I recognize the feel of a dog’s face under my fingers.  The mutt is snapping at my quick hands, and snarling at me, but I’m faster. I punch it in the chops, and it yelps. For a moment, I’m free, and I take the opportunity to get to my feet. 
 
         I can hear Mr. Evans struggling somewhere close by.
 
        “Are you okay?” I call out.
 
        A muffled cry for help comes from my left, and I move blindly toward the noise when suddenly, out of darkness, a light shines.
 
        I’m glowing.
 
        Well, it’s about freakin’ time.
 
        At first, I’m so caught up in the fact that I finally have the halo I deserve, I forget all about Mr. Evans and his plight. Then the damn dog tackles me again, but this time I can see to push it off. The Glow radiates from the center of my body, illuminating the space around me. 
 
        Now that I can see it, the dog’s not as big as I would have guessed. And it’s really not trying to bite me. It’s actually trying to play, jumping at me like a lunatic as I stand back up. 
 
        “Down boy!” I say, as my eyes search the vicinity for Callie’s dad. He’s past my line of vision, and the dog’s barking so loudly, I can’t hear anything else.
 
        “Joshua!” 
 
        “Where are you?”
 
        My feet tumble over each other in what I hope is the direction of his voice, until I trip over his body and plummet once more to the street. As my messenger bag slam into the ground, the sound of shattering glass fills the silence. 
 
        “The jars.” I sigh, as hordes of flies, now free from captivity, spew from my bag. I do a crazy little backspin away from them, but it’s not me they’re after. 
 
        When I look up, my Glow reveals four butt-ugly Darks, hovering over Mr. Evans’ form. They’re long and lean and looking like vamps at a feast, their drool-glazed lips stretched in wicked grins. I’m about to pounce when the flies descend upon their burgundy sinew bodies. In three seconds flat, the Darks are gone. Disintegrated. The insects have buzzed away.
 
        “You okay?” I ask and reach a hand out to tug Mr. Evans to his feet.
 
        His palm is sweaty, and I can hear the chattering of his teeth. He doesn’t say anything, but takes a deep, long breath and stares at the ground.
 
        “That was a close call,” I say, and he nods swiftly without looking up.
 
        “Hey,” he says, when he finally lays his eyes on me. “You look just like Callie, now. All glowy and everything.”
 
        All I really hear is “ha ha she had it first,” but I push away the scent of envy and try to accentuate the positive.
 
        “Good timing,” I say, gesturing to the darkness in our midst as he dusts the gravel from his pants.
 
        “To everything, there is a season,” he says, quoting Ecclesiastes. “A time for every purpose under Heaven, right?”
 
        “Yeah, I guess.” I don’t know where he’s going with this. 
 
        “A time to glow and a time to bask in the light of your superhero girlfriend.”
 
        He lets out a little chuckle, and I’m tempted to back away from him and leave him in the dark. I grit my teeth instead.
 
        “I’m just messing with you, Joshua.”
 
        “I know,” I say, a little too quickly.
 
        “There’s no shame in hanging out in her shadow, you know?” 
 
        A half smile lingers on my lips for a moment, as I imagine her, standing backlit, her shadow stretched out in front of her. Fingers of warmth travel across my skin, and I’m sure Mr. Evans can see the red heat I feel on my face.
 
        “Prettiest shadow this side of Heaven, isn’t it?” he asks, and I just nod, because it is.
 
        She is.
 
        My everything.
 
        The image of her is suddenly all over me, in every empty space of my mind and soul, stealing away my senses and overcoming me with want. That heavy need that haunts my days and nights is creeping up my throat, and when it escapes in a guttural groan, Mr. Evans just looks at me strangely.
 
        I close my eyes and sigh.
 
        “Uh…,” 
 
        “Sorry,” I say. “Sometimes, when I think about her-”
 
        “Yeah,” he interrupts abruptly.  “You really don’t have to finish that thought for me.” 
 
        I smirk at him. Who’s laughing at whom now, Pops?
 
        “I was just going to say I forget to breathe,” I tell him. “That’s all.”
 
        He clears his throat, and I realize I probably shouldn’t have said anything at all.
 
        “Well,” he says, punching me in the arm and gesturing up the street. “We should probably head back to my place. Get some more jars to fill.
 
        I decide then and there to be bold.
 
        “Mr. Evans, wait,” I say and catch up to face him. “I’ll never hurt her. I want you to know that. If Callie and I are on separate ends of the earth when it comes to an end, I’ll spend eternity trying get back to her. I’d live in her shadow any day of the week if it meant I could breathe her air. She’s everything to me.” My heart is racing. “I mean it.”
 
        Mr. Evans’s eyes go from steely to soft. He puts his arm around my back and squeezes my shoulder.
 
        “Okay, Joshua,” he says, and I think he means I have his blessing. I never really thought about it, but at the moment, this means a lot.
 
        “Okay,” I respond, and, in the light of my Glow, we walk slowly and silently back to Shady lane.
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   Callie
 
    
 
        “There are twenty-six left in Mackle,” Deaves announced. His eyes, lit up by the blaze of his phone, traveled the screen intently, portraying the ever present stream of his genius train of thought. 
 
        It made me tired.  
 
        “Twenty-six is less than one percent of the population here,” he continued. “If the same stats apply worldwide, then there aren’t that many people left to save.”
 
        I nodded absentmindedly, and took a bite of the peanut butter banana Mom had given me to snack on in between missions. Deaves and his research had proven to be super useful lately. I couldn’t deny this, but at the moment, my hunger was winning against curiosity over end-time stats.  
 
        I was hungry and sick of being one of the only lights in the ever present darkness of Judgement numero cinco. Everybody wanted a piece of me lately. If I wasn’t out performing exorcisms with humongous horseflies, I was apparently fair game to play everybody’s flashlight.
 
        “Cal, can you scooch a little closer to me? I’m having trouble seeing to paint my toenails.”
 
        “Seriously, Mila? You’re really trying to paint your toenails in the dark?” I swallowed a bite of soft banana and closed my eyes, savoring the sweet saltiness. 
 
        “I have this color called Doomsday blue,” she said. “I thought it would be perfect for now, you know?”
 
       “Nobody can even see your toenails, Mila,” I said through a mouthful of peanut butter. 
 
        “But I can imagine them, Callie.” she said, and the look on her face was doomsday blue serious. I edged closer to her on the living room floor so she could see by the light of my Glow.
 
        “So, the question is,” Deaves went on, “d’you really think God’ll waste two more judgments on less than one percent of the population? Seems to be a lot of effort for a little reward. ”
 
        “I don’t know,” I said, crossing my legs and leaning back against the couch. “The plan was seven judgments, but maybe He’ll switch gears and let us all out early.”
 
        “Every last one of you is worth the same as all of you,” Silas informed us from his perch on the television stand. “He won’t forsake even one of His creations.”
 
        “Een other words, we are stuck here,” Jules complained, her voice booming in from the direction of the kitchen. Micros don’t have the Glow, so I couldn’t see where she and Jixer were or what they were up to. Not that I’d want to be privy to that freak show. Ugh.
 
        “As long as we’re together, Babe, it doesn’t matter where we are.” Jixer’s voice faded into an array of loud smoochy sucking sounds.
 
        Gag me.
 
        “Wait a minute,” Deaves said, still staring at his phone. “It’s down to twenty-four now. Your dad and Joshua are killing it today, Callie. Even better than yesterday when you and Rom went with them.”
 
        We’d been at it for several days with the flies.  At first, they skeeved the heck out of me, but I was used to them by now. They did the job. That was really all that mattered.  
 
        “How does your phone work without being able to charge it, Deaves?” Mila asked out of the blue.
 
        “Mila, Deaves’ phone is powered by celestial energy,” Silas explained.
 
        “Like E.T.?” she asked.
 
        “That’s extra-terrestrial, Mi,” I told her.
 
        “Extra what?”
 
        I started to explain the difference between aliens and Heaven, but was interrupted by a searing pain between my eyes.  Groans of discomfort fell into the space around us, and it took me a couple of dizzied seconds to realize we were all blinded.
 
        By glorious light!
 
        “Oh, thank God!” I said after my eyes adjusted to the burn of daylight streaming through the bay window. I hadn’t even known it was daytime! It’s hard to tell with no sun or moon.
 
        “Look, Callie!” Mila exclaimed, pointing to her feet.  “You can see the doomsday blue now!”
 
        “That’s great, Mi.” As soon as the words left my lips, the front door swung open, and my mom and Lilli stepped in, followed by a shiny-haired girl I didn’t recognize. She was wearing a scarf and a pair of white jeans.
 
        “Can you believe it?” Mom threw her hands up like a Baptist choir girl during a solo. “The sun is back!” she sang.
 
        “When you think about it,” the new girl broke into a soliloquy, taking center stage in the living room , prima donna style. “The absence of all light might seem like a dinky judgment when compared to The Mask or fire falling from the sky. In reality, the darkness is just as terrible if not worse.”
 
        I raised an eyebrow at her, wondering where she’d come from.  Before I could ask anything, she went on orating. 
 
        “For the first few hours of complete blackness, there’s a paranoia that clings to you like static. You know the hair on your arms is raised, even though you can’t see it, and your stomach is in an eternal knot.”
 
        Wow, she could wax. I should introduce her to Silas.
 
        “After the paranoia wears off, despair sets in like a big grey boulder that’s anchored to your very soul. You want to cry until your eyeballs fall out with your tears”. 
 
        Finally, I got to my feet and approached her.
 
        “I’m Callie,” I told her.
 
        “I know,” she said, nodding her head so that her glistening black curls bobbed up and down. “Your mom saved my butt down at the church yard.”
 
        “Oh yeah?” My mom was the bomb.
 
        “I was in a pretty dark place. No pun intended.”
 
        And she laughed at her own joke. She and Si were meant for each other. She was like the female, full-size version of him. They even had the same taste in pants.
 
        “Anyway, your mom got there just in time,” she said, her voice dipping from drama-queen-forte to a subdued pianissimo. She began running her thumbs across her wrists, which I noticed were accessorized with jaggedy pink scars.  
 
        A chill coursed over my shoulders, thinking of the beauty and brightness that could have been lost had my mom not stepped in. I placed a hand on the new girl’s arm and smiled.
 
        “I’m glad she was there for you.” 
 
        “Yeah well, after she settled me down, I had to listen to her yak on and on about her superstar daughter the whole way here.” 
 
        My eyes felt like peeled grapes. This girl had some gall.
 
        “Kidding!” she said and collapsed into laughter. “I’m Kenzie.” She offered her hand to me, and I shook it, still confused by the range of emotions she’d portrayed in the short few minutes she’d been at my house.
 
        “Nice to meet you. Make yourself at home.” I gestured to the couch and went over to my mom, who was grinning like an elf.
 
        “Nice work,” I told her. “She’s… interesting.”
 
        “Apparently, she’s an artist. An actress, I guess.”
 
        “Really? I wouldn’t have guessed.” My mom put her arm around me, and I leaned into her, noticing that Kenzie the diva seemed to be making friends with Mila and her doomsday blue nails.
 
        “So, now that the lights are back on, what’s next?” Mom asked, and I wasn’t sure if she meant Judgements or missions or what. I decided to focus on the latter. 
 
        “Deaves,” I called across the room to him. “Where to next?” The sudden appearance of electricity had me feeling juiced and ready to conquer the remaining two dozen souls that needed saving. 
 
          “You and Rom should head down to Saxony beach? Looks like there’s a group out there. One, two three,” he counted on his phone then looked up. “There are at least eleven down there, Callie. Weird to see so many together.” He scrunched his face all up, and his broken glasses went crooked on his nose. “Why d’you think they’re all together?” He scratched his head and puckered his lips with obvious worry.
 
       “Who knows?” I grabbed my satchel and secured my sword under my shirt. “The more in one place, the merrier. More efficient that way.”
 
        “Yeah, but-” Deaves started, but I waved away his words.
 
        “Deaves, can you just text Rom and tell him to meet me down at Saxony?” It’d be  great to have Joshua too, but he was with my dad, probably tracking down the others that still needed sealed. If there were eleven on Saxony Beach, which, I had to admit, did seem like an oddly high number, then there had to be thirteen others somewhere else.
 
        I started toward the door, but Mom’s voice stopped me.
 
        “Cal?” 
 
        “Yeah, Mom?”
 
        “Bye.” Her voice was quiet, and when I looked up at her, I noticed she was fumbling with the necklace she never took off, rubbing the tiny silver cross against her lips like she always did when she was nervous.
 
        I went to her, placed my hands on her shoulders and searched her eyes.
 
        “Let’s not say goodbye anymore, Mom.”
 
        Fat tears surfaced on her eyes and lingered there for a moment before rolling out onto her cheeks.
 
        “I love you, Callie.” She never took her eyes off of me, and I could feel myself welling up with emotion for this woman who’d been there for me every single moment of my life. Well… except when she’d forgotten me, but that didn’t really count. 
 
         I curled my fingers around her arms and bent my face toward hers until our noses touched. Our tears mingled, and, for whatever reason, that made me smile.
 
        “I love you too, Mom. Always have. Always will. On Earth, as I will in Heaven.”
 
        She laughed at my weird use of the Our Father prayer.  I smooshed my cheek into hers then kissed her forehead.  Before getting ready to Clear, I shot my momma one last look.
 
        “See you soon,” I said, and I knew in my heart, that no matter what Judgments lay ahead, those words were the gospel truth. 
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   Callie
 
        A half-second later, I was wiggling my boots in the sand of Saxony beach, the crash of waves serenading me into memory. Maybe it was the emotional minute with my mom that had me feeling sentimental. Maybe it was just being at the beach.  My parents used to take me here when I was a kid. We’d spend the day flying kites and hunting seashells. It was Mom’s favorite place. I remember walks on the beach with her, pushing the double stroller. Jack and Sam always fell asleep to the rhythm of the ocean.
 
        And now, here I was, back at one of the most beloved havens of my childhood. Saxony Beach still looked the same. Only now, everything was different. No kite-flying. No double strollers. No fishermen dotting the shoreline. 
 
        Nostalgia threatened to drown me, and I knew I needed to pull in the reigns on my heart. I couldn’t help it though. Too many memories lived on this beach.
 
        And soon, nothing would live here at all. 
 
        Saxony Beach.
 
        Mackle.
 
        Planet Earth.
 
        All kaput.
 
        A deep sigh echoed on the sea breeze, and I realized it was my own.   
 
       I bent to unlace my boots, grains of sand folding over my feet before I even had my shoes and socks off. Tiptoeing toward the tide, I sucked in a mouthful of sea air, relishing the briny flavor of salt and fish on my tongue. With my toes in the water, I stood still for a moment, looking out to the horizon, wondering.
 
        Was there a girl like me on the other side of this water? Was she as torn up as I was right now? My feet were comfortably numb in this Earthly water, but Mackle was not my home.
 
        It sure still felt like home.
 
        Sunlight danced along the little waves as I dipped my hands into the water, taking notice of my reflection.
 
       I still looked like the same scared sixteen-year-old girl who’d failed her driver’s test.
 
       But I knew I wasn’t.  
 
        Sometime I wished I was, wished that I could have just done life for a little while longer before all of this insanity had started.
 
        Or maybe I wish I could have appreciated every moment a little more, not been so angsty and unsatisfied all the time.
 
        But that was just me being a kid, the regular sixteen-year-old girl I was supposed to be.
 
        Anyway, you can never predict when Micros will suddenly appear in your bedroom and tell you you’re a demon slayer.
 
        The sound of barking grabbed me from my inner dialogue, and when I turned toward the source of the noise, the hair on my arms stood at attention. 
 
        Thundering at me from the South end of the beach was a battalion of Darks. The horde was dotted with a few humans and led by a pack of wide-eyed, snarling and foaming-at-the-mouth dogs. 
 
        All at once, I realized why the wind-gust Darks had been stealing dogs from the streets of Mackle.
 
        A room filled with different sized dog crates flashed in my memory. 
 
        Deyanna’s lair.
 
        The echo of barking and scratching and yelping that was the background music of my captivity in her so-called dungeon.
 
        She’d been training dogs to kill Arcs.
 
        To kill me.
 
        And, judging by sheer numbers, I didn’t stand a fighting chance.
 
        Damn that horrible redheaded nightmare of a woman!
 
        Instinctually, my bare feet came to life and began splashing over each other down the shoreline, away from the stretch of evil that was bearing down on me, while my inner sixteen-year old kept pointing out that I’d left my boots behind.
 
        “I’ve got them, Calliope.”
 
        “Thanks, Si.” I didn’t look back at him, and I wasn’t surprised that he’d rescued my kicks. That guy knows how special shoes can be.
 
        “Romuel is just ahead.”
 
        I squinted my eyes and finally caught sight of him. From far away, his hair flowed like stardust behind him, as he lumbered toward me from down the beach. Why on earth was Rom coming this way? We couldn’t take this crew. The mess of them had to be at a couple hundred strong if you counted Darks and dogs.
 
        Then, behind and all around Romuel, a shadow grew.
 
         My parents, Lilli, Mila, Deaves, Mrs. Napp, the Mackle librarian, Mr. Regan, my high school principal. I recognized their faces, even from afar.
 
        And, there were way more of us than there were Darks and dogs.
 
        Mackle was mobilized. And, with a myriad of weapons, – guns, knives, rakes, shovels,- they looked ready to fight. 
 
        This was what we’d trained them for.
 
        I stood, frozen, halfway between the Dark and the Light. Goose pimples crawled along my arms, as the full weight of what was about to happen crushed my consciousness. 
 
        This was war.
 
        We would win, I was sure of this.
 
        But we would lose many in the process.
 
        “Father!” A desperate-sounding voice snatched me out of my thoughts. Pete and a few dozen others were gathered in a circle near the nature reserve, hands upstretched, eyes closed. “We fight for Your righteousness. Be with us!”
 
        “Be with us!” the others repeated in unison.
 
        It seemed Pete had slipped into Karen’s role as captain of the prayer warriors.
 
        “Be with us!” They chimed over and over again, as the throng of rabid dogs and Darks closed in.
 
        I reached for my sword, just as Mrs. Heil’s yellow Labrador Retriever caught my eye. I knew it was Molly, because her red ladybug collar was bouncing in the breeze as she hurtled toward me.
 
        “They’re not real dogs anymore,” I whispered to myself.  Killing them would be just the same as killing Darks. 
 
        “Be with us!” 
 
        The surreal chanting mingled with the horrible chuffing of the possessed dogs, and suddenly we were all together. One big mess of good and evil and blood and slobber.
 
        “Be with us!”
 
        I raised my sword, as Molly leapt at me, her sharp claws scraping against my legs.
 
        I narrowed my eyes, because I didn’t want to see myself kill her. I’d played ball with this dog on summer afternoons. I remembered her as a puppy.
 
        “Be with us!”
 
        I heard Molly’s familiar yelp and felt my belly fold in on itself. I opened my eyes, ready to hurl, and there she was, lying in the sand, looking as friendly as her pre-Cujo- self, her tongue hanging out the side of her smiling black lips. When she turned her head toward the horizon, I noticed how quiet the beach had become. 
 
        Everyone, Darks, angels, and humans, had gone eerily still, all frozen into some sort of trance.  The fighting had come to an abrupt halt as if someone had pressed the pause button. Yellow-fanged Darks, with mangy fur wore petrified scowls, their bodies twisted into battle position but unmoving. Even the prayer warriors had gone quiet. They stood as if they’d been playing a game of freeze tag and had all been touched.
 
        I wiggled my toe to make sure I could still move. Sure enough, I wasn’t frozen.
 
        And apparently, the dogs weren’t either. In one synchronized movement, every canine fell flat onto its belly and bent its nose into the sand.
 
        Suddenly, the very air was aglow. The beachy mist was alive with silvery glitter, and the voices of trumpets announced His arrival.
 
        As Pete and his group had asked, so Son had answered. 
 
        He was with us.
 
        Levitating above the ocean, in His standard white button down and Jesus shoes, was Son, His holey hands outstretched and radiant. 
 
        “Hi, Callie.” He nodded to me. “I thought you’d like to see this,” He said.
 
        He waved His hands in a beckoning motion, and all of a sudden, every dog, one by one, stood and started toward the shore, where they all sat obediently, seeming to wait for their next command.
 
        Holy cow, Son was like the ultimate dog whisperer. 
 
        My mouth hung open, as I watched what happened next. 
 
        First the dogs, as if revved by some sort of hover power, floated upward into the air toward Son. He patted each one on the head before they poofed right out of sight. 
 
        “Son!” I called out. “What’re you doing to them?”
 
        “I’m sending them home, Callie.” His voice was like warm water, coursing over my ears. “I’m sending them all home.”
 
        A distant rumble moved in from beyond the beach, and suddenly animals of all sizes surrounded us. Reptiles, cats, chipmunks, red squirrels. A bazillion of them slithered and slunk across our paused battlefield. 
 
         “Ahhh!” Mila’s scream made me jump. She must have escaped freeze tag too.“Callie, look out! There’s a tiger and a bear!”
 
        Apparently, the zoo animals were loose. 
 
        “Holy Moses.” I gaped at the trio of zebras that galloped past.
 
        “No, Holy Noah,” Mila said as she slid beside me. We stood with eyes like big peeled grapes, unable to believe what was happening in front of our faces.
 
        The animals paid no attention to us. They went straight for Son, who continued to hover above the water, a serene smile painted on his lips, a swirl of sparkly steam surrounding Him. He acknowledged each and every creature, and some, the tiger for one, even seemed to bow to Him. It felt like a scene straight out of Narnia.
 
         Once the beach was creature-free, besides the grossies from the Dark side, I thought maybe Son would explain why He’d allowed Mila and I to be privy to His spectacle. But, He wasn’t finished.  
 
        Not even close.
 
        “Callie, is that a shark? Do you think it’s a sharknado?” Mila’s voice quivered, but I was speechless. My words were stuck on the ball of shock that was like glue in my throat.
 
        Rising up from the ocean, like some crazy, backwards fish-storm, were all sorts of sea-critters. Shiny dolphins somersaulted through the air like acrobats. An octopus looked like it was doing the hand-jive with its eight long arms. Soon, the very air appeared to be a wall of fish, rising steadily from sea to sky then vanishing.
 
        I leaned into Mila. “He’s emptying the ocean,” I whispered, hardly able to believe my words as they passed through my lips.
 
        “I thought He was only taking two of each kind, Cal.” Mila sighed. “This is going to take awhile.”
 
         But it didn’t. Within minutes, the air was clear of sea life, and Son wore a pleased expression on His face. He dusted His holey hands together and shot Mila and me a silent grin.
 
        “Are they all gone?” I asked. “Everywhere?”
 
        Son nodded. “Yes, Callie. It was time.”
 
        “Wow,” Mila piped in. “Guess no more fish sticks, huh?” She let out a nervous laugh.
 
        “Why us?” I wondered aloud.
 
        Son, still levitating above the sea, ran one hand through his caramel hair. “It was just my way of honoring both the last and the first.”
 
        Before I could ask Son what the hello He was talking about, the crowd began to thaw. Darks and the eleven demon-possessed humans that had aligned themselves with the wrong side began twitching back into fight mode and attacking the yet to be de-iced good guys. 
 
        “Mila!” I pointed to the mass of people.
 
        “Let’s go,” she said, fisting her knife and readying it for the kill as she threw herself into the fold.
 
        Suddenly, a horrible screech sounded from across the beach.
 
        “No!” one of the women warriors cried, and when my eyes met her horror, I almost crumbled. There, lying face-down in the center of their prayer circle, was Pete. A bloody-faced Dark that resembled a big black lion was on Pete’s back, ravaging what was left of our friend and once traitor’s body.
 
        Fueled by rage, my legs leapt across the beach until I was close enough to hear the grisly sound of crunching bones and sinew. The Dark was in a feeding frenzy and didn’t even notice me. I slammed my sword into its neck, and watched as its eyes bulged.
 
        “No, Pete, no!” I cried, and in a moment of complete senselessness, I imagined myself putting his pieces back together, as if I could repair him.
 
        A bone-chilling sneer stole me from my stupor.
 
        “You couldn’t save that one, could you, J?”
 
        At the edge of the beach property, straddling a black horse that was tougher looking than he was, was Lucifer, little tiny horns and all. His silky black button down stretched taut over the fake muscles he was purposely pulsing, and he seemed to be addressing Son.
 
        Still stunned by the loss of Pete and the sudden appearance of the actual devil, I looked from Lucifer to Son to the assembly of warriors who were coming completely awake and beginning to fight.
 
        “Ah, dear Lu, you underestimate me as always,” Son said, and began turning His hands this way and that, in a strange wizard-like movement.
 
        Lucifer threw back his head and let out a wheezy laugh. “Who do you think you are?” he growled. “You’re not your father.”
 
        Son just smiled. “No, I’m the Son,” He said, and in front of my very eyes, Pete’s body parts began crawling toward each other on the ground and fusing until they’d knitted themselves back together into a new and shinier version of the boy I’d known. Like the lions and tigers and bears had done before him, Pete suddenly rose and walked calmly to the shoreline under the stunned but watchful gaze of Lu.
 
        “Attack him, you imbeciles!” he yelled, his rage setting his minions into action. With one command, every Dark that was left alive began hurtling toward Pete.
 
        But Son had a plan.
 
        He raised His holey hands to the sky, and out of nowhere, every gull, crow, sparrow and other winged creatures I couldn’t name torpedoed toward the attacking Darks, first targeting their eyes and then pecking them to bits in mere seconds. Soon, the beach was littered with remnants of dead demon.
 
        A red-eared and fuming Lucifer edged his snorting steed closer to the shore.
 
        “This is nothing,” he spat, puffing out his chest and glaring at Son while the surviving townspeople watched. “Mackle is just one town.”
 
        “No, Lucifer,” Son spoke evenly. “Mackle is the last town,” He said, and circled His hands toward the sky. Every bird flew toward the horizon and disappeared, just as the other living things had done.
 
        When the birds were gone, Son came to a soft landing on the sand.
 
        Lucifer hopped from his horse and shook his fist at Son. “I’m not finished!” he roared, as his horse bent its head at Son’s feet, seeming to worship Him, despite its master’s desires.
 
        In a fit of what seemed like desperate anger, Lu gave the horse a swift kick in the nose.
 
        “Now Lucifer,” Son said and reached out to pat the horse’s head. “That’s really no way to treat an animal.” 
 
        The horse disappeared, and Lu’s face turned as purple as a beet. Son approached Lu, and draped his arm around the devil’s shoulders. 
 
        “Don’t you think it’s time you let go, Lu?”
 
        I swear Lucifer’s eyes crossed and smoke danced from his nostrils, like some weird cartoon character from a trippy television show. The whole scene was too surreal for words, and when Lu opened his palm and cracked Son right across the cheek, the entire crowd seemed to stopp breathing. 
 
        Silas was suddenly on my shoulder.
 
        “Oh no he didn’t.” Si’s eyes were wide and waiting for the next thing.
 
        “Oh yes, he did,” Jules replied. I noticed Jixer fluttering right next to her, as usual.
 
        Son just shook His head at Lu and sighed.
 
        “I’d offer you the other cheek, Lu, but I’m kind of pressed for time today,” He said. “Romuel,” Son called into the crowd, and Rom obediently stepped forward and bent to one knee.  “Please take Lucifer to my Father. I am not  the Judge nor am I the executioner.” Son looked back at Lu.  “My Dad will decide what to do with you from here.” He reached out and touched Lu’s fat pink cheek with the back of His hand.  “Best luck, Lu.”
 
        Romuel shackled Lucifer’s hands into cuffs, as Son vanished.
 
        “Can’t Lucifer use his magic to get free?” I asked the Micros.
 
        “No, Calliope,” Silas answered. “From what Son explained, all of His Darks are gone. They were His power supply, so it seems as though Lu’s finished.”
 
        “So, does the world still have to be destroyed?” My heart hammered with hope! “Maybe now that Lucifer’s under thumb and all of the Darks are goners, we can rebuild a better Earth!
 
        “I don’t think so, Callie.” Jules gestured toward the water.
 
        The waves were in flames.
 
        Hope was extinguished.
 
        As heavy reality sunk into my veins, making my legs feel like two weighted steel beams, planted on ground that was soon to be no more, I wondered one thing.
 
        “Where’s Joshua?”
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   Joshua
 
    
 
        “I’m right here.” I wrap my arms around her from behind, bury my face in the nape of her neck, and I can taste the sea salt sweat on her skin. “That was crazy, huh? Watching all of those animals and fish just disappear?”
 
        “Are the others sealed?” 
 
        I puff up a little when I answer her. “Every last Mackle resident. Signed, sealed and soon to be delivered.” The signed part didn’t really make sense, but I felt clever saying it. She doesn’t react to my wit, though.
 
        “What do you think will happen to Lucifer?” she asks, and I nuzzle closer in. I can’t get close enough.
 
        “Jixer said Lu got sent to rehab.”
 
        “Rehab? I didn’t know there was rehab in Heaven.”
 
        “Yeah, the Boss is big on rehab, Cal. Second chances and all.”
 
        “Hmmm. Makes sense,” she says, but her words are quiet and flat. I can tell she’s somewhere else, but, from behind, I can’t search her eyes for a clue to her thoughts. Her chest tightens as if someone has closed a fist around her heart.
 
        “What is it?” I ask, as we stare out to sea, watching the waves catch fire one crest at a time.
 
        “I’ll miss this place.” When she says the words, she seems to release all of her air, her body deflating and leaning backwards into me. 
 
        “You won’t, Callie,” I promise. “Not for long.” I turn her toward me and use my thumbs to blot away her tears. She tilts her head up, and her glassy eyes slay me. Angels like her should never have to cry.
 
        “Callie, look out at the ocean.” I point toward the impossibly fiery water, and she does as I say, for once. “It’s imperfect. It’s on fire, for goodness sakes! This world is so broken.”
 
         “But, broken can still be beautiful, Joshua,” she murmurs, and her words kick me in the gut. She’s right. There’s no way of getting around her sadness. We’ll just have to get through it together. I fold her into my arms and press her cheek into my shoulder.
 
        “Even when the world is gone, I’ll be here.” I tap my fingertips above her heart. “And here,” I say, squeezing her hand with my other hand. “This sucks for now, but it won’t always be this hard.”
 
        “I just can’t believe the Earth is-” Her words tumble off the cliff of desperation in her cracking voice.
 
        “But it’s not you’re home, Cal. Your home is where your tribe is.” I kiss her forehead. “And we’re all going to the same place.”
 
        “I love you, Joshua,” she tells me, stabbing me with her sad eyes and making me hotter than the waves. I take a deep breath, never breaking her gaze.
 
        “And, I love you, Callie Evans, the most beautiful Arc in the universe, the one I waited for through what seemed like all time.” I give in and press my burning lips onto hers, tasting her tears, relishing the feel of her perfect skin on my cheek. When I open my eyes, there’s a small smile on her face. “Let this world fold in around us, Callie,” I whisper to her, feeling her shiver as my breath swirls behind her ear.  “Wherever you are, whether it’s Heaven, Earth, even Hell, that’s where I live. You’re my home.”
 
        The sea spray smells like sulfur, and the water is receding quickly. Flames seem to be crawling to the surface from under the water, and what once was an unending stretch of rhythmic blue is now unrecognizable. Just offshore, the sea seems to be spiraling into a humongous fire-water ring, creating a reservoir of sorts. Now, instead of the ocean pulling toward the shore, it’s flowing toward the reservoir and flushing itself into what looks like a big burning hole. It’s like an upside down volcano, and it gives me the creeps.
 
        The Boss is literally draining the oceans now. Must be judgment six.  Goodbye water.
 
        Mr. and Mrs. Evans are suddenly at either side of us.
 
        “Callie, Joshua,” Mr. Evans begins. “We’re evacuating the beach.”
 
        Callie slides out of my arms to face her dad.
 
        “Why should we go, Dad?” Her eyes gush desperation. “Why not just stay here? We can sit down on the sand, close our eyes and pretend it’s just another family day at the beach.”
 
        “Cal,” Mrs. Evans takes her hand, but  before she can say anything more, Romuel appears.
 
        “Callie, we need to talk,” he says and inserts himself between us like it’s his job. “Joanna, Jon, Joshua, go ahead and continue the evac procedure. I’ll have her back at the house soon.”
 
        And they’re gone, just like that. Freakin’ Romuel stole my girlfriend.
 
        Again.
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   Callie
 
    
 
        “Romuel!” I gave him a shove toward my front door, knowing his big body wouldn’t really budge. “I was having a moment. You can’t just Clear me home when I’m in the middle of a moment!”
 
        “I know you were having a moment.” He made air quotations around the word, like I was some kind of joke, and I kicked him in the shin. He didn’t even flinch.
 
         “That’s why I came, Callie.” His icy eyes drilled into mine. “We can’t afford to have you despairing now. The others will follow your lead. You have to get with the program.”
 
        Easy for him to say. The Earth held no sentimental value to him. I’d spent all sixteen years of my life here. Excuse me for having feelings.
 
        “Listen, I know it’s hard, but especially now, you have to remember who you are.” 
 
        Remember who I am?
 
         My explosive emotions were already precariously close to detonation. His unreasonable demands on my heart pushed the little red button in my head, and I collapsed into a full-on tantrum.
 
        “I’m just a sixteen-year old girl trying to find my way!” The voice that poured out of my lips didn’t even sound like me, and my words came straight from the darkest places of my soul, the places I didn’t dare let anyone else into. “I don’t know how to say goodbye to all of this!” I waved my hand in the air, gesturing to my house, my neighborhood. “A few months ago, Si and Jules show up and dress me up in a superhero cape, teach me to kill monsters, and all of a sudden I’m a big toughie, right? Well, here’s a newsflash, Romuel. I’m not that tough!”  No matter how well I pretended, that was the God’s honest truth.
 
        Tears flooded my cheeks, and I didn’t even try to wipe them away.
 
        “I can be solid for a little while, push and push myself to fight harder, ready the troops, put up with the smell of preschool pee all over my bed.”
 
        His head bobbed sideways, like a bewildered puppy, when I mentioned Emma’s bedwetting episodes.
 
        “But really, I’m all mushy inside, and I can only take so much.”  I dragged my arm across my face, mopping up the steady stream of tears. “And, I can’t take this,” I sobbed. “I’m sorry I can’t just wear a let’s-all-line-up-to-go-to-Heaven-now smile on my face while the only home I can really remember gets blasted into oblivion!”
 
        Romuel grabbed me my by the shoulders and gave me a gentle shake. It surprised me enough to stop my crying.
 
        “You remember your home, Callie.” His voice was weirdly soft.
 
        I shrugged, even though he was right. I’d had flashbacks of Heaven but only in fits and starts, and the visions were more like super cool dreams than memories.
 
        “Callie Evans, you have healing in your spirit,” Romuel said, and again, his voice was like silk, almost hypnotic. 
 
        I brought my eyes to his and found myself locked inside of them.
 
        “You, Callie, child of everlasting light, were made to blaze through the darkness here, to dig deep into the dread of this ground, and bring God’s creations into His glorious luminosity. You were the very last Arc. He saved the best for last, Callie.”
 
        Something about what Rom said made me itch. I was the last. Who had just recently said something like this?
 
        “That’s who you are, Callie. A healer of souls and a gatherer of good. The best. The last.”
 
        “Son said that!” The thought burst from my lips, the sudden realization pulling me from my funk. “So, I was the last Arc sent to Earth?”
 
        “Yes, Callie. You were the last. It all hinged on you.” He put his arm around my shoulders as I wiped the last of my tears away. “You really killed it.”
 
         “Thanks,” I said, but his flattery didn’t have my attention. 
 
        If I was the last Arc, then what was Mila first at? The first one that woke up? She was the first person that could see Silas and Jules and the Darks. And, she never forgot me when everyone else did. She was never Cloaked. Could that have been what Son had meant when He said He was honoring the first and the last? 
 
        “Callie, your family is going to arrive soon, and soon after that, we’re all going to go.” Rom’s voice insisted I let go of the puzzle that was on my mind. “It’s time to say goodbye to this place. The last judgment is…”
 
        “I know, Rom.” I took a deep breath and blew it all out just as my family poofed in on the wings of Silas and the other Micros. I didn’t want to finish my thought, but the words slipped through my lips.
 
        “Complete destruction.”
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        We stood in a circle, our hands clasped, our heads down.
 
        I could hear my dad’s fast breath and my mom’s nervous swallowing.
 
        The Micros perched on my shoulders, Jules and Jixer on one and Silas on the other.
 
        No one spoke.
 
        When the wind picked up, I glanced at Romuel, and he nodded at me. I bit my lip then squeezed each of my parents’ hands. 
 
        Joshua cleared his throat, and when I looked up at him, he winked. I didn’t understand how he could be so confident at a time like this. Maybe because he’d been at this job for eons longer than me. Maybe he was just putting on a good face to try to ease away my fear.
 
        The ground began to quake, and a great crack drew my eyes to the living room window.  
 
        It seemed that Shady Lane was breaking apart.
 
        Literally.
 
        The ground had split.
 
        “Mom?” I broke the silence.
 
        “I’m okay, Cal. We all are.”
 
        “Okay,” I answered, my eyes darting around the room to take stock of everyone here.
 
        Mom and Dad who’d given me an awesome sixteen normal years before the world had spun out of control.
 
        Romuel, my mentor, who’d saved my life more than once and taught me to be a leader.
 
        Joshua Pride, the boy who guarded my heart. It would forever be his.
 
        Suddenly, the sound of breaking glass ushered a shriek of bone-chilling gust into the room. Every window in the house was shattered, and we were lucky not to have shards sticking out of our eyes. Small objects flew, and loose papers danced on the terrifying breeze that smelled like the end of all things.
 
        I dug my heels into the floor and squinted through the mess of hair that was blowing around my cheeks. I needed to lay my eyes on every one, and this prophesied spectacle of nature was not going to stop me.
 
        I eyed Deaves, with his broken glasses, hanging together crookedly with masking tape. He’d been a treasure these last few weeks. Without him, I don’t know how we would have rescued so many unbelievers.
 
        And Lily, our sweet surprise. She’d been like a second mom to me my whole life. Now, she’d get to be with us for eternity too.
 
        Rom’s voice boomed over the whirring wind.
 
        “Callie, Joshua , Silas, Jules, and Jixer.” Rom named each of us. “Now.”
 
        It wasn’t until the chandelier lights went black and 104 Shady Lane was about to become nothing more than a backdrop of memories that the most terrifying thought crossed my mind. 
 
        As shapes and colors began to buzz and blur, and Clearing was imminent, the words flew from my lips.
 
        “Where on Earth is Mila?!”
 
        But it was too late.
 
        104 Shady Lane was no longer.
 
        Planet Earth was a backdrop of golden memories that had spun its last rotation around the sun.
 
        And, we were Heaven bound. 
 
        With or without my best friend.
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        The Great Street was abuzz with music, the streetlamps strung with twinkle lights. 
 
        All around me, people were racing into each other’s arms, embracing each other in beautiful reunions.
 
        Some just stood, pie-eyed, staring at the rivers that wound through the sky or the colors their  human minds never could  have imagined. 
 
         A little girl with blond pig-tails bent to scoop up a fat-faced white cat and nuzzle it to her. Her mouth formed the words “I missed you,” before she set it back down on the alabaster street. The animal curled its long tail around the little girl’s legs and leaned into her.
 
        Touching as the scene was, my heart was tripping over itself in a sick rhythm. 
 
        My tongue was a mass of cotton between chattering teeth.
 
        I felt my eyeballs drying out and realized I probably hadn’t even blinked since before we’d Cleared.
 
        Everything had happened so fast, too fast!
 
        “Joshua,” I managed, and he squeezed my hand.
 
        “You okay?” he asked, and I was about to tell him that I was unequivocally NOT okay when I caught sight of Son. He was sitting at the base of a wide bottomed tree with an audience of about fifty kids at his sandaled feet.
 
        “Son!” Without even thinking to give Joshua an explanation, I raced toward Son, my boots getting more air than ground. The dense sea of children eventually parted, once they realized they either had to move or be bowled over by me and my boots. Finally, I tumbled into Son’s lap, out of breath, drooling and reeking with fear.
 
        “Hey Callie.” His buttery smile nearly washed away my dread. “Welcome home.”
 
        And I blinked.
 
         My heart rate slowed.
 
         I swallowed and inhaled a great breath of Heaven. The taste danced over my senses and filled me with the most complete joy I had ever experienced. My skin tingled. My soul smiled.
 
        But then I remembered.
 
         “No!” I screamed, grabbing for the terror that had fueled my feet just moments ago.
 
        Son reached out and gently squeezed my shoulder with a holey hand.
 
        “Callie, it’s okay. She’s okay,” he said, reading my thoughts.
 
        “But-”
 
        “Come with me.”  He took my hand and led me to one of the holes in the ground through which we’d peeked at the Earth last time I’d visited Heaven,
 
        “Look,” he commanded, and so I peered into the little window in the ground. A warm arm fell across my shoulder and Joshua’s scent enveloped me as he joined me in my bird’s eye view.
 
        “Oh!” A sudden awareness fell over me like a blanket. Soothing. Ensuring. 
 
        “Get it now?” Son’s brilliant eyes twinkled, spraying my skin with their radiance.
 
        “Totally,” I answered, his peace and my new knowledge erasing all worry from my mind. Sure, I’d miss her for a little while, but I’d see Mila again. And soon. 
 
         “Good then.” With a brotherly punch in the arm, Son started away. “I’ll see you two around.”
 
        Hand in hand, Joshua and I watched him walk back to the bazillion kids that were waiting patiently for him to finish the story I’d so rudely interrupted.
 
        “So, what now?” Joshua’s cheeks were red with what looked like hot anticipation. Ochre waves fell over the side of his face, hiding one of his dark, once mysterious eyes.  My stomach was suddenly at my feet, my fingers like jelly.
 
        I moved into him for our first kiss behind the gates, feeling the heat bounce from his skin onto mine, when an agitated voice plowed into our tender moment.
 
        “Calliope, hurry! We have to go right now!”
 
        At Silas’s voice, I bounced backward from Joshua. I grabbed Rom’s sword from its sheath and assumed battle stance, instinctually ready for whatever badness was coming.
 
        In a ball of wings and big hair at my feet, Silas, Jules and Jixer tumbled over each other with laughter.
 
        “Kidding, Calliope, kidding!” Silas was barely breathing, utterly enjoying his little practical joke.
 
        “Kissy kissy,” Jules teased, running her sparkly red fingernails through Jixer’s blonde pompadour.
 
        “Ha ha funny,” I said, but I had to admit that it kind of was. I stole a look at the gorgeous boy who was now for sure eternally mine, and he was grinning too.
 
        Who would have guessed that beyond the Apocalypse, there could actually be a happily ever after?
 
        “Come on Callie.” Joshua grabbed me by the legs and, in a surprise move, threw me over his shoulder.
 
        “Whoa! Where are we going?” I waved goodbye to Silas, Jules, and Jixer and they waved back.
 
        “To forever.”
 
         


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
        He held the blue-green orb in His all-powerful hands.
 
        Wringing it out, as if it were a dirty rag.
 
        All of Space was still and yet abuzz with His Awesomeness.
 
        With a shake of His wrist and a squeeze of His fingers, the blackness began to fall away like dead bugs.
 
        The Earth, His Earth was to shed every last drop of evil until it was clean again.
 
        Renewed.
 
        Reborn.
 
        As the last bit of darkness dribbled out, He smiled, satisfied, and unfolded the mangled sphere.
 
        He stretched it out and examined it for blemishes.
 
        There were none. 
 
        Finally, He brought the crumpled world to His lips and breathed new life all over it.
 
        The cerulean globe inflated until it was smooth and full.
 
        Air and water danced from His fingertips to the orb.
 
        Finally, He placed the Earth on the tip of his index finger and gave it a twirl, spinning it back to life.
 
        He placed the planet into its new home in the Universe then stood back to admire His work.
 
        “Nice,” He said and turned to deal with the next item on His ever-pressing agenda.
 
        As an afterthought, He spun around for one last look.  With a flick of his wrist, he pulled back the curtain, and there she was.
 
        Pushing herself up from the mossy green of untouched forest, she dusted off and shook out her nest of shiny black curls. Her doomsday blue fingernails ironically matched the perfectly cloudless sky that He’d hung above her. She looked a little confused but no more so than usual.
 
        He chuckled to himself, thinking how Mila, with all of her quirks and beautiful brokenness, would make the perfect Eve 2.0, the perfect first second chance.
 
        After all, He was a God of second chances.
 
        Of wrath, of jealousy, of mercy and of wonder.
 
        But second chances too.
 
        As He took a few moments to observe young Mila while she experienced the new Eden He’d created, He imagined the joy this new endeavor might bring to him, what glory could be in store.
 
        A loud pop rang from the forest floor, and when He peered closely at Mila, He realized she still had a pack of gum in her pocket from before the Restoration.
 
        He shrugged.
 
        It was okay.
 
        Some things could stay the same.
 
         So, at peace with the Earth He’d restored to goodness and the girl He’d chosen to be first, He smiled and closed the curtain.
 
        “It is well,” He proclaimed.
 
        And, oh how it was.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
             
 
    
 
   ~We’ll shout it out loud from the rooftops! We won’t be quiet! We’ve fallen for You hard and we can’t stop! We won’t deny it!~ David Crowder Band 
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