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CHAPTER I: 
Soft Blue Skies
 
Blue skies, work, school, dinner, and a day like any other.
Endless azure filled the heavens above us. I was home from work. My car sat in the garage. My keys were on the counter, that was where I last left them. At least that was where I remembered where I left them. Were they on the table by the door? I never left home without my keys.
I have this feeling I lost my keys.
I worried about the locks, did they need to be changed? If so, we needed new keys for the car as well, it felt like such a hassle. I will worry night and day until the locks are changed at every little noise in the house. What if someone had found them, came to where we lived, and broken in? I worried about stupid little things that could never happen all the time.
They were probably around here somewhere. I prayed to God they showed up. Small miracles, oh how I needed you. Had I checked the car when I got home? Were they in my purse? I have bigger things to worry about though.
A half-full refrigerator and I needed to go to the store. What do we have for dinner tonight? I don’t know, could we order out? A table full of mail, stacked high with papers and bills. Such a mess. I felt like such a slob. I needed to clean house.
The little things bothered me the most, cobwebs in the corners, dust on the lampshades, or a crumb here and there I neglected to sweep up. Does this make me a bad mother? I just never had time. I always told myself I will make time to clean up, but things happened, time was wasted, and another day went by and nothing was done.
I just don’t have the time.
There’s so much that needed to be done. Family too, they demanded a little time each day, a call here and there, cards to send, promises made, and little errands I ran for people.
My mother. Our children. Friends. Sarah, Timothy, and Brad. His ring, no longer on my finger. Lost. I still felt it there, around my finger. Another part of me, lost.
All of them, lost.
The feel of the walls, slightly textured when I scrubbed them with a rag, it was so much work to keep the house clean. I turned down the AC, we can’t afford to be cool all summer. Dust. The endless battle with dust. It settled over everything like a pall of death. Always visible on anything dark, it reminded me the dust mites are still there no matter how many of them I killed.
We killed. They killed.
I thought it was snowing, at first, maybe leaves, but there was so much I thought it to be snow. Snow. In July. Come look kids, snow! It covered the trees, the lawn, and the grill. Soft flakes fell through the air.
Snow. In July.
The snow was too heavy, and it fell too fast. It stuck to the sides of things, and it didn’t settle softly anywhere. It was dark, greasy, sticky, oily snow. The kids were excited, they ran around, and they wanted to play in it. I stood, my hand on the glass door, and I left fingerprints I’m sure. I watched as it stuck on the glass on the other side of my hand. Gray, sullen, heavy, oily snow.
Not snow, ash.
The ashes of a million people, maybe more.
I never knew. If I would have realized it I would have said no, stay inside. Funny how stupid little mistakes stick with you. Sure, go play in the snow, it seemed awfully warm outside, just be careful not to slip, and don’t drag it in with you. Don’t drag it in. Remember to wipe your feet. Don’t slip.
Stay out of the street.
Brad walked downstairs. Honey, did you see the snow? Questions, obvious, asked more for an opinion than a true question. Yes, I did see the snow, in July. Isn’t it odd, honey? Snow, in July? It’s eighty, that’s what channel five said this morning. Supposed to get to ninety. And snow.
Where are the kids?
Oh, I sent them out on the lawn to go see. Couldn’t hurt. The bells on the front door chiming, they are going out to see. Want to go see? I can’t think of the last time I saw snow. Still, it looked like ash to me. Black ash, sooty, greasy, heavy, it fell through the air almost straight down, and it sticked to everything. Heavy with the air of death.
Why didn’t I see it? Why didn’t I say something? Why?
There were my keys, right there on the table where I left them. Funny how you forget, remember, and then forget again. Too much stress, too much to do, too many responsibilities and things to stay kept up with on-line and the kids and the husband and making sure the house ran like a machine.
Even the time I put away for myself at the end of the day seemed like an extra added chore. If I got time. I usually spend it with the kids, or I just sat at the kitchen table tired, too tired to think, my eyes half-closed and sleep beckoning to me. Sleep was my only escape, being able to lie down and close my eyes for a precious few moments seemed like all the reward in the world some days.
The skies drew darker, and it plunged the whole house into shadow.
I felt an odd hot breeze. They must have left the front door open. Kids. Didn’t I tell them we don’t pay to cool the whole block? I got up, and I didn’t know if I was seated or not. Funny. Was I seated? It’s so hard to remember now.
I walked through the house, it’s all I remember, and it being dark, unnaturally dark. Shadows crept across our windows, and we were plunged into darkness. I walked right by a lamp and never thought to turn it on. Why pay to light the day? Why was it so dark? Was the weather that bad?
I better tell them to come inside.
I turned down the front hall by the stairs, by the pictures of Mom and the kids, Brad, and me in high-school with that silly pink shirt. Memories. Little things, smiling at a camera then with it haunting me in the future of a snapshot of that moment. Smiling in the past at someone in the future, possibly old and gray, of that single moment in time we thought nothing of then, but it comes back to me now with a pall of regret and sadness.
They did leave the front door open.
What I saw didn’t shock me, it scared me to death.
Two bodies on the walk. Gray ashen bodies, like the ends of cigarettes. The hot ashes on them turning red, burning hot, and they blew away in a storm of orange fireflies. My children’s shoes on them.
They were dead in an instant.
Did they feel pain? The pain I felt? Gone in a flash, but my heart burst right then. I felt myself fall away, my consciousness slipped away, my will to live gone in an instant. From within me, part of me, all the years and time and love and setting them off to school and the lives we had were gone and burned away like the glowing tip of a cigarette, smoke trailing off them. The tiny ashes of their bodies floated across our lawn like wisps in the wind.
I opened my mouth to shout a warning, but no sound came out. Nothing. No sound. I screamed, I tried to scream, but no sounds came out. Nothing. I screamed at the top of my lungs, and I remember I heaved and tried to shout a warning, a scream, something, anything to keep Brad from going out there after them. My lungs, why didn’t my lungs work? Am I dying, dead, or worse?
Why couldn’t I scream for God’s sake? Why couldn’t I shout something, scream a warning to him? My lips moved, but no sound came out.
No, don’t go! God please don’t leave me.
I told my arm to reach out and grab him as he ran by, and the whole scene played in slow-motion in my thoughts. Was this real? Was this a dream? I couldn’t make my arm move. He ran right by me and I sat frozen in place. Grab him! Brad, no! I moved my mouth, but no sound came out of my lungs.
My knees struck the terracotta tiles, I fell and I don’t know how, but I don’t feel pain. I may have been bleeding. I was cold. So cold.
He ran away from me.
The Tanner’s red minivan coasted to a stop across the street, its window open, Mr. Tanner seated in the driver’s seat, his arm still out of the window, his body a solid pile of ash. 
His baseball cap fell through his head as it melted away in a cloud of soot, his death-like smile shattered in a clatter of bones as his head fell apart. The minivan hit the fire hydrant across the way, knocked it free, and sent water into the air.
Well, at least we still had water. I’m dying, but we still had water.
I felt my sanity slipping away. It was over. It was truly over.
Brad, stop! He cleared the front door, and his foot landed on the doormat outside. Once he got off the porch he was dead, gone to the world, gone forever, and I just knew it. The man I love was going to die in a footstep, and there’s nothing I could do. The man I brought my wonderful children into the world with, gone in an instant, consumed by hellfire and ash, blown away like millions of orange glowing dandelion seeds floating in the wind.
I was next, wasn’t I?
There was no heat, no flash, no explosion, or blinding light. A billion tiny ashes floated down our street, likely friends, neighbors, children of the people we know, people we hate, those we never took the time to know, strangers, the people that moved in across the way a year ago and kept to themselves, everyone was gone in an instant.
Why? Why, God why?
God gets asked that a lot I bet. Every senseless death, every shooting on television, every car accident, every time a child gets hit crossing the road or shot in a school by some maniac, why God why? On the death bed of every cancer patient or those we lose to AIDS, disease, or old age, why God why?
Brad, stop.
Please turn back, give me one last look, one last smile, one last look at your handsome face before you turned to ash and blow away from me. Before the fires consume the man I love, please turn back, look at me, give me the peace of one last look into your eyes before we both slipped away into eternity together. I pray to God I’m in Heaven with the three of you in moments, and out of this Hell.
I want to close my eyes and know peace in these final moments, to look away, but if these are the last moments I spend with Brad, I can’t ever close my eyes until they burn away in a storm of ash and cinders. Brad, turn back to me.
Brad.
He never turns back.
His foot left the porch, and it turned to ash immediately. His shoe came down, but there was no foot in it, just a pillar of ash that collapsed under the weight of the rest of his body. Red hot cinders burned away in an instant, it consumed him, as smoke circled his body as he fell off the porch. I prayed for him to look back, but I didn’t even hear him scream as he fell away from me and onto the front walk.
We just had that walk done. He was so proud of it.
His body, I don’t recognize anymore, it’s just a burned mass of hot ash, dropped onto the walk like a sackcloth full of ashes thrown out from the backyard grill. His remains dropped on the front walk with a sickening thud, a shower of hot sparks exploded from my Brad, burned up and gone, nothing left of him but a cloud of cinder and soot.
Was this war? Was this some weapon, some hell unleashed on us from some enemy we see on the news everyday? Men with flags and guns and religion they proclaim to speak peace but the Devil is in their hearts as they preach hatred and incite those to murder.
Why did we celebrate these people, give them a voice, to let them spread their words of hatred and death? It all felt like some perverse ballet of find the crazies and give them a voice, as they incited others so the other side can come and drop their bombs and create more hatred and crazies so the cycle repeats itself again.
Has the world come to this? Have we went beyond the point where there’s no turning back?
At that moment, I wished we would launch all of our nuclear missiles and take the rest of the world down with us into Hell. Let loose the birds of Armageddon, please God, let the soldiers in the silos still be alive to fire back at whoever did this to us. Murder them all, justice by the fires of Hell, all of them need to burn.
If we kill, wouldn’t we would be just like them?
How wonderful would this world be if we could say no to war, no to killing, no to killing others because they don’t look like us, don’t speak our language, or believe the same things we do? Where people could live in trust, where religions could be based on peace and not death, where the gun was never worshiped, and the bomb never placed on an altar?
Can’t for one moment in the history of this messed-up world just say no to our addiction to war?
I suppose some things are too simple to ask for.
I walk down the stairs behind myself, watching my older self kneel in front of the door, the ashes of the poor woman’s life blowing away. I feel sad for her, I cry for her, I feel the tears flow freely down my face as I watch her kneel, the blood running from her knees, watching as the last few ashes of her life twist away in that sickening wind.
Am I watching myself die? Is this what it is like?
I look at my shirt, pink with the number 17, the one my mother bought me on my seventeenth birthday. My shorts are my typical gray cotton boxers, sneakers with no socks, and my hair in its typical unkempt mess. My cell is probably in my pocket, discharged again because I’ve been on it all night. 
I’m seventeen again, my stupid younger self, so stupid and silly, wasting her time at the movies, on my phone, on-line chatting with friends, doing stupid stuff like shopping and talking about boys with the wolf pack down at the mall.
The ashes blow by like snow outside.
My older self is heaving, crying, and she can’t even reach out to say goodbye to the ones she loved. I cry for them too, because they are my family too, ones I never knew at this point in my life because I am so young and stupid. I never imagined I will have children, the joy of bringing them into this world, and the wonder of sharing my life with the man I love. 
Loved. Gone.
Gone and I never knew him.
Why am I here? Why am I staring at myself, behind the older me, watching her wail and cry, as all the last moments of her life blow away in the deathly wind. Everything she knew, gone to her, and I can’t help from feeling so sad. I remember waking up this morning, walking downstairs for my typical breakfast of cold pizza and diet soda, and brushing off my parents so I could sneak out and hang with the kids from school.
The older me, she’s paralyzed. Is she dead? She’s still breathing, but I know she’s dead. Everything else she knows is dead, so why shouldn’t she be as well?
I want to walk up to her, to hug her, to let her know everything is going to be all right. To hug her like my mom, which I never had a chance to do since she passed away without me ever being able to say goodbye. I stand behind myself, trying to reach out and touch my shoulder, kiss my ear and tell me everything will be okay, we’ll survive, and we will get through this like we did every other hard time in our life.
The things my mother used to tell me when I ended up on my bed crying about some silly thing I never had control of anyways. We always did survive too, especially when I thought it was the end of the world, but she said to trust her, that she would give up everything for us children, and that despite what happened, we always had each other and we would get through anything together.
I watch my older self and I wonder what she is going to do? Follow the ones she loves into the storm of ash and cinders? Would she walk into the fire to be with the ones she loved? Why throw your life away? I know, they meant the world to her, but a part of me wonders that she should live on in their memory, stand up, and honor them by accepting life.
Will I watch myself die?
Live.
Please God, let her live.
Something bumps the glass patio door behind me. I turn. A large black horse stands on my back lawn, ash blowing around him like the snows of winter.
A horse? A black horse.
Why does he live? Why is this horse immune to the fires of death that he himself isn’t swept away by the bitter wind? I walk towards the back door, the giant animal standing directly on our back patio, looking inside at me. What does he want?
Why are you still alive?
Ash blows by him, sticking to his mane and coat. His hoof scrapes the stones of the porch. He bumps the window again, leaving an imprint of his nose on the glass, his hot breath steaming the window. I place my fingers on the glass, inches from him, a solid world of nothing between us.
Who are you?
I stare into the animal’s eyes, black like night, the inky pools reflecting me. It stares, blinking a piece of ash free every few moments as the storm blows by the animal, but he stares right through my eyes so deeply I feel his presence in my heart. The ash blows by him in an ever-increasing torrent, his fur catching little bits and pieces before the wind comes again and sets them free.
It huffs again, almost impatiently, and throws its head to the side twice, as if to say, ‘come and see.’ I feel my lips part, and shake my head. Haven’t you seen what is happening? The bodies turning to ash, the death, losing the life I never had or will ever know?
The black horse stands defiantly in the storm of cinders and death, motioning for me to come.
I reach for the latch on the patio door, hesitating, watching the animal, making sure it’s safe. The metal latch pops free with a snap, and I hold the handle tight, for fear the horse would force the door open and expose me to whatever is taking the world away.
The horse blinks at me, as if to say it will be all right. Or as if it does not care. I can’t be certain which.
What do I do? I stop a moment again, wondering. I pull on the door and crack it, a couple small bits of ash blowing in, and I’m shielding myself with a pane of glass against the storm of death outside. The horse doesn’t seem to care at all, and it snorts out a puff of ash from it’s nose, trying to blink out the bits that blow into his eyes.
I risk placing my left index fingertip outside. If it burns off, at least it won’t be my whole hand, and I could live with the loss of some skin. I wince and prepare for the inevitable singe, heat, and fire upon my skin. I stare wide-eyed, wondering when the tip of my finger will light up like a cigarette.
No burn, just skin, and a hot wind playing across my fingertip. I risk placing it further outside, and get my entire finger out before a piece of ash hits it and I jump backwards, pulling my hand inside.
Nothing, no burn, no heat, and no ash. I inspect my finger and wonder if something outside isn’t blocking whatever is killing everyone. Is it the roof? I’m fine. The horse is fine. The black horse blinks, and scuffs its hoof twice, as if it’s getting impatient.
I can’t. I can’t do it.
I can. I put my finger outside again, and risk them all. Nothing, no ash, no burn, and no heat. I shove my whole hand outside and separate my fingers. Nothing, just the hot wind, and the occasional bit of sticky ash on my palm.
I still have my hand.
I slide the door open more, with nothing between me and the black horse, his coat covered with ash. The hot wind covers me in sweat, and I feel bits of ash start to hit me. The animal snorts in approval, and I shake my head no. It bobs its large head up and down as if to say yes.
No.
If I’m going to die, I might as well get it over with. I stick both arms out, and then realize the stupidity of potentially becoming armless if they both burn off. Yet nothing happens. Ash sticks to my arms, swirls around me, and the same hot wind blows my hair in my face.
The black horse backs up, inviting me to step further outside.
Why?
I step outside, my bare foot in my cheap tennis shoe, pressing into the back patio stones. The stone sits firmly under my foot, my foot not turning to ash, my skin not burning off, and my body not blowing away in the wind.
Why?
The black horse backs up again, as if to give me room. Bits of ash stick to the hair on my leg. I should have shaved, but that thought disappears as I step fully outside. Stupid silly thoughts. I worry about how I look when the whole world is burning away. This was me, it is me. I step away from the door. If I’m going to die, it’s going to be worrying about stupid silly thoughts of how I look before I’m incinerated.
Nothing.
I’m fine.
I’m standing outside, the sky now choking with gray clouds, ash blowing across the back lawn like a hot snowstorm of death.
Yet I am fine.
I raise my arms to my sides, trying to expose myself to whatever force burned them all away, yet I’m fine. Ash blows by me, the hot wind catches my pink number 17 shirt, and my hair catches bits and pieces of soot. I blink a piece out of my eye and step forward. The ground is slippery, so I nearly fall, catching my balance in a heartbeat, and keeping my eyes on the horse.
Why?
Who are you?
Am I dead?
I never heard of the dead losing their balance before, so I assume I’m alive. I walk towards the horse, and put my hand on his warm nose. I feel his hot breaths drift down my arm.
He is real.
I brush the ash from his long face, picking bits of it out of his eyes, his eyes closing as I brush over them, cleaning his coat off. No bit, no bridle, and no saddle. Just a large, black horse.
Who are you?
Why is everyone dead?
I run my hand up over his ear, knocking the ash out, and he neighs in approval. I stroke his mane, brushing the ash away, and the hot wind catching my back and blowing my shirt around. I feel bits of ash and soot hit my back, and I reach up and finish cleaning his mane.
The horse lowers himself to one knee in the front, as if inviting me to ride him.
I look around my backyard, ash covering everything, the lawn white with soot and the glow of cinders, and I blow a large piece out of my nose. I shield my eyes against the oncoming storm.
There is nothing left here.
There is nothing left for me.
I have never ridden a horse, and I know nothing about them.
I reach up, wrap my arm over his back, and haul myself onto the animal’s back. I have to struggle to get my knee over him, nearly slipping off, but I manage, and I’m lying on his back. I feel him breathing under me, and he whinnies and neighs before he stands.
I feel like I’m ten feet tall. I sit up and shield my eyes from the ashen wind. The black horse carries me away into the blinding gray storm.



CHAPTER II: 
It’s Not a Dream
 
Silence, my ears are full. I’m cold.
I must have fell asleep on the horse. I see the sky, it is choked gray with clouds that drift by in silence. My face, it is oddly cold and wet. I still can’t hear anything. Did I fall off the horse? Am I looking into the sky? Why is everything so quiet?
I’m wet, from head to toe I’m wet. My toes, my arms, my whole body is so cold. Except for my face, it is wet, but it is not cold. Where is the horse? Where am I?
I’m wet, am I in a puddle, or in water?
My head is resting on rocks, I feel them pressing into my scalp. A rock is pressing into my deaf ear. Something is moving through my hair. What is it? It’s moving all around me, it’s like, I’m in deep water. My whole body is in water, my arms, my legs, my head - everything except my face. I’m lying on my back in water, and it is moving past me.
I blink, looking up at the wafting clouds above. I turn my head, and my nose fills with water, stinging and burning my sinuses, and I gasp for air, sucking in water into my lungs. I choke, I right my head, I cough and wheeze as I try to breath. My lungs burn as I try to cough out the water I sucked in, it hurts, I want to sit up, I want to cough, I want to cry and vomit and go away forever.
I try to sit up, and I feel pulling on my wrists. I pull harder, the rocks scratching against my back, the rocks against the numb flesh on my arms, a force tightening against my wrists. Something is holding me flat on my back in this river. I’m still coughing, it hurts so bad, and I can’t breathe. I’m gasping for air, and my lungs are on fire.
My ankles are restrained as well. I am so numb from the cold I can’t feel what is holding me down, it it a person? I wheeze and suck in a long coughing gasp of breath, and shove my head to the side, forcing my right eye underwater and open.
It’s blurry, but I can make it out. I am in a shallow riverbed, and someone has tied me down in it. A rope is tied to my wrist, likely my other limbs, and they are secured to rusty iron spikes banged into the riverbed. I pull harder, and they are stuck deep into the rocks and mud.
Another thing I see shocks me, beneath my body are hundreds of dead birds, feathers float in the water, and between me and the rocks I see hundreds of them. Why have they tied me to so many birds? Why are they dead?
I am splayed out so tightly it is impossible to pull straight up and free myself. I am so numb from the frigid water, I can’t control my limbs all that well. I pull my wrist up, or what I think is up, as hard as I can, but I can’t free myself.
Something else is happening. The water, which was on my cheek, is now near my lips. The current is increasing. I feel the cold rush wash over me.
The water is rising.
I cough again, wishing I was dead, and wondering why I am being left to die in a shallow river, tied to the rocks, the carcasses of a thousand rotting birds around me. I scream, raising my head, my neck killing me, trying to force my mouth above the water for a gasp of air.
The waves of the river fight to drown me, but a break once and a while lets me gasp air, suck it down before another wave washes over my face and tries to drown me again.
I just want to die. Just let me die.
I close my eyes, and settle my head against the rocks. The water covers my head, and I close my eyes. I’m in silence again. It’s peaceful, but I’m holding my breath. I need to let go. I need to open my mouth and fill my lungs with water. Come on, you can do it.
I wait, trying to build up the courage. I need to do this. Be brave and let go. I can’t.
I can’t die yet. I shove my head up as hard as I can, sucking in as much air as my burning lungs will hold. Another wave covers my face, and I’m lost again. I struggle, feeling my numb arms pull against the ropes, the ropes likely cutting into my skin, and my body thrashing and fighting my bonds.
I need to live.
I struggle harder, the oxygen depleting from my lungs, the arms and legs I cannot feel pulling and yanking against the ropes holding me down, the bondage which will cause me death, and the sadistic torture someone placed me in.
As if my day wasn’t bad enough.
I want to live. I fight harder, my teeth grinding together so hard I can taste bone, my shoulders wrenching upwards, the last feelings I have in my body of pulling and struggling coming from the last drops of warmth in my chest. I press my ass into the rocks, and try to sit up, both of my arms igniting in pain as I feel my shoulders pop out of their sockets, the blinding pain sending red through my vision, the taste of blood in my mouth, and the fire of pain waking me up from my deathly slumber.
I strain, I grind my teeth, I pull upwards, pain shooting through my body, blood clouding my eyes, the warm trickle of blood, of life, running out of my nose on my wet face. I pull, sitting up, feeling my numb arms yank hard, pulling against God and might to free myself, to sit above this cursed water, to free myself from the bonds of death.
I’m free.
I am in so much pain I’m crying, but my arms are free, and I’m sitting in a shallow river. I’m in so much pain, I can’t believe it, my world is a haze of pain and red, and darkness, and tears. My nose is bleeding and running down onto my pink body-shirt with the number 17 on the front. I feel a weight on my back, like some of the dead bird carcasses are sticking to my skin. I hurt so much I want to die.
But I can’t die.
Across from me is a camp, like a campsite at a national park. There are tents and cookware, a fire going, and three large black doberman dogs barking at me. 
My ears pop and I can hear again. They are ferocious, mean and vile, foaming at the mouths, pulling on their chains, trying to yank free and come for me. A group of men dressed in hunting clothes sleep around the fire, rifles, bloody hooks, and stained knives leaning against their packs. Their clothes are covered in blood, spatters and arms of their jackets covered with deep black blood.
These are not good men.
Their dogs seem even worse.
The dobermans bark and howl, pulling at their chains as they snap and bark at me. Why, why do they hate me? What did I do to them? I’m in so much pain, both of my arms are on fire. As they warm, the numbness of the warmth coming back into them is replaced by pure agony and blinding pain.
The dobermans bark and snap in my direction, the wooden stakes holding their chains in place pulling free from the ground as they jump and lunge at me. Black flies crawl across their fur. The dogs howl, and I stare at them.
They have no eyes.
The dogs have no eyes, black flies crawl around their faces, out of their empty, hollow eye sockets, and they look like demonic creations of un-death and hatred. I’m scared, I’m cold. And I can't move my arms.
I need to pop my shoulders back into their sockets.
I throw myself sideways, shoving my right shoulder underwater and between rocks. I wedge it between two large rocks, and jerk my body backwards.
The sickening pop of bone on bone tells me my right shoulder is back in place, but the pain nearly knocks me unconscious. My head is underwater, I am crying, and I want to die in this painful moment.
But I can’t die.
I sit up, glaring at the howling dogs, my face a scowl of hatred, and reach around to my left shoulder. I yank it back into its socket without thinking or caring, the pain now too much for me to handle, my eyes a sheen of crimson, my world nothing but cold hatred, pain and misery.
I’m weak. I’m freezing to death, but at least I have my arms back.
One of the dogs breaks free and runs for me.
He splashes into the water, his mouth foaming, his teeth thrashing, and his eyes black and hollow. How does he know I’m here? Is he in pain? For some stupid reason, I feel there is no animal here, just a twisted husk of flesh that was once a loving animal, but now it is sick and twisted by hatred and malice. It doesn’t need eyes to see, only hate.
It leaps on me, and I hold my hand out, trying to push it away. It snaps at my face, trying to maul me, biting and scratching, thrashing on top of me like a mad and rabid animal. I struggle and push with my left hand, losing a battle with the monster, its jaws snapping a hair’s width from my face.
I notice the rusty stake still tied to my left wrist.
I grab the stake with my hand, and I don’t want to do it, but this animal isn’t even alive anymore. I swing as hard as I can and plant the rusty stake in my hand through the side of the beast’s head.
It dies on top of me, finally at rest.
I push it off, and the other two dogs are snapping and barking even louder now. They are furious, livid and full of hatred, wanting to kill with razor-sharp teeth.
The men. The men are beginning to move.
I notice the same black flies crawling across their faces, and one opens his eyes.
Hollow and dead, the men have no eyes.
Wicked hunters, creatures bred of hate, the men slowly rouse and I struggle harder. I grab at my feet and yank the spikes holding my ankles free. I pull the last one free and I want to cry, I want to cry that I don’t have to spend another moment in this cold river staked down, waiting to die.
I try to stand up.
Something on my back weighs me down.
Something heavy.
I try to stand again, my legs burning, the warmth coming back to them, the numbness fading. I feel them shake as I try to stand again, the weight pulling me backwards and down. I’m so weak, my back is weighed down with whatever is tied to it.
The men are moving now, groaning, spewing forth chants and verses I do not understand, but the words are filled with bile, hatred and venomous intent. Black flies crawl along their faces. These are not good men.
I wonder if they are even alive.
I push harder, trying to stand, trying to flee, trying to get my balance as the weight on my back keeps dragging me down. Damn! I cannot stand, I cannot move. What is weighing me down?
I look backwards, reaching and trying to free myself from this backpack or carcass, or whatever is tied to my back.
They aren’t tied. 
Two gigantic black feathered winds protrude from my back, wet and heavy from having been underneath me in the river. I feel the bones of them jut into my shoulder-blades, and the fine but strong muscles along their roots. Black with the shine of a thousand crows, my ebony wings of death weigh me down, pull against me, sit limp and useless in the water around me.
I have wings and they are black.



CHAPTER III: 
They Drag Behind Me
 
The eyeless men grab their rifles, black weapons wrapped in barbed wire, sporting rusty nails and blood-stained knives on their ends. They turn towards me like they can see, seeing without any eyes.
I need to go. I need to run.
I stand on wobbly legs, my feet numb from the ice-cold water, my body weak and wracked with pain. I push myself away, black wings dragging behind me like the tail on my wedding gown, useless and limp. They slow me down as I crawl up onto the opposite side of the river, my lame wings dragging through the water like giant black blankets, soaked wet through and heavy.
I turn towards the men, wanting to know why, what happened to me, and why they did this to me. They stand, facing me, black and eyeless, weapons in their hands, flies crawling out of the sockets where their eyes once sat.
They open their mouths as one, and howl an unearthly scream. It is so deep and harrowing it hurts my ears, a sound so low and base it feels like it could break bones. The screams feel like they will crush my skull. I hold my ears.
It’s noise. It’s just noise to distract me.
The dogs are set free, and splash into the river. I’m too weak, they will rip the limbs from my body, they will tear the feathers from my wings.
My wings?
My wings.
I run, my feet coming back from numbness and the rocks of the shore sticking into them and feeling like a million needles rasping on my flesh. It hurts, but I have to run. I pump my legs harder, harder than they will ever go, and push my stumbling body towards the trees.
The bullets sail by me, and bullet after bullet smacking into trees. The air snaps as the slugs pass by, and I feel chills run down my spine.
Why God, why?
The eyeless hunters keep firing, the bullets impacting the rocks around me, the terror as I hear the hypersonic cracks whip into my ears and send bone chilling fear down my spine. I drag my useless wings behind me like a burden, huge wet mops dragging along the stones.
I run, and I hear the splashing of the dogs stop, and their feet hit the rocks on this side.
I’m not outrunning the dogs, they will be on me soon.
More bullets, the snaps and cracks of the air just inches from my flesh, they are shooting at me, their guns not stopping, the hail of pops and rat-a-tat-tats behind me not letting up. Shotguns blast, and I feel like some sort of black duckling scared out of a pond and flying into a hail of buckshot.
They want to kill me.
The trees.
I need to get deeper into the trees.
Bark flies off the trees as the bullets mulch the wood, a shotgun blast stripping a tree bare right next to my arm, other bullets making bark explode. Splinters cover my body as bullets crack past me and slam into the wood.
I feel the dogs chasing me, they are getting close, my limp wings dragging through the forest, collecting leaves, twigs, and all sorts of garbage from the ground. The hunters keep firing, honing in on me, but I weave between trees and feel the trunks shake and explode behind me.
Maybe I’m making it.
If not for the dogs.
I scream, running, my feet pushing leaves and twigs away in a cloud behind me, my fear of being ripped apart by the eyeless dogs driving me on.
The men, I hear them laughing. It sounds like a backwards chant, yelping and gulping large gasps of air, a perverse laugh of hatred and bile. The sound of it, I know the sound of it will haunt me. It’s the wicked laughs of murderers.
Feet pounding, right behind me. The dogs, I hear them close on me.
I turn, trying to grab my last spike in my left hand, screaming, crying and readying myself for their brutal jaws. I skid to a stop in the brush, and the two eyeless dogs beat their way to me with little effort, foam hanging from their mouths.
I tense, preparing myself for the final battle.
I feel powerful muscles ripple through my body, steeling themselves to incredible hardness. It feels like a weight is being lifted from my back, and my entire spine seizes up and strengthens. My back, I feel tendons ripple and pulse under the skin of my back. It feels like raw power emanating from within.
The dogs stop dead in their tracks as my black wings lift themselves up and flare out like a raven’s. The long black feathers steel and shine, and point down like a thousand daggers.
Their hollow eyes widen, the flies buzz and crawl out, and they begin to growl at me warily. One backs up a step, his teeth bared.
I bare mine. I growl back.
One dog leaps, and I recoil, raising my arms in defense, holding my last rusty spike. My wing shields me with the blackest wall of night, and I don’t want the eyeless animal ripping into it, so I try to move it, but can’t. Instead, I prepare myself, tensing up, and feeling my wings stiffen as well. The dog impacts with the steel-hard feathers of my wing with a thud, bones snapping, the lifeless carcass of the animal dropping to the ground.
My wing surrounds me like a solid wall of blackness. I reach out to touch it, and it’s hard as black diamonds, each feather still textured, but unmoving and solid like a piece of glass. I relax, and the feathers soften, and return to their suppleness.
My wings.
I hear the other dog bark ferociously, and I bring my wing down, peering over it at the raging beast. It snaps and growls, trying to get a position on me for an attack.
The other dog lies dead.
I flex, harden, and sweep my wing as fast as it can go towards the eyeless monster. Three trees are cut cleanly in half like butter before the sword-like edge of my wing slices the soulless dog in half like a sword to a rotten piece of fruit.
The cut trees fall away from me in a splintering racket, landing in a semi-circle outward around me, the top branches landing with a whoosh. I un-tense, let go, and soften my wing, letting it float gently behind me.
Amazing. I just did not do that.
But I did.
These are not ordinary wings.
They are like giant swords when I need them. They turn as solid as steel when I want them to.
I reach out and touch my wing. The muscles inside me, the ones supporting them, they are so strong my black feathered wings feel weightless upon me. I feel this strength ripple through me, grasping onto my spine and my ribs, the tendons pulling on the rest of me, my normal balance returning.
I fit them on my back, folding them along the roots, and settle them into my shoulder blades. They compact quite nicely, sitting behind me and slightly over my head like a cloak, resting fierce behind me like the wings of an angel of death.
I walk back towards the camp.
I stop.
I turn and walk away.



CHAPTER IV: 
Tears Well Up in My Eyes
 
I find a quiet place to cry.
I am somewhere in the forest, far away where no one can find me. I walked over hills, through woods, by bone-white birch trees, through nestled thickets, dead brush, and tangled walls of saplings. I walked until my feet hurt, wearing my cheap sneakers with no socks on my feet, long since dry, my gray cotton shorts, and my pink shirt with the number 17 on the chest.
I tried my cell phone, it was dead.
I have the black feathers from my wing in my hand, and I’m stroking them as I sit here far away from anyone who would hurt me. They are so soft, shiny, and slick. Black feathers are my only comfort.
I find shelter between two large rocks, my dark little place in a world I no longer know. I stare at the ghost-white trees, miles of them stretching away from my view. I nestle farther into the soft comfort of my black wings, the feathers keeping me warm and dry, my body getting used to their presence. I rub my cheek against them, using them as my black pillow to hug and comfort myself against the waning day.
It begins to rain.
The soft hiss of rain echoes through the forest, drops spattering near me, the chill winds rustling the very tops of the trees. A wet blanket of gray descends on my world, the rain wet and flowing down every tree in rivers of sadness. It’s peaceful, cold, and covers the land like death itself.
My children. My husband. The ones I never had.
I’m so young now, and so stupid. I think about seeing my older self curled up in ball by my front door as my family never-to-be burns away to ashes and soot. The ones from inside me, the man I never loved - gone forever and never to be.
Why God? Did I do wrong?
Are you telling me I have to start again?
I remember dropping the kids off to school just the other morning. Going to work and having Brad pick them up on his way home. My kids. My flesh and blood. Gone.
I was never a good mother.
I never felt I was good enough, never cooking a home-cooked meal, taking them out to fast food places all the time, dropping them off at daycare, letting them stay at my sister’s instead of being home with us, getting them prepackaged lunches instead of making them myself, and letting them sit in front of the television for hours.
Maybe God took them away from me because I was never a good mother.
I cry as I’m curled up in a ball, feeling the tears hitting my knees and running down my legs. But I loved them, God. I loved my children, Clarissa and Timothy. No matter how bad of a mother I was, I gave them everything I had.
I would die for them.
But now…
I suck in a snot-filled gasp of air and cry. If I think about them, I’m not going to have the will to live. But I can’t stop thinking about them. Why God, why did you take them away from me?
Nothing makes sense. I’m a child myself now, well, just my stupid teenage self. I hated being a teenager, I did so many stupid things, and just wasted my youth. I was so dumb, I never took advantage of vacations, friends, or even bettered myself at school. I look back at those years and just think, what a waste.
I wished I could have done so much more when I was this age.
Why, God, why? Did I waste my life? Is this some sort of hell I am doomed to live all eternity in? Am I cursed to live as a stupid girl, to remember her dead family as she lives in some rotting place of un-death and hatred?
Am I some sort of demon now?
There has to be some sort of explanation. I’m sure that’s what the stunned survivors of a town that a tornado wipes out say when they come out of the basement and their world is gone. There must be an explanation for this senseless death and destruction.
Maybe we live in a world where God is too overwhelmed to care.
Have we put too much faith in God? The constant praying to him to solve our smallest problems, the cliques and petty social circles in church, the holier than thou attitudes we have, and the thinking one face of God is better than the others. The wars in his name, the hatred we spread, and the death we inflict on each other because we think it pleases Him.
If God made us in his image, we ended up making him an image of us.
I rest my chin on my arms and look out into the forest. Despite those trying to kill me, it’s pretty peaceful here right now. The soft hiss and drum of the rain, the bone-white birch trees, the pastoral forest, the feeling of being at home in nature.
The day still haunts me. Was it something about the day? I remember waiting for the clock to run out at work, watching it on the wall as the last 10 minutes never seemed to move. That last email at 5:01pm that kept me an extra 15 minutes and I thought I would never get out of there.
Walking out the door and wishing everyone a nice weekend.
Spending a mad 20 minutes on the expressway coming home, everyone was in such a rush on a Friday afternoon. Seeing the gray clouds over the hills before I pulled in our driveway and wondering if it was going to rain.
The clouds turned out to be the ashes of everyone I ever knew.
I let out a long breath through my nose, the warmth from my body making a slight fog. I’m cold. My throat is dry. I’m hungry. I’m young again. Why God am I young again?
Something I’ve always wished for, but not like this.
Not like this.
I’m so hungry I’m tired, clammy, and losing energy fast. I never had breakfast. I rest my forehead on my knees and try to sort my head together. Am I one person or two? It’s so confusing, I can’t make sense of it all.
In one life, I was partying the night before, talking on the phone to my girlfriends, and looking at the stuff I got at the mall. I woke up to a nightmare. In another life, I came home from work, thought about dinner, kissed my husband, and watched everyone I know die.
Who am I? I beat my forehead against my bare knees trying to sort out the two lives I’m living. I wrap myself in black wings.
Make that three lives.
Why the wings? Why did those men, those eyeless hateful men, why did they tie me to the riverbed and wait for me to drown? Why did they have no eyes? Did they have no souls? Why did the black flies crawl from their bodies?
I harden a feather to my touch, it feels cold and hard, just like steel. Why can I do this? I killed those dogs with these wings, and cut down trees with just a flick. I avoid touching the razor-sharp edge of the feather, and instead stroke the steel hardness before I let it go soft in my touch. Despite my ability to harden my wings, the rest of me is soft and vulnerable.
I have no way to harden my flesh or my heart.
I cry.
I look up, blinking tears away.
Where is the black horse?
I hear them, footsteps approaching.
Men.
Hunters? They are walking towards me. They must know. I harden myself, narrowing my eyes, the water running off me like tears.
I stand as I see them. There’s no hiding from them. White horses? The clatter and clank of metal on metal? Helmets, white tunics, red crosses, and iron greaves? Men in medieval plate armor? There must be a hundred of them, men in old-fashioned armor like I see on the Thrones of Thorns show on cable. They walk horses behind them, and carry swords. Bare metal swords, ready in their hands, ready to strike.
They have eyes. They are alive.
I smile.
They approach, staring at me, eyes wary, swords at the ready, some behind shields bearing crosses, others with chain hoods and holding loaded crossbows. They begin to speak, but in rapid Latin, and I do not understand them. I hold my hands towards them, letting them know they have nothing to fear from me, I mean them no harm.
“Hello?” I say, lowering my shoulders, letting my wings fall behind me like a cloak of blackness. “I mean you no harm. Please, I’m hungry and thirsty. Do you have water?”
More rapid-fire Latin, and they keep their swords ready, the fear in their eyes palatable, edging towards me through the debris of the forest floor.
Their faces? I blink, moving closer. They back away as one in fear. They are all old men, ancient in fact, the lines around their eyes deeply etched, their skin pallid and marked with spots, white hairs and unshaven beards, worn faces and tired hearts.
“Who are you?”
A man lands on my back, yanking a burlap bag over my head. I struggle, my wings hardening, trying to throw him off. I thrash around, and I hear men fall. I pull on the hood, but the man’s arm wraps around my neck. They scream and rush me, beating me, kicking me, and landing blows with wooden batons on the bag. It hurts, it hurts so bad. Every blow brings my body new pains.
I’m so hungry, so weak, I can’t fight. They grab me and hold me down, strong hands pinning me to wet leaves and damp twigs. I scream again.
Why, God?
I scream as I fall flat, and a strong blow to the back of my head sends me into darkness.



CHAPTER V: 
My Head Hurts
 
“Wake up sleepy-head.”
He kissed me on the lips.
I’m sore, I’m cold, and I had to pee.
I pulled the comforter up over myself. He pulled it away. I opened my eyes.
Unshaven, hair muffed, and his good-boy looks.
Brad.
Oh God, thank you! I kissed him and rolled on top, and pressed him into the pillows.
“Whoa!” He laughed. “Hold your horses girl!” He smacked my lips again with his. “Good morning to you too.”
I kissed him again, and ran my fingers through his hair.
“Oh God, it’s good to see you.” I hugged him and pressed against him. “I had such a vivid nightmare. Oh God, it was terrible.”
“That’s the last time we go out for margaritas at Jose’s on a Thursday.” He laughed, my cheek pressed into his chest. “Want to tell me about it?”
“No.” I snuggled. “Well, yes, maybe.”
“Come on,” he said as he messed with my hair, “it will make you feel better.”
“Terrible things happened,” I sniffed, “we were home from work, the kids from school, and this thing happened, it started raining ash.”
I left out the parts I couldn’t imagine.
“We don’t live near an active volcano, hun,” he said, as his fingers combed my hair, “what else happened?”
“There was this horse at the back window. I got on him and fell asleep. I dreamed these hunters tied me down in a river, they were so mean.”
“Tied you down in a river? Jesus.” He laughed, his chest pressed against my ear. “What is that supposed to mean? They say dreams have meanings in real life.”
“I don’t know. It was horrible. I was tied down, and the water was rising, and…and I had these wings. Beautiful wings. Like an angel’s.”
“Well, I could sure see you with some of those.” He smiled, rubbing my back. “Were they pretty?”
“They were black.”
He was quiet.
“Black?” He laughed again. “Black wings. Now I know you had too much. Could you fly?”
“I…I don’t know.” I snuggled. “I never tried. I was too tired. The hunters were chasing me. They, I don’t know, they were like zombies? And then these other men came and took me, they looked like House Easterhaven from that show we watch.”
“You weren’t going to sleep with Prince Goldhard? I can tell you like that actor.”
“No,” I said as I sat up, and I leaned over the bed in a haze. My head pounded, Jesus, I had a headache. “Trust me, I’d never get along with those Hollywood types. But he does have a nice butt.”
“Well, last day this week,” Brad said as he slid off the bed, “I gotta get in early, can you drop the kids off? I can pick them up if I get in before eight.”
I saw myself in the closet mirror, my hair a mess, my eyes bloodshot, I looked like I’ve woken from the dead.
My pink number seventeen body shirt still on.
Jesus! I tore it off and threw it on the floor, retreating to the bed and hyperventilating. I stared at it like it was some sort of monster, a key into a world I never wanted to return to ever again. I sat there, wide-eyed in my bra, locked in abject horror at the garment.
“Hun, hun!” Brad held me from behind, and he kissed my hair, “Hun, what’s wrong? It’s just a ratty old shirt. You’ve had that thing since we met.”
“I was wearing that. In my dream I was wearing that.”
When I remembered waking up as my older self in the dream before the world burned away, I wasn’t wearing that. Only my younger self was.
He rested his chin on my head. “I can get rid of it if you want.”
“It’s fine.” I patted his hand. “It just shocked me, that’s all.”
“Why don’t I drop the kids off at your sister’s, and she can take the whole tribe to school in her minivan?”
“Sounds good. Let me help get them ready.” I felt so stupid. It was just a dream. God, I need to lay off the booze.
“Want me to call you in?” He pulled away and slid off the bed. “I could call Janice and-”
He stopped. He was quiet.
I turned with a smile. “What?”
Something spooked him. He blinked at me twice. “Your back. What are those huge scars on your back?”
Terror. Abject terror. It couldn’t be! I felt my heart drop, and my chest started to beat wildly. It can’t be. I rushed, I ran into the bathroom, I thrown off the sheets and I ran as fast as I could.
There they were. I saw them in the mirror facing our sink. Two huge scars running down my shoulder-blades. The flesh brown and pink, my light-blue bra-strap covering them, the scars rough and calloused.
Scars right where my wings should have been.
“My God.” Brad stood behind me as he looked at them.
I felt my head go light. If he wasn’t there, I would have fell on the floor when I fainted. Everything faded away into gray.



CHAPTER VI: 
It’s Hard to Breathe
 
Ash is in my hair, in my nose, and on the horse’s back.
I cough and sit up, rubbing my eyes. Oh my God, where am I?
No! No, I want to be home with Brad, back home in his arms. Oh God, why? Why am I here again, back in this dream?
Why am I falling in and out of these dreams? What does it mean? I want to be with Brad, I want to be home. I reach back and feel for scars, and I can’t tell if there are any or not.
Jesus, why me?
The city streets are choked gray with ash. It looks like a snowstorm, but the air stinks of smoke, and the heat makes me sweat. Ash piles up along the sidewalks, and I can’t see more than fifty feet down the road. Stoplights along the road blink red and yellow, creating luminous colored spheres of light in the ashen fog.
I’m going crazy. I have to be going crazy. I pinch myself, I beat my legs, and I scream, coughing on the ash. Nothing I can do can wake myself up from this nightmare.
The horse keeps walking, and I check myself. That same damn number seventeen shirt. My cheap sneakers. No socks. Gray cotton shorts. Dead phone.
And no wings.
“Where are we going?” I slap the black horse’s back. Just speaking makes me cough, as the air burns my sinuses and makes me gag. Jesus.
We pass by empty cars sitting in the road, covered with sheets of ash like piles of fresh snow. Headlights cast eerie beams of light through the ash, fading away in the storm of soot. Inside open car windows I can see people’s clothes where they last wore them on their seats. I’m covered in ash, and I shake myself off as I beat on the horse again.
“Answer me! What is going on?”
Here I am, alone in a dead world on a dark horse.
And I’m crazy enough to try and talk to him.
We ride by a park so covered in ash it looks like a winter wonderland. Awnings, porches, cars, steps, statues - everything is beautifully covered, and it almost looks like a magical, perfectly wintry scene of peace and joy.
If it weren’t so hot.
I’m sweating through my shirt, looking around for anything, any explanation, any reason, or any destruction or clue of what happened.
Nothing. Just a dead world covered in ash.
There’s no craters, no massive plumes of smoke in the sky, no atomic fireballs, and no rubble - just death everywhere. When the towers went down the streets filled with dust, but that was dust and ash, sort of like this I guess. Did something explode, have we been hit by a meteor, or has a volcano exploded?
Maybe there isn’t that much oxygen and I am hallucinating?
But why would I live and everyone else die?
Hallucinations, maybe.
Maybe I’m in a hospital bed somewhere, drugged up, I hit my head, and I’ll wake up and everything will be fine. Brad will say how much the kids were worrying about me, and I’ll be able to go home in a couple days after some x-rays or a MRI.
I remember the time I hit my head on a dock while I was water-skiing at camp. The next thing I remember my parents were by my bedside at the hospital, telling me it was just a mild concussion and everything would be fine. I was fourteen, and my parents wanted to get rid of me for the summer so they could go on a cruise. I always hated my mom and dad, I was the youngest and I never felt they had the time to love us, me especially.
I was in the hospital for a week, with endless tests, scans, and specialists pointing at computer screens and telling my parents what would happen next. I remember the smell of ammonia and alcohol, the hum of medical equipment, and the constant checking by the nurses.
I remember coming down the stairs when I was home and overhearing them blame me for the cruise they couldn’t take. I ran back up stairs and cried the rest of the night. I never looked at them the same way, didn’t they care about me? Didn’t they love me? The feeling they cared more about their stupid cruise kept me distant from them for the next few years until I left home.
At seventeen, with Brad.
I really messed up my life. Part of why I hate my teenage years was because I felt I wasted so much of it, got married young, and started having children because I thought that would make me more mature. I hated being young, and I thought children would make me an adult faster.
Did I let my children down?
I can’t, I can’t second guess myself. In the life I don’t have anymore I made decisions to live the way I did, and I should never think about the what-ifs that never happened.
Maybe this is all some hallucination from my water-skiing accident, some sort of damage that is just now coming up as I get older. I close my eyes tightly and pray, that my family is by my bedside showing me love and compassion.
I hope.
More ash hits my face, and I brush it away. There is a lot of ash falling now, huge clumps hanging together like huge puffs of slow falling snow. Maybe this is a volcano. But people just don’t burn up, do they? With that much heat, the houses would all be set on fire. There would be fires everywhere. We would hear things, there would be an alert.
It’s so quiet.
I brush more of the ash out of my hair and off the horse. We’re getting covered riding out here. Where are we going?
A red glow to the left catches my eye. I make out the red glow of a DINER sign, and I pat the horse. “Whoa, stop.” I point. “Over there, I’m hungry, and thirsty. I could get us something to eat.”
I don’t know what horses eat? Grass? Oats? Maybe there’s some oatmeal inside, and I could get him some water. If the horse is my only ride, or the only thing alive, I need to take care of him. Just like the kids I never used to have. It kills me to think about them, but I am so young now, and I could never imagine myself having children.
Yet I did.
The horse, remarkably, obeys. He clops over to the front of the diner, lowers his head twice, and waits. I jump off into the fluffy gray ash, and I land on something beneath it and nearly fall. I kick the ash off of whatever it is.
Clothes, shoes, jackets, pants…there must be dozens or hundreds or pieces of clothing under the ash. The soft lumps all over the parking lot must be even more. Cars sit in the parking lot with open doors, blinking lights, and some of the engines are still running.
I walk towards the diner, and I have to kick ash away from the front door to get it open. I slip inside. The diner is empty, but I still smell the incredible scents of food.
I am so hungry, and parched too.
“Shut the door!”
The voice startles me.
“Shut the damn door!”



CHAPTER VII: 
So They Live
 
People emerge from behind counters, under tables, and from out of the bathroom. There’s an older waitress, a farmer with a tractor hat, a businessman with his tie undone, a Middle-East guy in a turban, and a state trooper.
“Oh my God!” I’m so happy to see people. “People! What are you doing here?”
“Jesus Christ!” The businessman pushes past me and looks out the door. “She rode here on a horse. Do you think it’s safe? Is it safe now? Can we leave?”
“I, I don’t know.” I blink, brushing the ash off myself. “I lost everyone, my husband, my kids.”
“You look a little young for that, girlie.” The waitress deadpans. “You sure you’re feeling all right?”
“I’m thirsty, can you get me something to eat?” I sit at the counter, looking at everyone. The waitress nods and pours me some coffee, and also a glass of water. I chug down the water.
“Slow down, hun.” She reaches over and dusts me off. “Jesus, how is it out there? How far have you been?”
The businessman grabs my shoulder. “Tell us what’s going on! Is it safe? I need to get to my family, is it safe?”
“What’s with the horse?” The farmer keeps his distance, sitting at a booth. “Where do you come from?”
The Middle-East guy sits at a booth near my horse, staring out at it, quiet.
The trooper pushes the businessman away, and puts his hat on the counter next to me. “Give her some room, let her answer. Miss, this is very important, what did you see?”
“I want to know if it’s safe!” The businessman is frantic, pulling on my shoulder until it hurts. “Answer me!”
I turn at him and glare. “I don’t know.”
His eyes dart around me and he spits and turns away, looking out the front doors. “If she could ride here on a horse, it must be safe.”
“Sir,” the trooper says in a commanding voice, “sir step away from the doors, we don’t know. We all saw enough people die this morning, we don’t need to be rushing to judgment.” The trooper puts a hand on my arm. “Miss, please, I lost contact with the station an hour-and-a-half ago, I need to know what’s going on. I need to get in touch with emergency services.”
“Last I hear there was some state of emergency declared,” the farmer says, sipping a cup of coffee, “people are dying everywhere and no one knows why.”
“All of you, I have no idea,” I say, cupping my eyes with my hand. “I wish I could give you answers but I can’t.”
“Start with the horse,” the Middle-East guy says, the room going quiet when he speaks, “where did you find the horse?”
“I thought we told the towel-head to stay quiet. Who cares about the horse?” the businessman says, wrestling with the door. “Is it safe to leave now?”
“It walked up to my house,” I say, “and I got on. It took me here.”
“Miss,” the trooper says as he takes off his glasses, he’s a younger man with blue eyes, close-cropped hair, and a face marred by acne-scars. Still, he looks nice enough. “Miss, please. Tell me everything that happened. Why were you out there? How?”
“I don’t know how. I’ve been seeing things all morning, visions, I don’t know. I’m not who I am anymore. I had a family,” I say, the tears welling up in my eyes, “and they are gone now. And now I’m half my age, I left myself in that house. I walked away from my body, and it was still alive.”
The trooper backs up a step, and the Middle-East guy begins praying in almost a chant-like voice. The room is quiet.
“If that isn’t the strangest thing I ever heard,” the farmer puts his coffee cup down.
“She’s been through a lot officer, all of you,” the waitress says, “give her some room and a chance to rest. Everyone is pretty stressed out.”
“She was out there, she rode here on a damn horse, and it’s safe,” the businessman says, forcing the door open a hair.
“Sir, don’t open the door!” the trooper turns away from me, and I rest my forehead in my hands.
The waitress slides a grilled cheese sandwich in front of me, chips, soda, and a pickle. Oh my God, it’s the best thing I ever saw. I’m eating before she ever says, “Enjoy.”
The trooper keys the radio mike on his shoulder. “This is 546 to HQ, are you there HQ?”
“Can you get some water for my horse?” I say, looking over at the waitress, my mouth full.
“Your horse?” She almost laughs. “Okay, I’ll find something, I got a bucket for the mop back here I can fill, but you’ll have to take it out to him.”
“Here we are standing around like idiots and you’re talking about feeding a horse,” the businessman says, “if we can be playing stable hand to some dumb animal I’m sure we can be on our way.”
He forces the door open and steps outside.
The trooper takes a step towards him, his hand on his gun, but doesn’t get near the door. “Sir! Sir close that door!”
The waitress screams.
The businessman is a pile of hot ashes blowing away in the wind before I turn around. His clothes fall to the ground. Red hot cinders blow away in the wind.
The waitress hides behind the counter. The farmer stands up. The Middle-East guy sits silently.
“Close the door!” The trooper has his gun drawn, and is pointing it at the door. “Close the door now!”
I get up and walk over to the door. I step out, at least as far as the businessman was, reach over the pile of smoldering clothes, sigh, kick them away, and pull the door closed.
“You can’t leave,” I say, but from behind I’m grabbed by the farmer, spun around, and my face is slammed against the lunch counter. I scream as my cheek beats against the counter-top, and the older man has my arm behind my back, and a revolver against the side of my head. He’s twisting my arm so hard I think it’s going to break.
I’m crying and screaming, “No!”
“Who the hell are you?” The farmer screams at me, his eyes wild, his voice scared, his finger on the trigger of his gun against the side of my head. “Who are you?”
“Jed!” The waitress screams. “Jed let her go!”
“Sir!” the trooper orders, his own gun drawn and pointed at the farmer. “Sir I’m ordering you to put the gun down now! Drop it!”
My arm feels like it’s breaking as the farmer presses the gun so hard against the side of my forehead I can feel it press into bone. It hurts. “Tell us who you are! Tell us who you are! Are you the Devil? Are you the Devil? Tell me if you’re the Devil!”
I’m crying, my tears falling onto the counter as he manhandles me, my lunch is ruined and on the floor, my soda spilled, my arm numb, and I can just scream and cry. “I don’t know! I don’t know!”
He shoves the barrel of his gun so hard against the side of my head it hurts and I see stars. “So help me God if you are the Devil himself I will-”
“Sir drop the gun now!” the trooper orders, edging closer. “Let her go!”
My horse kicks the window, four huge cracks spider-webbing the glass.
“If I may speak.” The Middle-East guy sits calmly. “I don’t think her horse will appreciate her being hurt. I would humbly suggest letting her go. And possibly consider an apology.”
The farmer lets go, and I retreat to the end of the counter away from everyone.
The farmer turns his gun on my horse, pointing it through the window. He’s screaming. “Back off! Tell the animal to back off! I will shoot! I will shoot him if he doesn’t back away!”
The waitress stands up. “Jed if you shoot him you’ll break the window and we’ll all be dead.”
The farmer puts the pistol against the glass, my horse staring and not moving just inches on the other side. “I won’t break it. I saw this happen at the farm, it’s just going to be a small hole and we can cover that up. This horse is going to break the window and kill us all-”
A shot rings out and I jump.
The farmer falls dead to the ground, the trooper’s gun wafting smoke.
“Jesus!” The waitress screams, “Officer! Jed was just-”
“He was out of control,” the trooper says, holstering his gun. “Miss, put him in the back with the others.”
“It amazes me,” the Middle-East guy says, rubbing his forehead under his turban, “the more people die, the more we feel the need to kill others.”
I rest my head on my arms on the counter, giving up.
The trooper wrestles my sore arms behind my back, and handcuffs me to the chair. “I’m sorry Miss, but until we get some answers-”
“Hey!” I’m fighting him, but I can’t, I’m too hurt and too tired. “What-”
“Officer!” the waitress moves to me, “she is no threat to us, she’s just a teenager!”
“She is apparently immune to this disaster,” the officer says, “and she is now a suspect.” He pulls my chin to meet his cold stare. “Miss, you better start talking.”
I wrest free and beat my head on the counter with a thud. “I don’t know anything, I don’t know anything! Please believe me, I don’t know what is going on!”
“Where do you come from?” The trooper is screaming into my ear. “Why are you immune? Are you a part of this? Did you cause this? Answer me!”
I rest my forehead on the counter, close my eyes, and let out a long sigh.
“Yes.”
Silence.
I keep my forehead against the counter, and just speak.
“You know what it’s like to watch your children die? Do you have children? To watch them run out into this expecting to see them playing in the snow, but have them burn away? To have your husband run after them and suffer the same? To sit there and watch and you’re not able to do a thing?”
“Hun,” the waitress says, stroking my hair, “you’re too young-”
“Don’t touch me,” I say coldly, and I feel her hand jerk away. “Don’t you dare touch me. I woke up twice this morning, once as myself, and again as myself as a teenager. Don’t ask me why, maybe God is punishing me, but I left myself in that house. The broken me who lost her whole family, and someone who is probably very alone right now.”
“I’ve had dreams,” I say, feeling my anger rise, “I dreamed I was an angel of death, tied in a river and left to die. I broke free, grew large black wings, and killed anyone who tried to hurt me.”
“I’m not in the mood to be tied up again.” I grit my teeth and close my eyes. “If I am a part of this, I would avoid pissing me off.”
It’s quiet.
I sit there, my forehead against the counter, breathing heavy through my nose. All of a sudden, I don’t care, and I feel my emotions slowly drain away. I wish I had my wings, I would show them not to mess with me.
I feel my mood slip, and it changes. Guilt overcomes me. Could I kill them for not knowing better? What is happening to me? Why did I think that? Haven’t we seen enough death for today? Why would I do that?
One of my tears hits the counter.
Shattering glass, and a thud behind me. Was that the window?
I turn and look. It was a bottle.
“Tie him up!” the Middle-East guy says, grabbing the unconscious trooper’s handcuff keys and freeing me. The waitress pulls the trooper to an empty booth, and begins taping up the officer with a roll of silver tape.
“Thank you.” I rub my wrists, and then dry my eyes on my arm. “You think that’s going to make things any better?”
“There were twenty in here this morning,” the Middle-East guy says, “and now there is just us three, four with you. If it comes down to me, I vote we keep the last few people we have here alive,” he says, looking outside at my horse, “and happy.”
“Don’t hurt him,” I say, looking over at the waitress, “he was just afraid. I can’t blame him, please.”
“I’m not hurting him,” the waitress finishes tying his feet together and takes his gun-belt, lying it over the counter next to me, “he’s a good customer. Just a little high-strung is all. We all are little on edge, I’ll free him when he comes around.”
“Twenty?” I look at the Middle-East guy. “Really?”
He nods. “Some tried going out, then some more after them. One in the back hung himself. Some others fought, they were shot. Others gave up, slipped out the back door. One lady got the farthest with an umbrella, but she didn’t make it far.”
I drop my head is sadness.
He sits next to me. “Are you okay?”
“Who are you?” I shake my head. “Are you an Arab?”
“A Sikh,” he says and smiles, “I am in school here to get my medical degree.”
“Sorry.” I sigh, feeling bad about the officer, then looking back over at the Sikh guy.
“There is no need,” he laughs, “He will be fine. My name is Vijay, but people call me Buddy.”
“Vijay, great, thanks,” I say, picking a discarded chip up from the counter and eating it, “thanks for the help. Buddy. I guess.”



CHAPTER VIII: 
I Tell Them Everything
 
“That is quite an unbelievable story,” Vijay says.
I drop my head. “I don’t know what’s going on with me.”
“Will you untie me?” The trooper says, sitting in his booth, taped to the seat, “I just want some answers.”
“Only God has the answers,” the waitress says, putting a glass of water and a straw in front of the trooper. She’s wearing the trooper’s gun belt over her pink waitress dress and apron. “I’ll free you in a bit when I know you’ve calmed down, Jeff. You’re not getting your gun back either, this is my joint and I’m the law.”
“Are we supposed to believe all that?” Jeff sighs while the waitress puts an ice pack on his head. “Ouch, thanks. About the hunters, and the river, those men in armor, and where are your wings?”
“I had scars, they were right there on my back.”
“Your back looks fine to me aside from the occasional zit or two.” The waitress walks behind me, leaning near my ear and whispering. “Your back is perfect hun, I don’t see any zits. Or scars. You sure you’re feeling fine?”
“I’m not crazy,” I say, looking outside at my horse, drinking from the bucket I brought him earlier while the others hid for their lives. “How come I can walk outside and no one else can?”
“Maybe you’re an angel,” the waitress says, settling in behind the counter on a stool of her own, “they have wings too you know.”
The water in my glass ripples.
“There are no angels, and no demons, those exist within us,” Vijay says, “there is only God.”
“Angels don’t have black wings,” I say, “and not ones they can kill things with.”
I feel the counter shake.
“Anyone feel that?” I stand and turn.
My horse runs away, ash hanging in the air from the beats of his powerful hooves. I run to the cracked window.
“No!” I scream pressing my hand to the glass. “Come back!”
He’s around the corner and gone, just gray ash hanging in the air.
“Is that good or bad?” Jeff says, looking out the window next to him.
“Something spooked him?” the waitress says.
Voices and a low rumble.
“Shh!” I hold my hand up. “I hear something.”
Ash still falls in the street, the light is this uniform dark gray haze hanging in the air. It’s dead quiet, peaceful. The awnings hold hundreds of pounds of ash, and the buildings across the street are covered too. Cars, light-posts, traffic lights, benches, the whole world is covered in ash. If it wasn’t so dark it would be beautiful.
“Do not leave your homes! Do not go outside from sunrise to sunset! Stay calm!” A loudspeaker echoes through the streets. “A state of emergency has been declared!”
An armored car rumbles down the street, spotlights hitting the fronts of buildings, a cloud of ash hanging in its wake. Men sit on the roof of the vehicle, outside, wearing chemical suits and gas masks. They hold black rifles, guns and ammunition strapped to their bodies.
“Thank God the Army is here,” Jeff says, sighing, “look at that, they are outside!”
“Why are they wearing protective suits?” Vijay says, standing next to me. “Chemical attack?”
“I don’t know, but it would affect us in here if it’s in the air,” Jeff says, “Velma, please untie me. I promise not to go crazy. Please?”
“Well,” Velma says, looking over at me, “it’s up to her. You want me to untie him?”
“Go ahead,” I say, “he can have his gun back too.”
“Thank you,” Jeff says as Velma cuts him free, and he buckles his weapon back on. “I’m sorry by the way.”
I look over at him with a long look. I open my mouth to say something, but I stop, and just nod. He purses his lips and nods back.
The armored car stops in front of the diner, lights flowing in through the windows. Soldiers slide off the roof, point their guns and lights around, and secure the area. Ash slides off their suits in sheets.
“It is not like there is anyone out there that can put up a fight,” Vijay says.
“They are coming here.” I say, backing up from the window.
Men pour out of the back of the armored-car, adjusting their chemical suits and moving towards the front of the building.
“Well good,” Velma says with a smile, “maybe we’re being rescued.”
A second group of men, on foot, come from around the edge of the building to the right. They are shining flashlights at the ground, carefully following something.
Horseshoe prints.
“They are coming for me,” I say, backing up, spinning and hiding behind the counter. “They followed my horse and they are coming for me!”
Jeff waves to the soldiers, and they begin approaching.
“Just relax!” Jeff shakes his head. “This is the government, we have to trust them in an emergency. They are here to help.”
“Maybe they caused this,” Vijay shakes his head, “one never knows until one knows the truth.”
I hide behind the counter, sliding underneath a sink. “They can’t find me! Tell them to go away!”
“Jeff, she’s scared,” Velma says, standing in front of the sink, “can’t we just see if this is a rescue first? It can’t hurt to find out why they are here.”
Silence.
“Okay, sure,” Jeff says, “but if I find out-”
Velma stops him from saying anything else, and I squeeze my eyes shut.
“Everyone down, behind something, they are coming in,” Jeff says.
Velma kneels near me and frowns. “I’m so sorry you have to be put through this, hun. It’s so hard on girls your age.”
“This morning I was twice my age and I had a family.” The front doors open and I slide behind an industrial-sized box of dishwasher detergent. “Tell me, I know about it.”
“Hello! You can all come out!” A masked voice says. “There is no reason to hide. I am Colonel Anderson Becks, US Army.”
“You are a sight for sore eyes,” Jeff says as I hide in the darkness, “what is going on out there?”
“We don’t understand it fully,” the Colonel says, “but it seems to be exposure to some sort of solar radiation during daylight hours. It is affecting the entire world.”
“Jesus,” Velma says, “you can’t be serious?”
“It penetrates the clouds too, but not glass, some papers, or these suits,” the Colonel says, keeping his mask on, “and whatever it is, it incinerates on contact. Stay indoors, stay away from open windows and doors, and only go out at night. If you do go out, do so only for life-threatening emergencies, otherwise stay home and under cover.”
“What is with all this ash?” Jeff says.
“Ash clouds are over every major population center in the world, some countries are completely covered. Do not use motor-vehicles, and keep generators and other machinery filtered. You will need to clean your filters every thirty minutes. Avoid setting fires in chimneys, those are likely clogged, and there are no emergency services available. We expect the city’s power to go out in about thirty minutes when we shut the generators down.”
“How long do we have until it’s safe to leave?” Vijay says.
I slide deeper under the sink as I listen.
“It will be dark in about one hour,” the Colonel says, “word is the radiation fades at about 7pm and comes back at 7am, at least that is what reports from around the world are telling us. Only leave if your life depends on it, otherwise, shelter in place. Expect nighttime temperatures to drop dramatically to sub-zero.”
“Is this like the Ozone Layer being stripped away? Some sort of ecological disaster?” Jeff says. “What is this? Why isn’t the government telling us?”
“All that is yet to be determined. We will tell you what you need to know, when you need to know it. Please, all of you, we are very busy. I need you all to answer a couple questions.”
Silence.
The Colonel’s voice rasps through his mask. “Did any of you see a young woman ride in here on a horse?”



CHAPTER IX: 
I’m Quiet as if in Death
 
Silence.
I push myself further behind the dishwasher detergent, bottles of bleach, bottle brushes, and other cleaning supplies under the sink. I try not to bump a thing, not to make a noise, not to knock anything over. I curl up into as small of a ball as possible, hiding in the darkness, alone.
“We followed her and her horse here,” the Colonel says, “and she is of vital interest to the United States Army and this national emergency. Officer, did you see this girl and did she come inside?”
Silence, and I wince. Please God, don’t let them find me.
“She came to the window and did not come in,” Vijay says, “we had the door locked.”
“Citizen.” The Colonel’s voice sounds like it could cut stone. “May I remind you we are under martial law, and you need to comply with our orders. Failure to do so will result in severe consequences. Now you may think I’m that stupid, but let me remind you I’m not. The door shows clear signs of opening from the ash, there are prints all over out there coming back and forth, and if you think I am so stupid as not to see the bucket of water put out there for the horse I suggest you rethink that statement.”
Silence.
“Now where is the girl?” His voice is more forceful this time, he seems to be growing tired of this game.
“She left after we gave her some food,” Jeff says, and I close my eyes in relief, “she asked for some water for her horse, and we gave it to her. Who are we to say no, we don’t know her.”
Silence.
I hear the rustle of the Colonel’s chemical suit. “As an officer of the law do you state this fact to be true?”
“Yes, sir,” Jeff says. More silence. Do they trust him?
Why protect me?
“Do you mind if we have a look around?” I hear more rustling of chemical suits. “Fine then, let’s have a look. Men, search this place from top to bottom, if the girl is here I want to know. And I want her brought to me. If she resists, you know what to do. If the man with the wings is here, bring him to me.”
Man, with wings? Is there another?
I don’t know. I’m scared and I don’t care. I’m hiding, and I’m crying.
But, there are others? I wonder if other people are going through what I am right now?
Men fan out, and I hear movement close to me. I am staying so still it hurts.
I’m trying to control my breathing so they don’t hear me, but I can hear myself sobbing, and my breaths quicken. I bury my head in my knees, pushing myself as far into the darkness as it will let me go.
I curl up into a ball, as small as I can wrap myself into, and try not to breathe. The darkness surrounds me, and I hear them searching for me, opening cupboards, pulling things out to Velma’s protests, and knocking things over while they look for me.
I close my eyes tightly, hoping they will all go away when I open them, that this is all some sort of nightmare I can wake up from. I try to block out the noises from my head, and place my hands over my ears. I wish they all go away, and that I can crawl out of here when they leave.
I can’t understand why this is happening to me.
Anything I do makes it worse. If I try to help someone, get water for my horse, get something to eat, relax, sleep, talk about my problems - it just gets worse. What is wrong with me? Why can’t I break out of this? Why am I being punished? Why me, God?
I must be a horrible person.
I must be a terrible, horrible person.
I try to disappear, to hide, to will myself out of this hellish world. I feel the comfort of my soft wings around me, my black feathered wings, soft and warm, just like my favorite quilt.
I open my eyes.
Black feathers surround me.
I touch them in the darkness, completely wrapped up in my cocoon of black plumage, they are so clean, so soft against me. They complete me. I flex the muscles on my back. The wings are there. How could they be there?
I didn’t have them when I walked in the diner, and I’m sure someone would have said something about the scars. I feel their powerful presence against me, wrapping me up in their warmth, cradling me in their strength.
How could they be here? They would have never fit under the counter? Am I trapped? I blink my eyes in the darkness. What is going on?
I unwrap myself, feeling room to move them. I spread my arms, I’m not under a counter anymore, I’m in the corner of a large, dark room. Light filters under a door, and through a small, barred window on the same.
I’m in a cell.
Great, another jump to another hellish place. What is happening to me? I must be going mad, nothing makes any sense.
I use my wings to feel the walls behind me before I slide them back into place on my back. They are so big, so comforting. I never knew how much I missed them until now.
I stand, and a throbbing pain radiates from the back of my head. Someone struck me pretty hard. A cell? Someone hit me? My wings? The darkness of the cell surrounds me, and I stand up.
I must be back sometime after the men who found me by the rock. Parts of me are sore that weren’t, and I must have taken quite a beating when I fought back. It doesn’t feel as bad as it was at the time, and the pain has dulled - but it is still there. My whole body feels like a toothache.
The ‘knights’ in the medieval armor that found me by the rock, this must be where I am after they put the bag over my head. After I escaped from the river and the hunters.
What is going on?
One moment I was under the diner’s counter, and now I’m here. Another time I left my house on a horse, and then I was staked out in a river. I was ambushed by a rock, knocked out, and then I was back home in bed with Brad - as my older self. After I fainted I was back on the horse. Somehow I am jumping around between these places, from one spot to another.
It happened when I lost consciousness, but this happened because I willed it? Did I will myself away out from under the counter and back here? Why here? What is this place? I have never been here before.
It feels like I’m jumping around in time and I have no control over it.
I have so many questions, and not one answer. I work my way up to the tiny barred window on the door and peer outside. Other cells sit across the way, and the hallway is patrolled by armored men with chain hoods and swords. Just like my favorite show, only I’m a prisoner in some dank dungeon. What would the characters on the show do?
Talk their way out of it, obviously, act, do some tricky play of words and escape in some sword-and-sorcery daring-do. I’m not a trained actress, nor do I know how to use a sword, so good luck there. I have my wings, I can steel them, slice things down, and protect myself - but all it would take is one lucky crossbow bolt or poke with a sword. My body is still very much flesh-and-blood, weak, and hurt easily.
Who are these people anyways? What do they want with me? Why capture me? If I was some sort of demon, wouldn’t they just kill me on the spot when they had the chance? Why bring me here?
A man screams in the distance. It’s a horrible, blood-curdling scream of agony. I back up a step when I hear it and close my eyes. I can feel the pain in this man’s pleas deep in my wing-roots. He screams again and I can’t bear it.
Please, just do what - I can’t, I can’t listen to him being tortured. Wherever you are, whoever you are, please, I wish you find peace and deliverance.
God, please, find some way to help this poor man. God please, you can ignore all my other prayers, and just give me this one. For him.
Nothing. Another scream echoes, and a tear rolls down my cheek. I will leave this one in your hands, God. Please.
How do I get out of here?
There’s some question here I don’t have the answer to, some meaning I am painfully unaware of. It feels like something everyone else can do that you can’t, you just sit there hating on it and getting frustrated, and you scream and give up in disgust. There’s some trick to this, some knack that everyone else gets that I don’t, and I’m sitting here making a fool of myself crying and not getting it, and just making it hard for everyone else around me.
Just like computer camp.
Oh God, I hated computer camp. I swear I would sit in front of that machine with my assignment and just cry my guts out until someone felt sorry enough to come over and help me. I was terrible, just a total pussy about the whole thing. Nobody could stand me either, and only Brad had the patience enough to help me through it.
Brad.
It’s where I met him, and we got to know each other those long hours spent next to each other as he helped me from freaking out. If it weren’t for computer camp, I would have never met him. I wish he were here, with his nerdy glasses, hunky body, and good-boy looks. I miss him so much.
What if were possible to go to him?
What if I could control this, just like I worked through stupid BASIC programming at computer camp? I step away from the window as a guard walks by. I press myself against the wall, calm myself, and think.
I can do this.
Men’s voices echo in the hall in a language I don’t understand, and the sounds of knights drawing closer make my heart race. Another scream echoes out from the poor man somewhere, am I next? I need to do this now.
I wrap my wings around myself and think, about home, about my children, and Brad. I need to go home now, before this ever happened. I need to stop this, to save everyone I ever loved. I focus, just like learning computers and math and biology and every other subject I hated in school. I focus on Shakespeare and Bach and Issac Newton, and try to remember everything my teachers said to me in class but I was too busy texting, playing games, and ignoring their words for a few laughs.
I try and master this like I ignored all that.
Oh God, why did I ever ignore all this stuff in class? How come nothing ever comes easy to me? I hear the footsteps draw closer, and a key is slipped into the lock. The sounds of crossbows being drawn back sends chills down my spine. I need to get out of here now, but how do I do this?
Relax. Focus. Give up on my frustrations. Take it slow. Think about nothing else. Give in to the feeling, give in to learning. Shove every other selfish thought from my messed-up head. Focus. Calm myself. 
Think. Absorb the feeling. Give in to the lesson. Trust my teachers. They know what’s best. Refuse to be frustrated, go back over it, ask for help. Repeat this over and over until I get it.
Wisps of blackness cloud me thoughts. Visions of places I’ve never been. Thoughts on veils of black smoke trailing through innumerable possibilities and places. A face, I see a face. One I recognize. I turn and weave and wrap myself tightly in the strands of time.
I get it.



CHAPTER X: 
In Darkness I Fly
 
I unwrap my wings from myself.
The skies are gray, and a light snow begins to fall. It’s not snow, it’s ash. I’m on the lawn to my house. My car is in the garage. The front walk is empty. My older self may have just gotten home. More ash begins to fall.
I know this story.
I walk towards my front door, sheathing my black wings behind myself. I walk with purpose, faster and faster, I want to know where I am, what time it is, where my older self is right now, where my children are, where Brad is.
I search the pockets of my shorts, no house keys. Just my dead phone. Of course I wouldn’t have any house keys, I didn’t have them when I went to bed. This was my parent’s house then, before we bought it and moved back in. They never really trusted me with the keys when I was growing up, and I felt like such a prisoner here. I’m just a teenager who doesn’t know better.
I strike the thought from my mind.
I do know better.
I reach for the door handle, but it swings open in front of me. Timothy and Clarissa are dressed up to play in the snow, their eyes wide with anticipation, their smiles bright and happy. I want to cry when I see them. They look at me in shock, and I scoop the two of them up in my arms before they run outside.
No, you’re not.
I place them down and slam the door shut.
I point at them, and they begin to cry. “Stay! Do not go outside!”
They run away from me, afraid. “Daddy! Daddy! Some girl grabbed us and brought us inside! We can’t play in the snow!”
My heart breaks again. Don’t they recognize their own mother? Am I that much of a stranger to them?
“Excuse me, who are-” It’s myself, my older self, and she’s standing on the other end of the front hall looking at me. I look in my eyes. “You know who this is.”
I storm past her, my black wings pushing her into the stairwell, chasing my…her kids. “Brad! Don’t let them out the back door!”
“Sure thing Hun, what is so wrong?” Brad has them both in his arms, and he’s sitting them at the kitchen table. “You two listen to your mother.” He looks up at me and his jaw drops.
“Jess? Is that you Jess?”
He used to call me Jess back in high school.
“Oh crap.” Brad blinks as the older me appears behind myself from the hall. “Jessica? Two?”
“What, who are you?” the older me says from behind me. “These wings, you have wings, what’s with this, why are they black? Is this some sort of joke?”
I turn to her, angry, “This is happening because you messed up your life! Sit down and shut up!”
“Jess?” Brad walks over. “Jess is that you? Oh my God, what is going on?”
“This isn’t me Brad, it’s some stupid kid!” My older self pulls out her cell phone. “It’s a costume. I’m calling the cops.”
Gee, thanks.
I knew I could never trust myself.
“Listen to me both of you!” Jesus Christ why does this have to be so hard? “People are going to die today! This is some sort of natural disaster! Come with me.”
The kids begin to get up. I point at them and say in my best stern and motherly voice. “You two sit there until mommy comes for you, am I clear?”
They begin to cry, but dammit, I am not taking any crap from my kids today.
“You have no right speaking to my children that way!” My older self is protesting, dialing on her phone. “Brad, get her out of here, she’s scaring the children! Miss, you better leave now before the cops come, you are way out of line coming in my house!”
“Miss,” Brad says, grabbing my arm, his eyes flashing recognition when he gets close to me, “Miss, I’m sorry, I know you thought this was funny, but you have to go.”
“Brad, listen to me. Tell myself over there to listen too. Come on, come with me!”
“I am not you, Missy!” Myself dials her cell phone, gets a busy signal and scowls at me. “Brad get her out of my sight! 9-1-1 is not working. Get her out of my house!”
I walk to the front door, wrestling away from Brad. He follows me, likely making sure I get out of the house. Dammit, when I need people to trust me, nothing ever works. It’s not like I have time to get to know my future self and discuss this calmly, I just saved my kids and likely the rest of them. Dammit, I can be so unappreciative and bull-headed at times.
I open the front door. “Look!”
Brad tries to step past me, but I put a hand on his chest. “No, don’t go out! Just look.”
The Tanner’s red minivan coasts to a stop across the street, its window open, Mr. Tanner sitting in the driver’s seat, his arm still out of the window, his body a solid pile of ash. His baseball cap falls through his head as it melts away in a cloud of soot, his death-like smile shattering in a clatter of bones from his teeth falling away.
Just like I remember it.
I feel the tears again. “People are dying! There’s something wrong with the sun, the ozone layer, something! Please listen to me and look!”
Brad’s mouth is open, he is breathing short breaths, and his eyes are wide. “My God. Bill. Bill’s dead? My God.”
He looks down at me, his face a mask of fear. “How did you know? How did you know?”
“Brad. I love you. I don’t know what’s happening with me, it’s like I’m living a nightmare. I have these wings, I’m young again, and I’m reliving a lot in my life I wish I could have changed. I’m seeing other things too I can’t explain, places, dark places I know I have to go to. People are hunting me wherever I go.”
We hear the back patio door slide open, and I bolt towards the back of the house as fast as I can, screaming at the top of my lungs. “No!”
I’m too late.
The future me and my two children are swirling away in a pile of ash on the back lawn, her cell phone hitting the ground, the bright cinders of the three of them blowing away in the wind.
So that’s how I die.
The cell phone is still on as it buries itself in ashes, saying, “Miss? Miss? Stay inside-”
I’m on the floor again, collapsing in exhaustion and shock, my black wings flayed out across my living room.
“Oh my God.” Brad walks in and collapses next to me in shock. He screams and howls a cry I never heard from him before. “No God no!”
I’m shaking my head. I can’t believe I’d do this to myself. I’m so stupid. Brad buries his face on one of my wings on the floor, hunched over in agony, and sobbing uncontrollably.
“No, God, no.”
Now it’s his turn to cry.



CHAPTER XI: 
My Heart Left Before His
 
He’s a hollow man.
The ash continues to fall outside, piling up on the windowsill, people likely dying by the thousands or millions at the moment. Yet only one life means anything to me right now, Brad’s.
He sits across the table from me, broken, his eyes gaunt, and his expression lost. He’s crying, tissues wadded up and strewn about, his hand on his forehead, while repeating the same words over and over again.
“God, why God?”
I can’t help to feel bad for the man I loved, even though I can’t love him, not like this. But I can’t help to love him as the man who I shared my life with, my soul-mate, and to watch him waste away tears my heart out.
Again.
Somehow I feel so jaded and hurt that I’m done crying.
Forever.
“Brad?” I speak, it’s so quiet that I don’t need to speak very loud. “Brad, please.”
He looks up at me, eyes bloodshot, his face lost in the depths of sorrow. “Why do you look like my wife?”
“I’m not your wife, not yet,” I say, reaching for his hand but he backs away, “I’m Jessica before me met, maybe just before. It’s hard for me to see you like this, I told myself not to go out there, to keep the kids inside, but she wouldn’t listen. I can’t control my own actions.”
The realization hits me like a hammer. No, I’ve never been able to. I’m my own worst enemy.
“You warned us, why?” His eyes slowly blink, staring at me. “How?”
“Brad, maybe I’m an angel now, maybe that’s why I’m here. I died or something and now I’m doomed to wander the Earth and warn people about this.”
I really don’t know, I’m guessing as much as he is.
He doesn’t move a hair and keeps staring at me. “But you, you could walk outside. Why?”
I rub my eyes. “I don’t know. I just found this out today. I know you can’t, and now I know the older me can’t. There was some, there was some horse that came up to the back door, it should have been here by now. It took me away from here, I ended up in some diner downtown.”
“On a horse?” His voice is low, gravelly. “And those wings? Why do you have wings? Why are they black?”
“I don’t know.” I want to be honest with him, I move my mouth but I can’t explain why I changed or why I’m changing. “Brad, I don’t know. Don’t you remember waking up with me this morning? Did I faint in the bathroom? Did you see anything on my back? Scars?”
“No I-” He stops, rubbing his tear-filled eyes in agony. “Wait, I don’t know, it’s a haze. I remember us talking when we got up, something about you having nightmares. I calmed, wait, yes-”
“It feels so fuzzy.” He stares at me. “I remember the scars, yes. I remember you fainting, but after that, I don’t know. I remember you getting up, and saying you’re fine, and I don’t know why but it’s hazy after that and I remember accepting it and damn, forgetting about the whole thing.”
He draws a long breath. “If you had scars like that I was going to take you to the hospital. But I didn’t? Something, I don’t know, something made me act like this was a normal day. Like I was going to call you in, drop the kids off, and let you go. Damn, Jess, how come I feel so, so drugged or fuzzy about all this?”
“Something-” I grab his hands. They are so warm, so good to feel in my hands. “There’s something messed up, I don’t know, maybe with time. Like that TV show, Time Wizard. Where I’m from one time, and going between two or more, and we can’t figure out why. Maybe I came back as my older self, and I started to change, and you seen the scars, but I left and time is trying to fix itself by making the right things happen.”
“Jess I-” He’s a fan of the show just like me, we watch it together on Sunday nights. “What do you mean?”
I squeeze his hands tighter, and this is really the only explanation I have. A campy British television show is my only frame of reference and way to explain things, great. “As humans we can’t even begin to comprehend what’s happening to us if time is messed up. We could be in more than one place at a time. We could be crossing paths from different times. It’s why I’m younger, there’s something wrong with the younger me, I don’t know, I’m just guessing here.”
“As humans we can’t do this,” he says, pulling my hands towards him, “then what are you? Are you real? What’s with the wings? How did you know? How did you get here? Is this a joke?”
I don’t have any answers, so I drop my head on the table. “Listen, Brad, I have no idea. Maybe it’s not different times, maybe it’s different worlds. I don’t know what I am.”
He lets my hands go. He’s quiet. He speaks as if the words choke him up. “You, and the kids are dead. How am I supposed to deal with that?”
I look up at him, slowly. “How am I supposed to deal with this?”
He stares right through me. “Is it always about you?”
“Jesus, Brad, why now?” I slap the table. “This isn’t a fight. Do you think I like watching myself die? The kids? Not being able to do anything about it? This is the second time-”
His expression changes.
“The second time?” He gets up, his face like stone. “The second time? What the hell, Jess?”
“You are so unfair-”
“So this is about fair?” He’s hysterical. “Fair to who, you? How about fair to me? How about that? You can just wish yourself away, can’t you? Well, why don’t you do just that, wish yourself away to a happier time where it’s just you, and you don’t have to worry about kids you never wanted to have-”
I stand, I’m not thinking but I stand. The tears are flowing down my face but I don’t even know they are there. I’m moving my mouth but the words aren’t coming out.
Brad is staring me down. I retreat, bumping into our floor lamp, stepping back with every step he makes towards me. “B-Brad.”
“You did this. Maybe you are some angel of death making this happen.” He speaks with his teeth flat together. “Maybe this is your wish coming true.”
He’s a different man, full of hatred and not the Brad I know. I’m searching his eyes, trying to find a reason for why this is happening, for something I did, for something. I don’t know.
I just don’t know anymore.
He’s walking towards me, and stops when I hit the wall. He’s not even crying, his eyes hollow, and his expression gaunt. He moves his lips like he has something to add to his assault, the muscles on his neck spasming, and his left eye fluttering.
I turn away. I don’t, I don’t know this man.
I hide behind my wing, in the corner of the living room, crying my guts out. How could he turn on me? Why? I’m wiping my nose on my shirt and sniffling. I’m just so confused, and adrift in a sea of lost emotions.
“Why don’t you just keep hiding?” His voice trails off. “No, no help-”
Why does he have to keep hurting me?
What did I do?
I rest my head against the wall. Does he hate me that much? Does he think I hate the kids? I loved them, I love them, and I’ll do anything to bring them back.
Even sacrifice myself.
I peer out. Brad’s head is against the patio door, looking out at the ash falling like snow, his face lit by a pale shade of gray. He’s not moving, just pressing against the glass, and his hands are like spiders as he tries to bring back things dead to him.
He’s given up on me.
Do you hit a blind person who strikes out at you because they are afraid? Do you gag a patient in pain so much they can’t stop screaming? Or do you just let the sorrow settle into your heart, step back, and do the best you can to give them comfort from a distance?
I forgive you Brad.
Please have it in your heart to forgive me.
I stand up.
“Brad.” I wipe my mouth and nose. “Try to remember what you loved about me.”
“I don’t know you.” His voice is low, quavering. “I don’t know what to think.”
It’s so hard for me to control my rage. This is not my fault. I pause a moment. What if it is?
I don’t care if it is or not, I will make it right.
“I’m coming back for you.” I pause, too angry to spit. I grit my teeth, a snarl on my angry lips.
“And my family.”
The next instant, I’m gone.



CHAPTER XII: 
The Moment Loses Me
 
I’m standing on green grass, with warm blue skies above me, and a pastoral glade of trees surrounding me. The air is cool too, the sun hot, and it feels like a perfect day. A soft breeze rustles the trees.
I feel the air take my wings, softly blowing and catching my feathers in the breeze. There’s no ash here, no death, and no darkness. It is a beautiful day.
Only I’m staring at my own grave.
Tombstones surround me in the bright green grass, thousands of them covered by the names of lives the world just wants to forget. Just die and let’s move on. Next to my grave are predictably ones for my husband, and our children.
I should have known I would be staring at these. We all die. Maybe I am dead, and I’m just going through Hell before I’m judged. Maybe I died in my sleep and never woke up, and these are the last few microseconds of my brain misfiring and giving me one last strange flash of a dream before I’m gone forever.
All my fears, all my hate, all my confusion and self-doubt are coming back to me in spades.
I’m moving around in time again, or to different places, and I cannot control it. Please God help me. What is happening to me?
A dark shadow looms over me, easily dwarfing me, stretching from somewhere behind me all the way past my headstone. I don’t want to turn, I don’t want to even see this hideous torture inflicted upon me by some nightmare dream.
In some ways, one of me has the better deal right now.
“Hello,” I say to the shadow, enjoying the day, letting the black feathers of my wings rustle in the wind. I run my hand across my headstone, feeling the cold marble, enjoying the great amount of work that went into this cold and stoic tribute to my life.
Do I know who it is?
No.
Does it matter?
I suppose not.
I speak without looking up. “Did the person who carved this even know anything about me?”
“Oh, likely not.” The voice gives me chills in its powerful and deep resonance. “Just another pointless bit of remembrance to those who will never enjoy the craftsmanship.” He steps next to me, a very tall man in dark clothes. “Still, it’s the thought that counts.”
I don’t want to look at him, he’s just another figment of my twisted imagination, but I look anyways. He’s tall, and dressed in all black. He looks rich, very rich, with tailored clothes, perfect fits, and an air of importance to him. Black riding boots, black pants, a black shirt, and a scarred and marred face weathered by the sun. He’s an older man, and his white hair blows in the wind, long and pulled into a wispy tail on his back.
His belt is covered by pouches for coins, some loose, others stacked up neatly in cylindrical stacks. A pair of riding gloves sits in an open pouch, neatly folded and put away.
He turns to me, his eyes dark and penetrating, a pair of round banker’s spectacles resting on his nose.
“A measure of your time for your ears, and three measures for your thoughts. What say ye, Jessica?” he doesn’t smile, just closes his eyes and nods to me in a knowing way. The edges of his lips are wrinkled and dead, cracked with years of anger or hatred, laughter or tears. “I’ve been waiting a while to meet you.”
“I never imagined God would dress in black.” I look into the sky. I’m not fighting him, there’s no point. I look back towards him. “So I’m guessing you’re not him?”
“Correct. Such tragedy for the youth to see thou hurt in such ways,” he says, “but alas, mercy is blind, and so is tragedy. You are very smart, perhaps too smart for your own good. Still, I think he did well by finding you.”
“Who?” There’s a cloud drifting by, it’s so beautiful. I sigh as it floats away from view. “Who found me?”
“Oh, my horse. I am a man of many needs, and many whom call to me. My time is precious, a currency of which I invest wisely.”
“Your horse?” Somehow, I knew someone else was behind this. I drop my head, biting my lip. I stare at my grave, admiring the smooth stone and how it reflects the light. “Can I ask why?”
“Why is a good question, the beginning of many answers, or the beginning of many endings. To understand that you need to understand me,” he says, looking my way. I don’t return the eye contact. “It is understanding the balance. And I don’t think many can, Jessica.”
“I have nothing to lose, so try me.” I stretch, shifting my wings on my back. If he wanted me dead, I’d be in the ground next to myself by now. You don’t torture someone this much unless you want to prove a point. Or you’re just a sadist. Who knows, he might be both?
“Come and see.” He offers his aged hand to me. “It is within my purveyance to lecture those just starting out in this grand world, for you see, my time with you is like gold, and you should spend it wisely. Come.”
I look at him. His deeply wrinkled face smiles like death itself smiling at me under those spectacles. I oblige, again, there is no point at fighting my nightmares, and I feel it only makes it worse for me. I must be going mad, I surely must.
I take his hand and we walk. It feels good just to walk. Even if it is through the fields of death, they are at least green and pleasant fields of death. We walk through the tombstones, his hand slightly clammy, but it warms to mine as we stroll together.
I don’t know who he is. His clothes seem slightly out of place, hand-stitched, tailored impeccably well, with antiquated little frills, black pearl adornments, and loops here and there. An intricate weave winds its way up the sides of his pants, and the bottoms are oddly cuffed out. There’s some pattern to his boots that I can’t recognize.
He is very, very rich, and also very old. Every movement of his seems carefully budgeted, and he has an air of directness and purpose to his every stride.
We keep walking, his hand still cold, him pulling me along like some harbinger, or some impatient guide taking me to some place. Only I don’t know where. We walk through row after row of tombstones, each row getting slightly more dated and intricate. It feels like the further we walk, the older the cemetery gets.
“Jessica, what do you know of loss?”
He keeps pulling me towards some destination, and I feel the bones under his clammy skin tense and pull at me. I kick at the grass, look down, and then back forward. “A lot more, today.”
“It has been a hard day, but I know not apologies nor sorrow, so I cannot offer any in return.” We keep walking together, and his voice reminds me of my grandfather’s, the same man who wasted away in a nursing home.
Alone.
“I’m not expecting any.” I drop my head, looking at the grass, feeling like a child again as his cold hand pulls me onward. I look out at the graves, thousands of them, so green here, so peaceful and serene, the tombstones even older now, with dates back in the 1700s. Most all of them here are worn away by the ravages of time, the stone worn and old, the names barely recognizable.
His voice is lost, distant. “This is a place of memories.”
“I’ve always hated cemeteries. It’s like the end of your favorite book. It’s over, this place is like a thousand ‘the ends’ to the stories of so many lives.” I shift my wings and shake my head.
“You wonder what they would say, if they could sit here and tell us their stories of yore.” He speaks to the wind, away from me, his ancient voice deep with cracking resonance. “But they are silent. At peace. Perhaps this is the peace you seek?”
I look up at him, but he doesn’t look back. His white hairs blow in the wind, the wrinkles in his face deep, and the light shines across his old and weathered face.
“I don’t seek this.” I look away, feeling my wings fall. “I want to go home.”
I hear him almost laugh, the quick breath of air escaping from his nose. He shakes his head. “Home is so...temporary. Again, a place for temporary memories. In a way, this place is more true than the place you hand a penny to others for so you may rest your head, prepare your meals, or feel like you have a place in this world. Home is sentimental, and sentimentality is a lie.”
“It’s still my home.”
“You don’t see the dead breaking their backs for these homes. If you wish true and everlasting peace, that may be granted.”
“I don’t want to die.” I try to pull my hand free, but he squeezes his grip, and leads me on.
“Then you want to suffer, is that not the opposite of death?” He pauses. “Life, this life you say, it is all about toil and suffering. A penny for an ounce of sweat, ten pence for a measure of pain.”
“Then I guess I’m pretty good at it.” I try pulling away again. “Ouch, let go. Where are we going?”
“For a walk.” We slow and he turns. “And a talk. I do not mean to hurt you, but you chose this, in a way. Tell me Jessica, you told me what you know of loss, now what do you know of starvation?”
“Like, not eating?” We walk under a tree, and the shade feels good. Despite us walking, I see no end to the pleasant graveyard we walk through. His grip is still firm and hurtful on my fingers. “I used to starve myself when I was young, to look like the girls in the magazines.”
“It’s so tragic the meanings are lost,” he says, a heavy sigh upon his breath, “we could go a thousand years or even two, and it is all lost upon them like dust to the wind. With every generation, they need to relearn everything. And the meanings themselves of such basic things too, changed by those who wish power and control. It is such a waste, and at times I wonder if the knowledge we meant to pass on ever makes it to the future un-doctored with its true meanings intact.”
“I really don’t have any idea.” I walk alongside him, him almost pulling me along, but I keep up and force myself to match strides with him. “Starvation is starvation.”
He answers with one word, and then falls silent. “Think.”
We walk for a while longer, no words passed between us. He feels like some smart professor pressing me for a point I have no clue about. What do I say? We walk past tombstones with names I don’t even know, important to someone, somewhere. “Starvation? Like them?”
He answers flatly with a sigh. “Humanity.”
“Can we stop?” He nods and lets go of my hand, finally. I rub my sore fingers and lean against a tree, my wings pressing against it. For the first time I’m turning to face him. His presence is imposing, towering over me. “Starving like what? All we use it for is, like, for food. Or attention. And why ask me?”
“You are the one who asked. Remember, I am one with great knowledge and much to pass along, like a gift of gold, only you are squandering it. Again. Mine are the experiences of the way things work, the gears and cogs of society, for I am a man, nay every man, with experience in the workings of such. Let me ask you this, a bit more direct, but-”
He closes his eyes, and then looks down at me. “What would happen if one starved one’s soul?”
“You would get depressed?” I shrug. “Really? You’re not going to like, die or anything.”
“Incorrect. You would die.” He shakes his head. “It would take longer, but you would be just as dead.”
“I haven’t heard about it much on the news. People don’t drop dead because their hopes are ruined. Half the country would never survive an election.”
“Placing your faith in the so-called leaders of men?” His eyes narrow and his voice grows quiet. “Beware the false prophet.”
I shrug and shake my head. “I don’t understand.”
“In time, Jessica, in time you shall understand. For now, understand you are as very much dead as the rest of our friends here in this field.” He holds his hand against his heart, and tilts his head to the side. “Though just not as at peace. You can be dead, but your body still functioning as a soulless husk. You can be very much dead, but very much appearing to be alive. Very much so like those souls in my employ.”
“Wait.” It hits me, and I feel an overwhelming sadness. “It’s me, right? Just like me? I am dead to everyone, right? You think that? You really think that with how much love I had for my kids, Brad, my life and everything I do at work-”
He waits and stands stoic like none of it matters.
“This is you…when you died.”
“Impossible.” I shrink down against the tree, sitting on the ground. “I had kids. I had a life. I had a job and a car and a house-”
“Lost, lost knowledge. The body still functions after it dies,” the strange man says, “the nails and hair may grow, certain things still happen, but parts live on until they get the message the body can no longer support them. It is the same with your soul. You can live on for quite a while being dead in your heart. You function as you always do, and your body still can bring life into the world. What is just yours is already lost. After a while, it catches up with you, and the body will understand there isn’t much there left inside.”
I am so numb to crying I just sniff, it’s too much crazy to accept, but I am certainly not in any sane position to argue otherwise. “You can come back, right? People find reasons to live when all is lost?”
“All can be lost, but they still feed their soul with faith and hope, the will to live for a greater purpose other than self-gratification. To help others, to leave this tired world in a better way than how they came into it, to do that one thing that gives them purpose and keeps the spark of life burning brightly. But coming back? No, you can’t come back, just like the dead cannot walk this Earth without a soul, theirs or something else’s.”
“You’re wrong.” I stare up at him with new-found hatred in my eyes. “My kids were real to me. They brought me back from this, my stupid teenage years, when I wasted my life. You can come back, to be reborn into something better. It’s not all lost when you stop believing.”
He’s silent.
I’m staring at his boots, intricately detailed leather with scenes of death, skulls, and other symbols burned and carved into them. I look up at him. “So what do you want?”
“Here.” He offers his hand and pulls me up. “Jessica. Can you let go? In this life, I need you to accept who you can be, rather than what you were. You keep going back, and that is going to hold you back.”
“I can’t forget those I love.”
He lets out a long breath.
“It pains me because I know how compassion can lead you astray. Still, it does have its uses. I shall need you to let go. And I shall ask you, what if it was to save them?”
I look up at him long and hard. I say nothing, I just stare. The lines on his face stay stoic, cut by the ravages of time, slight spots around his eyes, while strands of his white hair whip in the wind.
“You’re telling me you’re going to save them?” I shake my head. “I find that hard to believe. To you, another for the fields of dead, right? After all I’ve seen, the horrors I’ve been through-”
“Never assume the horrors you’ve been through are the worst ones you could go through.” He almost smiles at the thought, and my stomach turns. “The worst is yet to come. Those are not your children, and they are not your family. Not in this life. Not yet, and maybe never. Not with whom you are, and what you’ve become. You’ve stepped back quite a bit, and I need you now, and not then.”
“You need me why? A man who has-”
The ground shakes and the sound of the sky being torn apart fills the air, like a low rumble coming in over the horizon. It sounds like distant thunder.
Getting closer.
He puts a hand on my chest and pushes me behind him.
“What the hell-”
“Quiet.” He peers off towards a line of trees, staring over hill after rolling hill of tombstones. “Just…be quiet.”
I see it too, it looks like a massive forest fire screaming towards us. The smoke billows up from far away, the center of the fire thunders and blossoms up in a massive fireball, rolling over the hills like a non-stop airliner crash as it eats away hill after hill.
I’ve never seen a wildfire move that fast.
It pounds and thunders as it consumes everything in it’s path, a radiant heat billowing up from whatever was eating its way towards us, I don’t know, a meteor rolling along the ground? But don’t those usually hit and explode? This disaster continues on, getting closer as we start hearing the ripping noise and I make out dozens of trees being thrown hundreds of feet into the air, tossed aside like toothpicks, each tree burning and leaving a billowing path of smoke behind it.
It’s like a massive scar is being dragged into the Earth by a white-hot a piece of the Sun.
I step back. “Jesus Christ.”
“The lamb?” The dark man puts his fingers in his mouth and whistles so loud it rings in my ears. I’m shocked he manages to whistle louder than the oncoming cacophony of destruction. “No, it’s not him.”
He puts a hand on my shoulder, without looking back, and he shoves me away. “Run, run and do not look back.”
“What? Why-”
The fireball of death gets within a mile, and I can feel the heat singe my face. The leaves of the tree above us wither and die.
“You have three days, this I must deal with alone, now run!”
I run. I pound my feet into the grass, pushing by tombstones, gasping and screaming as I feel the heat burn against the skin of my back. My wings too, they grow hot, and I feel my feathers grow lighter as they dry up and I fear they will burn away.
I leave the strange man behind.
What did he mean by three days?
I don’t know, and I don’t care. I need to save myself.
The ground starts to shake, with every footstep, the earthquake of the approaching fireball grows stronger. It feels like standing in front of a train and not being able to run fast enough to get away from it. The heat is unbearable, the headstones around me are bubbling and popping as I run by them, the heat on each one making them smoke like griddles on the fire.
I see a grasshopper on one of them explode like a squeezed grape.
I’m worried I will fall, and I can’t hear anything but the earth being torn in half behind me. I keep running, my hands hitting tombstones and I hear my flesh sizzle as I try to right myself when I stumble. I keep thinking the next moment is my last, that the heat and the sound and the thunder are just too close and this is it.
This is the end.
I keep running, I keep falling, and I pull myself along the nightmare vision of hell into which I am trying to escape.
A burning coffin lands in front of me and explodes, the flaming body falling apart around me. I scream and run past it, and burning coffins strike the ground all around me.
Jesus Christ.
More coffins land, exploding, blocking my path, and I’m dodging them as the fly past me, land in front of me, and some even roll past me, disintegrating as they burn and fly apart. A burning skull bounces past my feet, tumbling and bouncing like a football.
God, please.
I can’t keep my balance anymore, and everything grows dark.
From somewhere a black horse darts in front of me, and I reach out, grabbing onto its mane. I’m dragging along the ground and I hold tight, cursing myself for maybe hurting the animal, but trying to keep myself from falling under its pounding hooves.
I pull myself over its back and cry, the noise still too loud to hear anything in the world. I manage to get my leg over the horse’s back, and I dare a look back past my fluttering black wing. How close is it?
It’s like someone took a flaming poker and shoved it through a cemetery hillside. Burning coffins are falling through the air, opening up, decomposing bodies falling down as they burn away. The earth is splayed up on two sides like a building-sized bulldozer cut a gorge in the earth. Each side smokes with the heat of the burning power of the sun, smoke trailing off into the sky.
At the end, right where I stood moments ago, the earth lies blackened and burning, the grass ablaze, fire consuming the rows of headstones around it. The tree I sat against is burning like a match, the unworldly heat consuming it in an instant.
The dark man still stands there, almost as if I knew he would be. Torturers usually don’t die by accident. It’s like none of the flames affect him at all, he stands there as calm and still as when I left him. I can’t see much because of the fire, just his shape as the tree above him burns like nothing I’ve ever seen. He’s immune to the fire.
The trough of destruction ends right in front of the dark man, and another man sits on a horse, the hooves of the beast red hot and burning with fire. This new man wears metal armor, holds a sword glowing as hot as the sun, and his eyes burn with the same hellish light.
I am not dealing with anyone real anymore. These must be gods or demons. This is too hellish, too real to be something in a nightmare. The destruction is too great, the power too incredible, the devastation too widespread for this to be imaginary.
I am here, somewhere, lost in some hell I did nothing to deserve. Or maybe I do, and I haven’t understood why yet.
I just know I am dead.
I look into the burning man’s eyes, and I feel the hatred of a hundred-thousand wars all locked in a single moment. I scream in agony as the pain of billions wracks my soul. It feels like my head explodes in that single moment of hatred and ire.
It’s as if every nerve, every sense exploded in me in a blinding flash of pain. I can’t even remember if I scream.
I feel my eyes burning, and all I see is light. Is there blood on my head? All I see is light. My skull rings as I feel it splitting apart. All I see is light. I taste blood.
Looking at the man is going to kill me.
All I see is light.



CHAPTER XIII: 
Am I Going to Die?
 
I have three days.
I have three days.
I can’t see, I’m in so much pain.
I will myself to stay awake, holding onto the black horse’s mane as tight as I can, the hairs twisted in my fist. Holding on to this horse hair is all I got in this world, it’s the last thing keeping me somewhere grounded in something real.
Despite so much pain that I want to die, I hold on. Every fiber of my being wants to scream, to give up, to let go. I feel my heart racing a mile a minute, this can’t be good. It hurts so bad I just want to give up.
It’s so bright, like having your eye-sockets burned by a hot light-bulb, I still can’t see. The horrors echo through my head in a fever dream, death and bodies blown to pieces, men choking on their own blood, and bodies sinking to a watery grave in cold darkness.
I endure a million lifetimes of death in a second, and in my next heartbeat, a million more.
I keep holding onto the horse, I can’t let go. That feeling of grabbing the mane is the only thing that isn’t tormented right now, the only thing I can grasp that isn’t lost in a sea of blinding pain. I must be screaming, because my throat hurts so bad right now.
I know one thing, I am not waking up in some nightmare again. I am holding on. I am staying here, wherever here is right now.
I hold on.
I’m in too much pain to think, really, about all that I saw and all that I was told. None of it still makes any much sense. I hurt too much to think, and just trying to piece all this together in my mind fails to take hold as the pain tears my thoughts to a million shreds and rips them away from my consciousness.
I keep holding on.
I can’t take this much longer. Either I let the pain take me away to a peaceful death, or I fight it. Why, God, why? Life is misery and suffering and loss, life hurts every waking day we struggle through it, putting up with all of its hatred and malice. 
Life hates us. Life hates any reason to smile or be happy, life just takes a dagger and sticks it into my heart and twists the knife as if almost its malicious nature is some sort of perverse form of enjoyment to its wicked soul.
Live is just a reflection of the word evil.
I force my eye open, despite the pain, despite the misery, despite my body wanting to die and let go. My eye feels like it is scraping open against barbed wire, the pain making me cry but I don’t care. Pain doesn’t care, nor do I.
I’m riding through a forest, a fog shrouded forest, the palette of greens muted like green-gray moss, with fallen trees, sagging branches, and a whole swath of nature that appears to be in mourning and loss.
I force my other eye open despite the pain.
I’m winning this battle, even though I have already lost.
The forest is laden with moisture, wet and dying, morose and moist, and wet with the rotting smell of death and rebirth. Tiny green plants grow on the rotting flesh of the old.
Maybe it’s just my time, and I need to let go. To fall dead in some peaceful glade in the forest despite the pain that I am so tired of enduring, to lie there on some rotting log to rot myself, my black wings spread wide and flat like some sickly crow lost to the world by dying in some secluded spot in some forest far away.
The trees whip by in a blur, my teary eyes unable to focus, my weakened body lying on the horse’s back.
Should I give up? Should I let go? Brad, my children. As the man in black said, they hold me back. They aren’t even mine, according to his logic. Not yet.
Did I ever love them? Or did I just marry Brad to get out from under my parents and away from my family, and to grow up way too early? Did I ever love my children? Are they even a part of me anymore?
Black wings. Magic. Death wherever I go. A man in black, and another as hot as the sun. Horses, medieval soldiers. Time itself tearing apart yet I’m conscious of it all. Things I don’t understand. A bizarre abortion of my future family from who I am now, yet I am unable to forget them.
Yet I am chosen, and for what I don’t know.
I have three days, a ticking clock I have no idea what it heralds.
Men and their wars, weapons and death. At times I feel like I was born in the wrong world, one where hatred was worshiped like a god, celebrated with bloody glee, and the myth of life after death perpetuated to feed its sickening maw of wickedness and despair.
With every new generation, the black seeds of hatred are planted again by those who happily sow discord. Our bitter harvest of lives and dreams shattered, the legacy of hatred being the sole heirloom passed down between generations. Hate, it’s our most important legacy. No wonder we protect it so fiercely.
I grit my teeth, and push my broken body to sit upon the horse. I’m crying, tears in my eyes, and my body too miserable to even sit straight. I’m riding dead, my wings nearly dragging, my sobs lost in the echo of hooves, my frame slumped and broken.
But I’m not dead yet.



CHAPTER XIV: 
I Refuse to Die
 
I’m not slipping away to some other world, to be lost in some tortuous lie, some meaning I don’t understand, or some heartbreak I am too tired and too dead to even feel.
I’m not giving up, I’m staying here until I find out what’s happening.
I lower my head, letting it bounce as the black horse continues path away from the dead graveyard somewhere far behind us.
What if it’s not important that I know? What if I can never know or even hope to understand what’s happening to me? All these images, all these terrors, what if they are just figments of some larger nightmare I am passing through that I could never hope to understand or even make sense of?
It’s like the patient dying from cancer upon the hospital bed asking God why, but all they see are machines keeping him alive. For the dying man, there is no answer why.
Maybe I can expect the same.
There is no reason for this. Unlike everything I read or the movies I watched, the whole reason is to first understand why, and then defeat it. With knowledge, power, and with power, there’s hope.
Tell that to the man on the hospital bed.
There is no reason why, there are no heroes who will swoop in and save the day, there is no doctor who can help, and there is no amount of love that will magically bring him back to life.
Maybe the quest to understand why is a lie.
Maybe this is where I am, in the real world dying or near death somewhere and these are my last thoughts, a final dying dream or electro-pulses firing in my brain before I pass away into nothingness. It feels like it’s taking an eternity to die, however.
The horse slows. I look up.
He wears ragged clothes, layered with holes torn in them like a homeless man’s, barely hanging to his gaunt form.
He stands upon a pile of boulders and dead trees, the mist surrounds him like a halo of soft green light.
The man has no flesh, he is all bone. His wheat-colored skull grins its mask of death, his vertebrae holding his head upon his skeletal frame.
The black horse stops, and I’m left to look in the rotting man’s hollow eyes.
“Who are you?”
No answer, he doesn’t have a throat. He steps down off the logs, walking as good as a man with flesh and bones, but the odd noises he makes unsettle me. His joints pop with the noises of bone on bone, the cartilage long worn away, every move he makes popping and clicking a dry rub that makes my skin crawl.
The skeleton man in the haggard clothes walks up to me, standing beside my horse, offering his bony hand to me as if to say, “Come.”
I hesitate a moment. The skeleton waits.
I take his hand, and I lower myself off the horse. The bones of his hand dig into mine, it hurts just holding it, and I nearly collapse into his frame as I slide off. I’m too hurt to fight, too broken to resist, and too weak to say anything more.
Is this the one who will deliver me unto death?
He’s close enough I can look straight into the sockets of his eyes. There’s no glow there, no magic light, just a grinning, bony, skeletal man dressed in worn-away clothes. He’s taller than me, the rags clinging to his frame, bits of battered armor here and there, and he wears belts and a scabbard for a sword.
He leads me towards the pile of moss-covered rocks and logs, and we walk around the side. It is peaceful here, quiet and calm, the moist air hanging around us making me sweat. The bones of his fingers wrap around mine and pull me along.
"Wait," I say, struggling to keep up. I feel weak and my wings are dragging behind me, and they're just slowing me down. Besides, I don't want them dragging in the dirt and the leaves. I pull against his bony hand, and weakly struggle to right my wings. I get them in place, the black feathers feeling good against me, slightly weighty but reassuring.
I look around. There are giant trees around us, long strings of moss hanging from wet sagging branches, and the soft hiss of rain somewhere off in the distance.
His bony hand pulls against me, the calcified fingers digging into my flesh. He pulls me towards the mound, and I see a cave entrance around the left side.
"Where we going?" I know I am not going to get an answer, but I ask anyways. He turns his bony head towards me, and then back towards the cave. Why he's taking me into this cave I do not know.
We step into the cave going down, mostly stepping on mossy rocks and other squishy things including rotting wood. It gets dark pretty quick, but I see faint yellow light on the large stone rocks ahead. The floor the cave is wet, and he keeps pulling me down.
Yellow light washes across the rocks, and torches light the interior of the cave. I can barely make out the shapes at this distance, but I can see years worth of junk piled up in here. I see dressers, racks of armor and clothing, spinning wheels, piles of rusting metal, chains, chests, old trunks, and every other piece of debris I can imagine sitting in an antique store somewhere. There are caves off of caves off of caves filled with junk down here.
He leads me over to a chair, and with a bony pop he puts a hand on my shoulder and pushes me into it. I sit and sigh, tilting my head back and groaning. The skeleton man walks away and opens a chest of drawers across from me.
"Who are you?" I rub my eyes, trying to scrub the pain away, but failing at that. "What are you? What is all of this? Where are we? What is going on?"
There are no answers from the dead. He turns, his hollow eyes still staring at me, and he holds a long needle with black silken thread.
"What is that for?" I sigh, letting my guard down. I've seen so much, I've been through so much, that I just don't care anymore.
His bony hand grabs my chin, the pressure of his finger bones digging into my flesh hurting immensely. As if I wasn't in enough pain today. His other hand draws close to my lip, pushing the needle against my skin.
I struggle and kick, fighting him, beating on him, and trying to get his hand away from me. He holds me tighter, trying to pierce my skin with the needle, and trying to sew my mouth shut.
He continues to hold me, the bones of his hand digging into my cheeks, the needle pinching hard as it tries to break skin.
I sound out muffled cries as my mouth is held tight, the hollow eyes staring down at me mercilessly, his other bony hand trying to work its devious and painful task.
I kick the chair out from underneath me, retreat back while wrestling free, and hold a finger in his face. "No! No, don't! Get that thing away for me!"
I’m several piece of junk furniture away from him, screaming and retreating, my wings unfurled and angry. I don’t care that I’m knocking half of this garbage over, I just want him to stop.
I feel my anger rising, but the skeletal man isn’t chasing me.
He stands there with the needle and thread, I can't read any emotion, and he hesitates as it seems confused. I feel my lip, and look at my finger. No blood, but it still hurts. "No! You're not doing that to me! Put that thing away!"
Is there even any negotiating?
I raise my black wings slightly to make my point, more junk falling over, and I am not going to hesitate if I have to harden these and slice him in half. The skeleton man hesitates again, holding the needle as if he were going to continue. I point at him again. "No!"
I stare into dead eyes for longer than I ever wished, trying to make sense of him and why. “No! Explain yourself! Who are you?”
As if he could speak back to me.
Still, if a skeleton can walk, it can talk, right?
He turns, and puts the needle away in a small wooden drawer. The skeletal man turns to me and stares, his hollow eyes staring right through me. I’ll probably never find out why he did that to me.
"What you want? Why did you take me here? Why did you try to sew my mouth shut?"
I just stare at him. I just stare at him like he's nothing, like I'm not afraid of him, and I am his equal. I blink. Not his equal, his superior. He is dead, and I am alive. I lower my finger, and just glare. I look back towards the entrance of the cave, and then at him.
"I am leaving."
He raises his bony hand, waves it around the room, and points at all of the junk. He then points his bony finger at me. Then, he just stands there, waiting.
I sigh. "What? You want me to look around? For what? Seriously?"
I look both ways, and peer into the near darkness at the piles of junk. I look back at him and point. "No funny stuff."
He lowers his bony hands and just stands there.
Right, you just stay where you are, buster.
I turn, and start rummaging through the junk. It looks like some sort of Ren Faire cast-off pile, with rotting leather scabbards, random bits of chain mail, leather shoulder pads, belts, and pieces of plate armor all scattered about open trunks and hanging on broken racks. I end up tossing more of the junk to the side and digging through it more than anything else.
"What are you looking for? What do you want me to get you?" I look back at him, and thankfully he's not holding a needle and thread anymore. "What am I looking for?"
He points at me, and then towards the junk.
"You want me to take something? You want me to get dressed? In this?"
The skeleton man folds his fingers over his belt contently.
"Are you serious?" I sigh, looking at some of the castoffs and holding them up. "I'm not even sure there's anything my size here."
I have no idea. From being led around in a graveyard by one man, nearly killed by the sight of another, and now this skeleton trying to sew my mouth shut and offering me garbage to wear has gotten my suspension of disbelief all screwed up. I just have no idea. None of this makes any sense, and the skeleton from an attacker one moment to someone wanting to dress me the next.
Why sew my mouth shut? Well, I guess it's not like he values flesh that much anyways. Maybe he got sick of my questions. Maybe it's something he does to everyone that comes down here. I peer back, he hasn't moved and I'm not letting him do it. I'm just lost a strange world right now, hurting, alone, and too miserable to be afraid.
“Who are you?”
The shine of black leather catches my eye. I recognize the dull glint of rusting chain mail, and pull a black leather corset free. Its edges are trimmed by gold, with fancy gold patterns sewn along the surface of the leather. It looks like something a fancy dominatrix or dark elf would wear, but I like it in a darkly sinister way. There are hundreds of gold studs in decorative patterns along it, and it's so intricately made it looks beautiful, honestly.
I hold the corset against myself, pushing it into place against my pink number seventeen shirt. It feels like it would fit, and I smile. Listen, this is the first smile I've had all day, and in a long time. I turn to the skeleton. "Can I have this?"
He slowly nods his head. I should have known.
I keep looking through the pile, finding a pair of boots, a cloak, gloves, three belts, and strappy leggings to match. Predictably, as with all female clothes created by male fantasies, there is a gold trimmed black leather pair of panties to match.
I turn to the skeleton holding up the panties. "Are you serious?"
The skeleton stands there, obviously not caring about a little bare flesh.
I look around the pile. "Is anymore to this? Is there anything else to this outfit?"
The skeleton shakes his head, no, obviously not.
Does he keep track of every little piece of junk in here? Well, I suppose he has the time. I look at him again, no movement, no threatening posture, just patience. The dead are endlessly patient.
I put everything on a scratched and ancient table. I look back at him. "Is there anything else, anything else in here for me?"
The skeleton stands there, fingers intertwined and locked together over his belt buckle as if he was still waiting for me. Obviously not, so I keep looking, walking further into the pile of junk and rummaging about.
What am I looking for? Seriously, I am stuck in a cave with a skeleton and he is dressing me up like some sort of fantasy fashion doll. I pick up an ancient battered shield and look at in the light, it's obviously seen one too many mace blows for its day. I toss it to the side, and a weapon rack filled with swords catches my eye. I walk over and start pulling them down one by one, and checking each one out.
I look back at him. "This? You want me to have a weapon? After what you tried to do to me? I would seriously reconsider that you want me to have one of these right now, even though I have no idea how to use it."
No reaction from Mr. Bones, and the next one I pick up feels incredibly light my hand. It has a black leather grip, silver trim, and it almost feels weightless. I grab the black leather scabbard and pull the weapon free. The light catches the rune-covered blade perfectly, the light shining up into my eyes. I pulled the long blade free, and give it a couple swings. It's weightless, and it feels solid and powerful.
I point the blade of the skeleton and focus my eyes upon him. "This? Is this the one?"
The skeleton unlocks his fingers, turns, and starts walking out of the cave.
"I guess so. I think we’re done here." I carefully sheath the sword, and walk back towards the table holding my new armor. I find the loop on the sword's scabbard and thread the belt through it. I watch the skeleton walk into the darkness, and begin climbing out of the cave. I give the cave full of junk one last look, and see a small black chain hanging on a broken rack. I reach over and take the chain, reach into my pocket, pull out my wedding ring, loop it through, and put it around my neck.
Some things I don't want to let go of.
I walk out of the cave a different woman, clad in black leather armor, black wings upon my back, and a sword upon my hip. I step into the light, and run my fingers through my hair.  I reach down and fix the tops of my boots.  I adjust my gloves, pulling them as far up as they will go. I'm still in pain, but I feel different.
I am a warrior, this is what they want me to be. I don't know why, but someone wants me dressing to be a part of something I do not know.
The skeleton is gone, he's nowhere to be seen. Why me? Why prepare me? For what? Something makes me very nervous about all of this, something is wrong when the un-living creatures of death show up and give you weapons.
What are they afraid of?
The black horse walks around the mound and whinnies. It lowers its head and nays.
"You like the new me? This isn't like the old me at all." I’m speaking to a horse, I know, I’ve lost my mind a couple of nightmares ago, so forgive me. Still, with my armor and my wings, I feel different, powerful, almost sinister and wicked.
Maybe it’s the wings, the black feathered wings upon my back. The leather panties too, I am so ashamed to be walking around in them, neither me nor my older self would have approved. Still, if I’m going to dress the part, I will go all the way. I loosen the wide band around my neck, the one that plunges down against my chest with the solid gold loop hanging at the tip.
I feel strange, inside I still hurt, my head still pounds from whatever the burning man did to it, but everywhere the leather touches me feels great. No aches, no pains, and I feel strangely invigorated and…powerful. Maybe the clothes do make the girl after all.
I take a long look at my glove, black leather going nearly all the way up my arm, inlaid gold stitching and patterns around solid gold studs. I flex my fingers and slowly make a fist, drops of mist dotting the surface of my hand.
Maybe, just maybe, I’m one of them now.
The horse scuffs his foot in the mud, and tosses its head in the direction of the rain. Water flies from him, I guess it is that wet out here after all. I guess I was too sore to notice.
I sling a long black cloak over my shoulder, I found it right before I left the cave, hanging on an old wooden rack. It may come in handy to keep me dry, or to conceal my wings. Part of me doesn’t want to hide them anymore.
I am who I became.
"So you know where we are going? Like you took me here? Like you took me to the diner, and away from my house." I rub his nose. "That man, back there at the graveyard, he said you found me? Why me? Why did you look for me? Why did you save me?"
The horse scuffs his foot again, nays, and snorts his nose throwing his head to the side again.
"We have to go don't we?"
The horse nods.
Damn if he understands me. I climb on the horse, and we ride off into the sickly green forest towards the driving rain.



CHAPTER XV: 
We’re Not Alone
 
There’s so much life around me. The deeply green forest goes on and on, moss clinging to wide trunks, ferns carpeting the forest floor, and branches shading us from high above. Rain drips through this teeming mass of life, and I have to pull my cloak over my face for shelter.
The forest hides a sickly green secret. Nearly every tree is hollow with rot, large festering scars marring their trunks, and the branches above sagging as if these majestic trees can’t hold their own weight anymore. The greens are off too, instead of emerald and bright, the colors here are olive and gray, a pallor of death hanging over the forest like a pallbearer’s mournful stare. The splintered trunks and rotting logs of the dead lie everywhere, melting into the canopy of mossy wet death underfoot.
There isn’t anyone out here, not alive at least.
I lean my head back and take a couple drops of water into my open mouth. Who was the skeleton man? Why did he attack, or at least, try to sew my mouth shut? Why? Haven’t I suffered enough?
The thought only hits me too late the rain could be poison, so I spit out as much as I can before I feel like I am acting silly. Still, why is everything so dead out here?
Maybe this is Hell. Maybe I was never a good mother, and I’ve been damned to Hell. Maybe I’m mad and none of this is real. Maybe my life is ending and these are my precious last few thoughts firing away as I slowly descend into death. Maybe I’ll end up face-to-face with the Devil himself.
I close my eyes and pat the horse’s back with my armored leather glove. I shift my wings, and adjust the armor I wear. It looks like I am some character out of a comic-book convention, some sad sorry girl playing dress-up for the boys. I guess I shouldn’t knock them, I’m betting they work hard on their costumes, and it brings them some measure of enjoyment showing off what they have done.
But I bet it is still as uncomfortable as this.
I’d never let my kids ever wear something like this either.
Then it hits me. My babies are dead. I let out several long breaths trying to cope. I don’t know. I don’t know. You got to stop thinking this way. You can go back and save them, I think. Please God, please help me save them.
They are dead. The thought keeps coming back to me like an morbid echo, my babies are dead, my babies are dead. I feel the tears well up and I swallow hard; I can’t, I got to believe I can save them. Whatever I am now, some hellish demon, some creation of my nightmares, I will wake up, I will will myself to save them, and everything will be okay.
Everything will be okay.
I sniff, I am pretty good at lying to myself, aren’t I?
Jesus please, God help me.
I have to keep riding. The rain shows no signs of letting up. We ride through this decaying, dying world full of life - but hardly a sound on one. I focus on listening, but there’s no birds, no calls, and not even the distant sound of an expressway echoing through the hills. Nothing. Just me and this horse, riding alone along a twisting trail.
The trail is mostly overgrown, the horse pushing through the ferns and branches over the path. Deep roots cut across the dead-leaf covered ground, slick with moisture, the leaves brown and slimy looking wet to the touch.
Instead of focusing close, I try far, peering through the gray haze of rain and through the passing trees. Nothing, not one fence, not one house, not one sign of life or civilization out here. Tree after tree in every direction, dead rotting logs stacked one upon the other, giant moss-covered boulders lying dead and cracked from the moisture, and sickly green ferns filling in every place not a tree.
My sword rides heavy on my hip. Even though the weapon is as light as the air which it cuts, the scabbard and belts add more weight to me than the weapon itself. I never even owned a gun, much less a sword. I even banned my kids from playing with the foam plastic swords at other kid’s houses.
I lower my head and cry.
They are still dead.
I watched them die twice.
I’m thinking this way again, I need to stop it. Please God. I bite my lip. If I could go back again, I could try again. Is there hope? What if I have limited times to go back, or if I only had that one shot? Would I screw things up again? I died the last time as well, so why am I still here?
I left Brad alone in that house.
How could I screw everything up so badly? Am I that bad of a person? He hated me, the rage in his eyes burned me like nothing I ever saw before. Even the burning man’s eyes didn’t hurt me as much. What if I can never change how this comes out? What if Brad, the children, and myself were destined to die, and nothing I do could change that outcome?
I’m so stupid.
We all die.
We just fight to delay it for a couple moments longer.
And that’s life.
Tears run down my cheeks, and my nose fills up and burns.
Smoke.
I smell smoke.
I wipe my nose on my cloak and look around. There’s nothing but sickly green forest around us. But I clearly smell smoke now.
“Smoke,” I say, patting the horse on the side, “I smell smoke, boy. Take me to the smoke.”
The horse turns off the path, and pushes his way through the forest, wet ferns rubbing against my boots. I peer into the trees, searching, but still I see nothing. The smell of smoke is stronger now. We climb a hill, the horse picking its way through the dead leaves and mud, pulling us up the steep incline to where I can get a better look. I smell the smoke clearly now, it’s pungent and slightly aromatic.
Food?
We crest a hill and I see a camp that fills a valley as far as the eye can see in the morning mist. Ten-thousand men must be camped here, with cooking fires billowing white plumes of smoke up into the misty air. Burlap and leather tents are packed tightly together with horses, medieval siege weapons, and soldiers. I see thousands of soldiers with breastplates of iron and chariots of war.



CHAPTER XVI: 
They Prepare for War
 
I don’t know what to do. I stare at this camp full of thousands of men, thousands of soldiers, and I have no idea if they are friend or foe. How do you know? Usually, you would know from the television news, as they would tell you who the good guys and bad guys were. But who are these people? I have no idea.
Do I ride right in and ask? What if they won’t tell me? What if they won’t let me go? I look back, and the sickly green forest sits behind me. I sigh, and wipe my eyes on my cloak. I have nowhere else to go.
I just don’t know what to do.
If I’m some sort of chosen person by that skeleton, I guess I am either a friend or foe to these people. I just hope they’re not the same people that found me by the rock. They don’t, they don’t look like them though. The banners in this war camp are different, giant black eagles on banners of pure white, each topped by a gold crown.
They are different, and I guess I should go see who they are. I have no where else to go, and really nothing else better to do - here.
I prod the horse with my foot and spur him on. We ride down the hill, and the camp draws closer to us. A man with a white beard in a chain coif waves hello and smiles. He puts down his halberd and waves enthusiastically with both hands, raising his voice and calling to others while pointing.
“She’s here! She’s here!” He shouting, and other men cheer. Others on the edge of camp drop their spears and sheath their swords and raise their voices in victory.
Well, it’s good to be expected. It’s nice they speak English too.
Who are these people? What do they want with me? Why are they happy to see me? Every time someone has expected me ever since this happened nothing but bad things have happened to me.
I raise my arm, wave and smile. Sure, happy to be here, I guess.
I ride towards the edge of the camp.
They gather around the horse, smiling, laughing, grabbing my legs, and they're all generally happy to see me. Men of different ages, races, ethnicities, and young and old alike all suited up for war. Pretty soon I am riding along with a crowd of them as if I am some sort of savior.
"She's here!" One shouts. "It is a miracle!"
"What is this place? Where am I?" I'm yelling questions at them, but the din and the cheers of the crowd are too loud to talk over, and I'm screaming the same questions over and over again. "Who are you people?"
The procession leads me through camp, and those around are cheering and pointing towards the center of camp. A large three-poled tent towers over the rest of the tents, and is surrounded by a phalanx of banners. It is obvious where they are taking me now.
Men are beating on their shields, raising cheers, and pointing towards the center tent. Squads of armored men and their swords push the lower ranking soldiers to the side, and clear a way for me and my horse to the tent.
Outside the center tent a line of officers and generals take notice, stand straight, and await me. Beside the entrance to the tent, a large white horse stands.
My horse stops dead in his tracks.
I try to prod him on, but he isn't having it. The black horse and the white horse stare each other coldly.
“Seriously?” I prod my horse again. “Come on, go.” I look at the white horse. “He’s not going to bite you. What is it with you?”
Men cheer, and the line of soldiers to each side draws apart some, standing at attention to both sides. I guess if I’m welcome, I’m welcome. I slide off my horse, pull off my hood, and adjust the wings on my back. Once the crowd gets the sight of my wings, a loud cheer roars through the camp, men holding their armored gloves in the air, hollering and cheering my arrival.
I hate this, I hate this, I have no idea what is going on or what is happening, or why this army is happy to see me. Just twenty four, hell, I lost track of time, just a couple days ago I was a housewife. Now I’m some sort of seventeen-year old Joan of Arc with jet-black angel wings being greeted by an army of conquerors.
I trudge through the mud towards the center tent, and a man lays a straw mat in front of me before I step on the wood planks placed around the officer’s area. I wipe my too-nice cos-play boots on the mat the best I can, and another man, a younger one dressed as a squire, comes over and towels each one of my boots off lovingly while kneeling in the mud.
“I’m not a movie-star, people.” I sigh, and no one pays the comment much attention. As if they even knew what I meant, almost.
I step onto the planks, and the group of officers bows their heads in unison. They are all older men, in armored coats, spike-topped gold helmets, handlebar mustaches, gold tufts, strings hanging off shoulder-pads, and more medals than I could ever count on the lot of them.
“Thank you,” I say and smile, standing in front of one of the generals, “can you tell me what’s going on around here?”
He catches himself, blinks a look up at me quickly, and motions towards the inside of the tent with his head. The inside glows with a cathedral-full of yellow candles, and its warm, inviting feel beckons me inside.
I step past the welcoming general and pull the tent-flap open.
He’s the most handsome man I have ever laid eyes upon. He has deep, penetrating blue-gray eyes, a stern nose, and chiseled features I associate with high royalty. His brown hair is neck-length and pulled back in a short tail, and he has a thin beard and mustache on his smiling face.
He wears the armor of a king, with a white flowing silk tunic emblazoned with a giant black eagle. He looks like a young hunk pulled straight from the films of Hollywood from some sword-and-sorcery epic. There’s not a spot on him without muscles I’d like to touch. He wears a gold crown emblazoned with dragons, lions, and fierce knights.
It scares me I forget about Brad so quickly.
He stands and smiles, holding out his hand. “Jessica. One of the Seraphim. Welcome to my humble abode. There is no need to fear, for you are home.”



CHAPTER XVII: 
He Looks Like a King
 
He takes my hand and leads me inside. The inside of the tent is covered with riches, red silks, gold-leaf covered chairs with cushions, tables full of food, gold platters and flatware, expensive-looking tapestries, a full brass stove glowing and giving warmth, pillows everywhere, and furniture I would expect to be in an antique shop somewhere. A high-end antique shop, let me correct myself.
“Who are you?”
He smiles and directs me to a cushioned chair.
“King Tanas of the Ashed Kingdom.”
“Tanas?” I sit, and he takes my cloak off from behind. “A king? No, please, I should take that off-”
He places my cloak over another chair and smiles. “It is my honor. I welcome you here Seraph Jessica. Such beautiful black wings. My, I have not seen such marvelous beauty in such a long, long time. Please, make yourself at home. My home is yours. Take off your gloves, you have no need for armor here.”
I hesitate, but really, I have no idea of how to fight or have any use for armor other than decoration and clothing, so I struggle and take them off. It feels good since my hands and arms were working up a sweat anyways.
He laughs and sits across from me, leaning near and smiling. His eyes are lit by the candles around us, with a sparkle in each. He reaches out and offers his hand to me. I take it, and he cradles my hand in the both of his. 
“Please be at home, me and my men mean you no harm. I understand you should be quite confused, as it is with any of your kind. The choosing process is never easy, and many do not survive. For you to make it this far is a very special thing indeed.”
He holds my hands, his eyes warm and inviting. “Black wings as well.”
I blink, his hands warm around mine, soft, and comforting. “I don’t understand. Who are you? Why did you call me that? Who are you? Who are these people?” I drop my head, feeling everything collapse around me. “What is happening to me?”
He squeezes my hands. “I was waiting for you to ask that. Those questions shall be answered, you must trust me. For now, you are my guest, and a welcome and honored friend.”
“I don’t know you.” I shake my head. “How can I trust you if I don’t know you?”
A smile leaps to his lips. “The men outside place their faith in me, and I promise upon the glory of God that I shall not hurt you. I am a friend, Seraph Jessica, and you look tired.”
“Why do you keep calling me that, Seraph?”
“Because,” he says with a nod, “you, Seraph Jessica, are one of the chosen. Only angels have wings.”
“Black wings?” I squeeze his hand tightly to make my point. “Why black?”
“You are,” Tanas says, slowing his words, “an angel of death.”
I feel myself shaking uncontrollably at the words, and I’m breathing fast. My heart feels like it is going to leap out of my chest. I begin to hyperventilate. “No. No. No, I can’t be. No. No. Why me? Why? I’m a what? I’m a-”
He holds my hands tighter, pulling me closer. “Shh. Shh. Jessica. You are fine. You are well. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. Everything is going to be all right. Please, please, have a drink. Settle yourself.”
He offers me a goblet of water and I drink, nearly spilling it all over myself. I gasp and I feel like I am going to throw up. I have trouble putting the golden goblet back down on the table, and he helps me, keeping one of his hands on mine.
“B-bad? You call this, g-good?” I gasp for air, nearly crying and sobbing as I feel everything coming down around me. “You’re, you’re not me, how would you ever know? My God, no.”
It feels like a doctor saying you have cancer and three months to live. You were fine walking in, but things will never be the same walking out.
“Are you-are you sure?” I’m begging him for a second opinion, crying my guts out. “Can’t we get rid of them? My wings, get rid of them?”
“Yes, but no. There’s no reason to be afraid, Jessica.” He squeezes my hands tightly, his blue-ish eyes locked on mine. “You are going to be perfectly fine. Becoming a Seraph is not a death sentence.”
“B-but, how can being an angel of death not be a death sentence?”
“Jessica!” He laughs and strokes my arm. “You are very funny. Silly almost for a Seraph. Think of it this way. You will never age, never get sick, never starve, and never die. Truly die I should say, not in the normal sense. You will stay young and virile forever, your beauty everlasting. Those wings will stay with you forever, those beautiful wings. Have you flown with them yet?”
“F-flown?” I feel myself calming, maybe it’s not as bad as I thought. No, it’s probably worse than I thought, but something about him is so calming and reassuring I can’t help to feel myself being put at ease by his presence.
“What are wings for if you can’t fly?” He laughs. “All Seraphim can fly, and it is a glorious and wonderful thing! I shall take it upon myself to teach you all the wonderful gifts you have, if you only will believe in yourself.”
He pauses, holding my hands. “Will you promise me that?”
I nod. He seems nice. I need to know one thing. “What do you want from me?”
“Smart.” He smiles. “They said you were smart.”
I tilt my head to the side. “You know the others? The old man in the graveyard? The skeleton? The burning man?”
He nods, and I feel myself pull away. He pulls me back. “Jessica, I’m not like them at all. Look at me. Do I seem old, decrepit, hateful, or has the skin fallen off my bones? I know them, but it doesn’t mean I always agree with them. This time it’s very different.”
“Different, how?”
“I need friends. We need friends, allies. To put it short, we need you. That burning man, as you say? One of us. The old man? Also one of us, along with the skeleton that likely gave you the beautiful armor you wear.”
“The old man sent me away when the burning man came to him.” My fingernails dig into his flesh, and I see the pain in the corner of his eye. “He destroyed everything. I nearly died looking at him.”
“But,” he says, leaning into my gaze, “you didn’t. You are special.”
“He seems to have a huge chip on his shoulder.”
King Tanas nods. “He is very hateful, indeed. The old man, the skeleton, and I - we need you. The burning man has grown such in might he threatens to destroy us all. Only a Seraph, born of fire and unholy might, can challenge him. This burning man, the herald of war himself, has grown too powerful. If he is not dealt with, I am afraid this shall not only be the end of your world, but all of us together.”
I am silent, the tears staining my face.
King Tanas holds my hands tight. “Jessica. We need you to help us stop him.”
“I don’t know how. Why me? What makes me so special?”
“We shall teach you.” He nods almost imperceptibly. “And you? You are wondering why you, out of the infinite souls which could have been chosen, are the one sitting in front of me now?”
I wait on his every breath, for every word he does not say.
“When you saw this death, this terrible destruction the burning man hath wrought, you in your heart made a choice for peace, not war.” He stares at me with deep intensity. “In the face of such brutality, when the ones you loved were already gone, you chose life.”
“How can an angel of death choose life?” I blink, not knowing what I should say or do. “Shouldn’t I be something different than this?”
“The moment makes the hero.” He loosens his grip on my hands, stroking my fingers almost lovingly. “God chose you at that moment, and all of us knew it.”
“Then.” I grab his hand. “Who are you?”
“We are the heralds of the end of days, Jessica.” He lowers his gaze to meet mine. “Since the beginning of time we have returned again and again to do the bidding of prophecy. We do the work of God, all of us, these are his prophecies, not ours. Myself? I am King Tanas, one of the four, the man who rides the white horse, king of all men and ruler of all.”
“King of what?”
“Nations, kingdoms, religions. I am presidents and pharaohs, holy men and politicians, kings, queens, prime ministers, or those simply with a powerful voice. I can take many forms, but I inspire, lift up, and give people hope. They believe in my words, and in turn I allow them to do great things. I am that voice inside every man and woman speaking to their hopes and fears, and I am also the personification of those hopes and fears.”
“How can you be everybody?” I shake my head.
“Jessica.” He strokes my cheek softly. “When you pass into this realm, this existence, things work a little differently than you expect. You have no concept for how things are, but they are. If I say I am all of those things, I am the hopes and fears of every man, then I simply am. 
It is like your first day at school, people told you ‘A is for apple’ and you believed them. Once you believe some certain things, put your trust in a man, a cause, or even a symbol, a whole new world of possibilities opens up to you. Language is the belief in symbols. Order is the belief in society. Magic is the belief in possibilities. I am your friend.”
“Why do you say that?” I shake my head. “You’re not my friend. Why should I trust you?”
“Jessica.” He pulls my hand close to him. “Do you have anyone else you can trust?”
We’re quiet a moment, and I reluctantly nod. “If you know so much, then why am I like this?” I feel myself getting upset again. “Why?”
“The burning man.” King Tanas’ words come slowly. “He stopped your ascension to Heaven. He is the one who forced the path which turned you into this. These are the things we have dominion over, the creation of the heralds of death. You are one of us now, a servant to the four, but a very powerful one mind you. You have the powers of the Kingdom of Heaven, ones likely you do not know, but your powers are tainted by the magic of Death itself.”
“Tainted wings, black with my sins and hatred.” I drop my head, blinking. “Why? Why not just let me die and go to Heaven?”
“That one act. The one thought you had. God will not let the burning man take the world, not this time. It was your prayer that was heard.” The King lets my hands go. “The burning man needs to break you. To do so would be to spit in the face of God.”
“I don’t know what you mean? What did I do? What did I tell God?”
“One prayer can change everything.” He shakes his head. “When your family died, your thirst for vengeance was extinguished for a call for peace and understanding. God heard you. His mercy be upon thee. That one prayer should have stopped all this.”
I blink. “Should? You mean there’s a chance?”
“God listens, but it is up to those who believe to act.” He nods. “You are correct, should. Meddling hath brought our current paradox upon us, not by the burning man, but by you.”
I feel the panic well up inside me. “What did I do?”
“You tried to change everything. Now, nothing is certain. Well, I stand corrected, one thing is certain. The burning man wishes to break you.”
“Why?” I can’t take all this in, I’m feeling so confused and alone, and my head is swimming in a thousand fears and thoughts. Was it me that caused all of this by trying to go back and save my family? Why is he saying this? How does he know? Who is he? How can I fix things? Can I? What do I do?
I need to focus, to figure out a way forward, if there is one. I need information. “What does the burning man want with me? What do you mean, break?”
“To break your spirit, to rekindle your thirst for vengeance. To say this succinctly, he needs you to reject God, to take back that prayer through your actions and wishes. It would also mean the prayer is not made with heart and honest love, and he would win. Everything, all of us, him, and your world. Everything would be over.”



CHAPTER XVIII: 
I Am So Numb
 
I don’t know what to think.
Do I trust him? I have no idea. He seems nice, like your typical king in some cable TV swords-and-sorcery show. He seems to know more about the situation I’m trapped in than anyone else so far.
So I guess I’m dead. I don’t know how or why, but I assume I have passed away. Being dead changes a lot for me. First, my priorities change, I’m not going to worry about saving my life anymore, or trying to reverse what’s happened to me. Life, it’s called living with the hand you’re dealt.
It also means I’ll never be my old self again. If I’m stuck being a stupid seventeen year old angel of death all my life, I’m stuck. Possibly. I guess. I have no idea. I close my eyes as the confusion washes over me.
What do I do?
The burning man is the one who did this to me. If I’m heading to Heaven to be with my family, I need to do something. What? I have no clue, and the King didn’t let on anything else other than he needed me. I think that’s where the ‘trust’ thing comes in, but I’m so lost and confused I don’t even know where to start.
For what?
Beware of kings bearing gifts I suppose, but he seems nice enough. I also need to stop thinking of myself so negatively, I may be dead, but at least I’m alive. No, wait, nevermind. At least I’m young, and I am starting to come around to the realization that I may not be so stupid after all. I haven’t forgot anything, so I have the advantage of having lived nearly two of my current seventeen-year old lives in this head of mine.
Going back and doing it again. Once, a long time ago I wished for that. Funny.
I know how to balance a checkbook, drive a car, take out a mortgage, open a bank account, and apply for a small business license - in short, nothing that would help me in my current situation.
I’ve watched plenty of television and movies about kings and Dark Age fantasy epics. I know how these people act, back-stab each other, and sleep with each other in gratuitous brothel scenes. I know how a 3d dragon is animated. I know that in Hollywood, all those sword blows are fake. I guess I know how fantasy people talk to each other in nays and whatnots. In short, nothing that would help me in my current situation.
What am I going to do? It feels like a nightmare that just won’t stop, and it keeps getting stranger and stranger. This is usually the point where people bite the bullet and chalk it up to pure faith.
If God wants me, he can have me.
Will he take an angel of death? I pull at my black feather, and discover yes, they do hurt if I pull on them. Am I stuck with these like some Gothic Lolita? God help me.
Well, if he wanted me before, maybe Heaven is a place of second chances.
I need to get back to my family, or at least make sure future me is all right. That’s all I care about. If I can get through whatever this King wants me to do, stop the burning man, and prove myself to God - maybe by some miracle I can be reborn and move on.
Hey, if it worked for Jesus, it may work for me.
Still, I have a lot to think about, but the weariness of everything that happened to me catches up to me, and I feel my eyes grow heavy.
I ask King Tanas if I can lie down, and he gives me one of the adjoining tents connecting to us. In a way, I wasn’t surprised to see a full bedroom set with a four-post canopy bed in here, complete with dressers, vanities, full-length mirrors, a wardrobe, a desk, couches, chairs, and any other amenity I could think of in a high-priced hotel room. The bath is full of hot water, so I remove my armor and bathe, and switch into one of the black nightshirts I find in the dresser.
I hang my useless sword by the bedpost, in case I need to embarrass myself with it and die shortly afterwards. I seriously have no idea how to fight with that thing.
My wings? I have no idea how I am going to keep them clean. Maybe they don’t. Maybe I can will them clean. If not, I’ll probably need to find a lake, or hire servants to wash them for me.
Still, the thought of being able to keep them clean by my will alone intrigues me enough to try, so I sit in the middle of my bed and focus on them, thinking clean thoughts and the smell of fresh laundry. If it works to take me to other places, it should work to take care of them, right?
What do you know, it works. Nice trick. If only I could clean my house this way.
The black feathers of my wings are soft and fluffy, not matted down from the rain, and they smell like my favorite fabric softener, spring glade. I wrap my soft, fluffy, beautiful, black feather pillow wings around myself and fall asleep.
I’m finally learning how to accept them. Maybe. I forget about my sleeping problem. The one where I can never predict where I wake up.



CHAPTER XIX: 
People Scream in the Night
 
I wake up. Black feathers surround me and I feel the fear race through my heart. Do I dare look? How long has it been?
My black wings wrapping around me, I hear screams. Deathly chilling, blood curdling screams of fear and death. I lie there a moment wondering if this is another nightmare.
I hear another scream.
Likely not.
Unwrapping myself does not help, it is still as dark as India ink. I feel my way around, I’m on an air mattress, on the floor, covered with sheets. I feel a small table beside me, and turn the other way. My wing knocks something over and I cringe at the noise.
But at least I still have them.
I crawl across a dusty carpet, and find the door to the room. This is a modern house, I can tell by the baseboards and door handle. I peer out into the hall. Blue light filters down a second-story hallway, and I can tell this isn’t my house.
I slip out into the hall, my wings brushing against the door frame, and I head into the master bedroom. The window is open, and ashes cover the floor.
I can hear someone from the basement or first floor call out, “Is someone there?” Followed by a quiet, “Shh!”
Outside, it’s dark. Ashes fall from the sky. The streets of this small residential neighborhood are covered by piles of snow-like ash.
I’m back in the real world again.
And now I have my wings.
I hear another scream.
There’s movement on the street. It is hard to tell, but it looks like people are moving about at night. What the Army said must be true, it comes at dawn and goes away at night.
I turn and go downstairs. I hear someone’s voice. “Someone’s in the house!”
“I’m not here to hurt you!” I shout, turning on the stairs and walking into a working-class living room still cast in the dark. A flashlight illuminates me and I shield my eyes. Someone is in the back, behind the kitchen, perhaps in a laundry room.
“What’s with the wings?” They say. They must be kids or teenagers, half scared out of their mind.
“I’m an angel of death.”
The flashlight turns off.
I speak to the darkness of the kitchen. “I’ll be leaving now, only go out at night, and take cover during the day. Don’t even open a window. It’s like the ozone layer or something, it’s in the sun but it can go through clouds.”
I feel my hip. No sword, and I’m still in this nightshirt and panties, barefoot. Damn it. Why didn’t I go to sleep in my armor?
I pause.
“Do you have a gun?”
“What would an angel of death need with a gun?”
“Fair point. Do you have any clothes?”
“Upstairs. Second bedroom, in the back. Are you a looter?”
“No, I’m not a looter. I’m trying to save the world. I’ll be back, stay right there.”
I walk upstairs and find the second bedroom. It’s a younger teenage girl’s room all right, with band posters on the wall, stacks of shoes and schoolbooks, and a closet full of clothes. I find paper bags marked “Jenny’s project, for Goodwill” and sort through those. If they were going to charity anyways, it’s not stealing.
I get dressed and walk downstairs. The flashlight from the kitchen is on again and shining on me.
“You look like an angel of death that shops at Hot Topic.”
“Shh!”
He was right. Black pre-ripped jeans, black suede boots with faux Indian-frills, a black top with a large pink pony on the front, and I took the leather bracers which I thought were a bit punk, but they reminded me of my armor so I put them on.
“I took them from your charity pile. Do you mind?”
A frightened girl’s voice barely says, “No. Class project.”
The flashlight turns off.
My wings drop a foot and I tilt my head back. “Where’s your mom?”
The voice is quiet, sniffing. “Gone.”
We’re quiet for a moment. What do I do? There’s a couple kids here in trouble. Two, maybe three. Alone. Their mother probably passed away in the master bedroom opening the window. It’s night, there’s no power, and they are all alone.
If I was a teenaged actress in some action movie, I’d leave them with some good advice and go save the world. However, I was a mother of two, and I recently lost everyone I loved.
“You three, come out. Come out here where I can see you.”
Motherhood always wins.
Two brothers and a sister, all younger than me. They have backpacks, suitcases, and travel bags full of junk stashed in the kitchen. The little girl has been crying. The younger brother puts on a backpack and pulls a suitcase over. “Are we going somewhere?”
“Yes. I’m taking you somewhere safe.” I sigh. “What’s your names?”
The oldest speaks. “Buddy, Tanner, and Jolie, we call her Jo-Jo.”
“Empty the backpacks, take only water and food that keeps. No toys. No sweets. Medicine too if any of you need it. Come on. Now.”
Within minutes I have the two brothers packing their backpacks with what I hope would last them a while, and Jo-Jo up on the counter where I’m wiping her tears away and telling her everything is going to be all right. I made an exception for Jo-Jo’s Sandy doll and the five pound bag of Shop-Mart chocolate though, split evenly between them plus a couple bars for myself, who can’t survive without chocolate?
“Everyone take a bottle of water and a flashlight, but don’t turn them on unless I say so. Keep your mouths covered and don’t breath in ash. Tie those towels around your faces like cowboys.”
I take a hoodie, but discover it won’t fit over my wings, so I resort to a head-scarf. I lead them to the front door, and I step out on the ash-covered lawn. I kick the ash away from the door and step out onto the lawn, being careful not to slip on the steps.
The little girl lets out a wail from behind me and I freeze dead in my tracks.
They won’t come out.
I hold out my hand. “Come on, it’s safe.”
“Are you sure?” Buddy hesitates, and Jo-Jo tries to run back inside. Buddy has her by her arm and she’s screaming “No, no, no!”
“I’m out here.” I hold my arms up, ash hitting them.
Tanner holds onto the door frame. “But you’re the Angel of Death.”
“Seriously? Then why would I try to save you?” I walk back to them, take Jo-Jo’s hand, and wrap my wing around her. She’s so scared she’s shaking. “My wings will protect you. Come on.”
They come out, slowly, stepping carefully on the ash, the fear clear in their faces. “Don’t slip on the steps, careful.”
We’re on the front walk before they get the confidence to walk anything faster than a slow creep. I open the front fence and we walk by the old car parked out front. People are walking down the street, slowly, just taking things in and seeing what happened to the world.
“Hey!” I shout, waving my arm. “Over here! I have some kids, we need help!”
Some of them turn slowly towards me, and they walk slowly down the driveway in a lumbering pace. All of them carry guns. It must be really slippery out here or these survivors are totally out of it…
They have no eyes.
They have black holes for eyes.
They raise their guns and fire, lighting up the night with gunfire.
The first rifle bullet shatters the front porch light, and I’m hustling the kids back inside. Tanner slips and I pick him up, and I’m carrying Jo-Jo as she screams. “Run, back inside, back inside!”
Another bullet tears through the air as the hunters close in on us.
I put Jo-Jo down and point at Buddy. “Go get your Mom’s keys! Now, go get them! Tanner, stay with her, right here.”
I turn down the walk. “I’ll be right back.”
I storm down the walk, steeling my wings to diamond-hardness. I keep one in front of me like a shield and I feel a bullet shatter against it. I run out the front gate and I hear one cycle the action to his gun. He’s close.
I swipe upwards with my wing, slapping him full force with my black wing of death. The impact is tremendous, sending the undead hunter sailing through the air and crashing through a fence. Another bullet tears past me, and I feel the air it’s so close.
A soulless hollow-eyed hunter runs at me with a meat-cleaver, black flies crawling across the blade. I bring my left wing down in an arc, slicing his right arm and leg clean off with the razor-sharp edge. The hunter falls to the ground screaming a blood curdling scream, howling in the night.
Other hunters cross lawns around me, cycling their guns, taking shots off that impact the ash and walls around me. I spin low, using my wings to protect myself, and I feel another bullet hit them and bounce off into the darkness.
In front of me lies the first hunter’s AK-47 rifle and his belt of military-style magazines.
When I turn and stand, I’m an angel of death, cycling the first shell into the weapon, putting it to my shoulder, and firing back at the oncoming horde of undead. I land bullets in their chests, into their faces, and fire over my wing, using it as a bullet shield. I fire slow, single shots, taking out legs, heads, and chest-shots one by one.
As I fire, my hatred grows, and I feel my deadly intent flow into the weapon. My bullets absorb my rage, and the shots become more powerful, like point-blank shotgun blasts, with each bullet taking off arms, heads, and throwing the undead hunters back with a single blow. I’m walking towards them, firing again and again, the muzzle-flashes lighting up the darkness, my last few shots in the clip completely blowing the creatures in half with my hatred.
I toss the empty clip to the side, the gun smoking, snapping a new one into place, and twenty of the hideous creatures laying motionless on the lawn. A huge crowd of more of them is howling and screaming from down the street, and the house is taking more fire, the upstairs window exploding in a shower of glass.
“Angel!” Buddy screams from the door.
“All of you, come on!” I motion, pointing. “Get in the car! Now!”
The kids are scrambling to get in the car, and I am shielding them with my wings. Bullets are imapcting around us, and one snaps through the sheet metal of the car before the kids get there.
“In, in!” I get Tanner and Buddy in the back seat, and Jo-Jo buckled up in the front seat, and I feel three more rounds bounce off my wings. I look back, even more hunters are crossing the lawns like something out of The Undead Hordes cable show that Brad and I used to watch on Sundays.
“You’re bleeding!” Buddy points at my leg, and he’s right, something grazed it, tearing open my jeans at the knee, probably one of the bullet fragments. Despite my wings, my body is still very much vulnerable.
“Later. Keys?” Buddy tosses the keys to me, and I force myself in the car. I have to soften my wings, and physically shove them inside the back like I was a college kid overloading a compact car with junk. Tanner is laughing in the back at the wall of black feathers filling up the back seats in front of them. He stops laughing when another bullet hits the back of the car.
I force myself in, and I feel trapped in the car. I can’t see out the back window, and the two brothers behind me are totally lost in a mass of feathers. I slam the car door shut and put the rifle next to Jo-Jo. “Hold onto this, but don’t touch.”
I slam the car in reverse, driving on ash is like driving on ice, and we careen into the fence behind us. “Is everyone okay?”
I hear two muffled yes replies from the back, and Jo-Jo nods.
I spin the car into drive, and fishtail around in the driveway, heading towards the street. Ash falls through my headlights like snow, and I try to brake before we get to the street. I fail, we skid into the street, hitting an eyeless hunter, and sending him onto the trunk of our car.
Jo-Jo screams as the eyeless man presses his face to the window and slams his large fist on the glass, cracking the windshield into a spider web.
“You have got to be kidding me!”
I slam the car in reverse, spinning around in a circle, the undead hunter holding on by our bent windshield wiper. He’s screaming his howl of death, slamming his fist on the window, Jo-Jo screaming her lungs out, and the car spinning on the ash.
A bullet flies through the window beside me, covering me in glass.
We hit something behind us, maybe a brick enclosure for a mailbox, and the car lurches to a stop. The undead man on our trunk nearly slides over the car, but he uses the force of the hit to shove his hand through the glass and straight for my throat.
I floor the accelerator and we’re spinning our tires.
A line of hunters down the street are firing at us, and shotgun pellets spray the trunk of the car. The ghoul’s hand comes within inches of my throat, and I press back into the seat to give myself a couple more hairs of breathing room. His broken and black fingernails grasp at my throat.
Our tires finally hit pavement, and the car lurches forward. We’re moving, but now the zombie has his hand firmly around my throat and he is choking the life out of me. Jo-Jo is still screaming, and Tanner’s head is out of the back wall of feathers and he is screaming too.
Me? I’m focusing on the road.
I clip another undead hunter on the street sending him off into the ditch. I’m blacking out now, spots in my eyes as the ghoul’s powerful hand closes around my windpipe and I feel the pressure increase like a vice placed on my neck.
The street is so slippery, it’s like driving on ice. We are skidding back and forth, the sideways motion pulling the creature’s hand from my neck and giving me a half-gasp of air every now and then. It’s not enough, I’m feeling faint headed and blacking out.
The creature’s arm is getting sliced up pretty bad by the glass. I can see his gray, dead tendons flexing as the skin peels away from his sliced-open arm.
I spin the wheel hard to the right and put the car into a spin. We slam into a parked camper. The glass slices the beast’s arm off from the torque and impact, leaving us with an arm sticking out of the windshield, but no zombie as our hood ornament. I gasp for air and pull the dead fingers from my neck.
I toss the dead, grasping hand and arm out my window. “Sorry about that kids, let that be a lesson to you, never pick up hitchhikers.”
I floor the car and we head away into the ash-filled night.



CHAPTER XX: 
There’s a Light in the Distance
 
And it turns out to be a church.
I pull up out front, and there are real people waving to me in the darkness. They have guns, but they are alive and friendly, living eyes peer out of their face-masks.
“Who are you people?” One of the masked church militia says, looking through my broken window. “It’s dangerous out here.”
I close my eyes and tilt my head back. “Tell me about it. Kids, out of the car.”
The kids climb out, and I sit there, thanking God we made it.
The man reaches in the window, tapping my shoulder. “Miss? You coming inside?” He pauses. “Why did you pack the car full of feathers?”
A moment later, I’m climbing out of the car, and the church militia sees me pull my long, black wings free. I fold them on my back, and sling my rifle over my shoulder. Their mouths are wide-open under their masks.
I dust my hair off and pull it back into a tail. “Take me to see a preacher.”
They walk me towards the front doors, and the church is lit by hundreds of candles. Jo-Jo holds onto my wing, and the two brothers follow closely behind.
Buddy pulls on my other wing, stopping me. “Is it okay for you to go inside?”
“It’s okay.” I nod. “God knows who I am.”
Inside, hundreds of people stay huddled together in song and prayer, Christians and non-believers, Arabs and Jews, and hundreds of different faiths brought together by this terrible day. When we are at our worst, sometimes the best comes out in us all. I push my way through the crowd, and when people get a look at me, they part in shock, clearing the way to the altar.
The room goes silent. The pastor’s eyes go wide in shock as he sees me. “Jesus Christ.”
“Exactly who I’m looking for,” I say, looking back at the silenced room and then back to the pastor, “I am in need of some spiritual help, Father.”
He points at my wings. “Are, are those for real?”
I unfurl them and a hushed shock echoes through the congregation. I seat them on my back and shimmy them into place. “Last I checked.”
“Angel?” Jo-Jo is pulling on my wing. “Are you going away?”
I turn and kneel to face her. “For a little bit. Someone here is going to take care of you three and make sure you don’t get separated from your brothers.”
She hugs me. The two brothers hug me and my wings. Tanner says, “Thank you,” and I ruffle his hair. Buddy holds onto my hand, and then lets go, he doesn’t want to cry but I tell him it’s okay. I motion to a woman with a family in the front pew and she says she will take care of them. It breaks my heart to leave them, but I have a world to save.
Their world.



CHAPTER XXI: 
We’re Gathered Here Together
 
The Christian pastor is an older man with gray hair, and he’s holding a bible. The Baptist minister is a jovial black fellow who shakes his head and says “Oh Lord” a lot. There’s a balding Jewish rabbi, a Catholic priest, a Mormon elder, and a bearded Muslim Imam in the back seminary room as well, all listening to my story. They’ve checked out my wings, inspected me, and questioned me endlessly about what I have seen and what I have went through.
Pastor John, the Christian, walks around the room. “So if what you told us is true, we are dealing with the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. I suppose we prepare our congregations for the end of days.”
“But they said God heard my prayer!” I say. “This isn’t happening, they said they have been on Earth a number of times before, and God has stopped them every time.”
Father Michael, the Catholic, sits back in his chair. “It could be true, the Black Plague, the Fires of London, World Wars, and other cataclysms could have been brought upon by biblical forces. This could be meddling by Satanic forces, and God could have heard our prayers.”
“You just don’t pull back the Apocalypse,” Minister Paul, the Baptist says, “it doesn’t work that way. Oh Lordy Lord. The Four Horsemen. Oh, Lordy Lord Lord.”
“So this burning man,” the Imam named Azad says, leaning close, “he wishes you to recant your prayer to God?”
“Yes.” I sigh. “He needs me to cancel my prayer so the world will end. The burning man is responsible for all this. He has some sort of, I don’t know, biblical weapon of mass destruction.”
“The burning man must be the Herald of War,” Adam, the Mormon Elder, says, “What did he say to that other man? The one you met in the graveyard? Who was he?”
“He was dressed really well,” I say, “and he kept talking about when I died, and how my soul was dead but I lived on.”
“Pestilence?” the Jewish Rabbi, Saul, says, “or Famine? Did he look like he was starving? Did he have a quiver of diseased arrows?”
“He didn’t have any arrows, Jesus, I don’t know who these people are. Maybe there’s an answer in the Bible, does anyone have one?”
I pick from about twenty offered to me, and in moments, everybody is flipping through their copy.
“Revelation, 6:1-8,” John says, “And I saw when the Lamb opened one of the seals, and I heard, as it were the noise of thunder, one of the four beasts saying, Come and see.
And I saw, and behold a white horse, and he that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given unto him, and he went forth conquering, and to conquer.”
“The man with the crown and the white horse,” I say, “I met him. He was pretty nice, he had an army, and a tent. I didn’t see a bow though. He explained everything to me.”
“He’s typically called Pestilence,” Adam says, “this is the guy with the bow and the diseases, right? Did he have any diseases? Did he look sickly?”
“He looked fine to me,” I say, “Seriously, what in the that says he spreads diseases with a bow? From the Bible this guy just sounds like a king, maybe a conqueror. You people read too many comic books.”
“She could be right,” Saul says, “we have let popular culture define who these horsemen are. Perhaps the king on the white worse is not the harbinger of disease, but instead a false prophet or leader of men into war. John, next quote please, and Jessica, let us know if any of these men sound familiar.”
John continues, “And when he had opened the second seal, I heard the second beast say, Come and see.
And there went out another horse that was red, and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the Earth, and that they should kill one another, and there was given unto him a great sword.”
“War,” I say, and everyone nods, “this guy was on fire, literally. He came out of the sky like a meteor and blew up miles of graveyard. Just looking at him nearly killed me, he’s so powerful the others cannot deal with him anymore.”
“Perhaps War himself has grown to be too powerful in our own lives?” The Imam sighs. “Perhaps this is Mankind’s doing? We may have brought this upon ourselves.”
“You saying because we made War so important in our lives, it makes him stronger?” Paul says, “What are we supposed to do, sign a peace treaty and make this guy go away?”
Michael shakes his head. “I could say a worldwide peace treaty among all of man would do all of us a bunch of good, don’t you say?”
“Never gonna happen,” I say, resting on the couch and rubbing my eyes, “anyone got any better ideas?”
“We need to fight and defeat War somehow?” Adam shrugs. “Who was he meeting with? One of the other two, right?”
“The old guy, the rich one who was with me looking at my grave. War came to him, the man on the black horse. That is the same horse that found me and pulled me into this mess.”
“I think this is him, listen,” John says and continues reading, “And when he had opened the third seal, I heard the third beast say, Come and see. And I beheld, and lo a black horse; and he that sat on him had a pair of balances in his hand.
And I heard a voice in the midst of the four beasts say, A measure of wheat for a penny, and three measures of barley for a penny; and see thou hurt not the oil and the wine.”
“Famine,” Michael says, wincing, “the third horseman.”
“I never saw famine in him, nor balances or scales,” I say, “just a rich guy, like a businessman.”
“Perhaps this man is in the business of war?” Saul says, “Perhaps this is another misinterpretation of our popular culture.”
“Those who deal in the weapons of war,” the Imam says, “are the merchants of death itself. Beware those whom profit from the winds of conflict, the flames of hatred, and the false leaders who bring us to the precipice of war.”
“So the king on the white horse is evil?” I shake my head. “He seemed nice enough, and he wanted to help me.”
“Never trust a stranger with smooth words and whom says he only wishes to help,” Saul says, “he could be a wolf in sheep’s clothing. His explanations of all this should be taken with a huge grain of salt.”
“He has my sword,” I say, “and my armor. Given to me by the fourth one.”
John closes his book as he recites the final psalm from memory, “And when he had opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth beast say, Come and see.
And I looked, and behold a pale horse, and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him. And power was given unto them over the fourth part of the Earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the Earth.”
“Death,” I say, “the skeleton guy. The comic books got one part right, I suppose. He tried to sew my mouth shut but I stopped him.”
“Eww,” Adam says, “why do that?”
“Angels of death do not need to ask questions,” Saul says, “they just take souls to Heaven. Perhaps he was doing it as a professional favor?”
I stare at the Rabbi. “What angel of death?”
“Azrael,” the Imam says from beside me, “the Angel of Death. He is not in any Christian Bible, but he is a figure in many traditions, such as Muslim, Judaism, or Sikh. Black wings it is said he has. We Muslims believe angels have no free will, but act upon the will of God only. You have Azrael’s wings, but I wonder if you are a true angel.”
“I have no idea what I am.” I rest my head in my hands. “Maybe this is God’s will. Maybe I’m not a true angel, but I’m sort of halfway there. Maybe I can’t hear God.”
“If these are Azrael’s wings,” Adam says from behind me, touching one of my feathers, “then where is he?”
I look up. “I honestly don’t know. If I would have met him, I would have asked.”
“Maybe someone cut his wings off?” Paul says, “And you got them? Lordy Lord, who would capture an angel of death and do that? They must be looking for a world of pain.”
My eyes open wide. I stand up.
“I know where he is.”



CHAPTER XXII: 
It’s Me in the Mirror
 
I’m washing my face in the church’s womens’ room, alone in one of the back halls. I bury my face in the rag again, and let the hot water soak away all my fears. I look at myself, and realize it’s not going to get rid of them all.
I dry my face with a towel, and inspect my rifle on the marble counter. AK-47. Seven full military magazines. Over two-hundred rounds of ammunition. Adam said each clip is only three seconds of firing, and to save my shots by firing singles.
There’s a banging on the door. “Jessica?” John’s voice.
I stare at myself in the mirror. “I’m still here, what?”
“Jessica you know the where but not the what or why,” the pastor says from the other side, “and you have no idea if Azrael is even a friend, or if he is even still alive.”
“I have something of his,” I say, shifting my wings. “Those men came for me, they captured me because of who I am. They only care about the wings, not me, not Azrael.”
“How can you be sure those aren’t the king’s men, the first horseman’s?” Adam’s voice.
“These men spoke Latin, some ancient dialect,” I say, pulling some gunk out of my left eye, “King Tanas’ men spoke English, or at least I understood him.”
I pause. “Different banners too.”
“You can’t be sure they still have Azrael,” John says, “and you can’t be sure Azrael won’t kill you to get his wings back, if those are his.”
“I need to know.” I stare at myself. “Even if he is my enemy, I need to know.”
Adam says, “If you leave, we may never see you again.”
I slide the clips back into the rifle pouches, and snap each one closed. “Consider our short time together to be a gift, I guess. It’s good to see all of you coming together in a time like this. It gives me hope for the world.”
I sling the belt of ammunition over my shoulder. “What little of it we have left.”
I close my eyes and focus. I need to return to that cell, the one I left after I had been captured. I focus on the men in white tunics with red crosses, and their strange way of speaking. I remember how sore my head was after being pummeled, kicked, and punched and knocked unconscious. I focus on all of the men there with swords, weapons, and armor, and grip my rifle tight.
Can I fight them all with one gun?
The door opens and Adam walks in. “Jessica?”
I drop my head. “You’re not supposed to be in here, Adam.”
He looks around, blushing. “I know, but still. Jessica, please. You don’t have to do this. God will work everything out.”
I look at him, and he seems young for a church elder, blond hair, tied in a ponytail, thick rimmed glasses, and his typical white shirt and black slacks. He’s cute in a way, like Brad, and maybe in another life I could fall for someone like this. Maybe.
“I’m fine, Adam, thank you,” I say, “I have to do this alone.”
He touches my arm. My skin tingles to his touch. “You don’t have to do this alone, Jessica. We can help, and God is always with you. Just, just don’t-”
“What?” I look at him. “You’re not even like me, I don’t even believe what you believe, hell, sorry, I have never been very religious myself. They picked the wrong person to fight God’s war with these people.”
He lets out a long breath. “Jessica, it’s not too late. Just, just don’t make a decision you will regret, it’s all I ask. With who you are, and I don’t pretend to understand it, but you have power, and you need to be responsible-”
“I don’t know what responsible is anymore,” I say, closing my eyes, “I just need to finish this, to find some way to escape, to get away and hide, to save my family in my other life, and to…I’ve given up trying to understand this a long time ago. I’m just trying to survive.”
“We make rash decisions without guidance and direction in our lives,” he says, fixing my hair.
Something about his voice soothes me, and I feel myself calm and relax. Part of me wants to curl up in a ball somewhere and fall asleep. No, not asleep. “I can’t stop. I need to see this through. Just go, you are making this hard enough on me as it is.”
I let out an exasperated sigh, once, twice, and then I turn to him. “Adam, I-”
He’s gone.
“Adam?”
I walk over to the door and peer out into the hall. Nothing.
“Adam?”
I check the stalls in the women’s room. Nothing. Jesus, why do I need this right now? He’s probably heartbroken or something, I’m just a little younger than him, I’m an angelic figure, and he probably has feelings for me. He could be so shocked out of his mind on a terrible day like this he’s ready to take hold onto anybody, and a beautiful young girl walking into church who proves your beliefs is probably a lot for him to handle.
I walk back out into the hall. “Adam?”
Pastor John leans out of another door in the hall. “Jessica, angel, yes?”
“Have you seen Adam?”
He shakes his head no.
“Thanks.”
I walk back into the women’s room. Great, well, if I never see you again, I hope you have a wonderful life and make it to Heaven some day, Adam. 
I stare at myself in the mirror. “Look me up.”
As if I don’t have enough distractions and-
Doubts. I need to clear the doubts from my mind. I need to focus, to picture myself in the room, to feel the cold, dark surroundings like they were around me now, to peer out the small barred window in the door, and to feel the pain and the fear of waking up in a cold cell.
Is two-hundred rounds going to be enough? What if they shoot me with their crossbows? How many men do they have?
I bite my lip, the doubts are clouding my thoughts and distracting me. I focus on the room again, feeling the coldness of the floor, and focusing on the cell. Return to the darkness. Return to the darkness. Go back into the cell. Calm myself.
Focus.



CHAPTER XXIII: 
I Can’t Do This Alone
 
I stand up from behind the diner’s counter. “No need to look for me, I’m right here.”
Colonel Becks and a dozen chemical-suited soldiers aim their guns directly at me.
“Aww hun,” Velma says as she winces, “you could of kept hiding under there.”
Vijay sits in a booth, defeated, while the trooper Jeff shares a dirty look with the colonel.
“Put your gun down!” One of the soldiers shouts, and the rest start closing in on me. I put my rifle on the counter. Slowly.
It seems every eye and gun in the diner is upon me.
I unfurl my wings, and the diner goes silent.
Velma drops into a chair. “Jesus Christ.”
I can see the colonel’s eyes go wide under his mask.
“You know about these?” I lean over the counter towards him. “You know what’s going on here? Do you know who I am?”
“Wings down!” Men are shouting, pointing rifles, taking cover inside booths and behind counters, their rifles all aimed at me. “Wings down!”
The Colonel holds his hand up, and slowly opens it. “Lower your weapons.” An uncomfortable pause hangs in the diner. “I said lower your weapons, now!”
Colonel Becks reaches under his neck, and pulls his chemical suit’s hood off. He’s an older man, cropped gray hair, baby-blue eyes, and a scar-marked face. He looks me up and down. “Azrael, angel of death?”
“You just said you were looking for him,” I say, “I presume. Well, I’m not him, but I have his wings. I need to know why you are looking for him.”
Becks narrows his eyes. “You’re asking me questions now? Why don’t you-”
“The Four Horsemen? The Angel of Death?” I point my finger at him. “The government knows a lot more than they are telling us, they always do. For you to walk in here looking for a man with black wings and my horse tells me you are a lot further down the road to figuring this all out than I am.”
“How do you know about the Four?” Becks’ men close in, but he waves them back. He pulls a cigarette out and lights it. “And who are you, Azrael’s daughter, the blackbird?”
“Just someone who got lost on my way to Heaven.” I lower my wings. “And I need your help.”
God, please let them believe me. I’m focusing in case I need to get the hell out of Dodge and disappear, but I feel these men have things I need to know. I’m not even sure they will believe me, and all of a sudden I feel so stupid for coming back here. I push aside my fears, and believe in myself. If he knows anything, please God, let him tell me what I need to know.
He’s staring into my eyes, looking me over, cigarette hanging from his lips, rifle in his hands. He gives my wings a look, and then focuses back on my eyes. He opens his mouth and watches for my reaction. “Stand down. I repeat, stand down.”
“Thank God that ended without a fight,” Velma says.
The colonel offers me his hand and helps me over the counter. He picks up my rifle and points to the door. “I will need you to come with us.”
“I promise to go with you and answer whatever you want.”
“We need to ask you some questions, and bring you to a safe facility.” He nods, and his men start filing out of the diner. “Get these people some supplies, and an evacuation route.”
I look over at Velma, Jeff, and Vijay and smile at them. Vijay waves goodbye, and Jeff has a pained smile on his face. Velma drops her head. I whisper the words “thank you” to them.
“There’s nowhere safe,” I say, stepping towards the door, “if I can be anywhere I imagine at any point in time, and the four horsemen can too, do you think there’s any safe place in this world they can get to?”
I turn to him, and he stops putting his hood on. “Miss, please, we are still trying to figure out just what you entities are and how these things can be stopped.”
“I’m a human being.” I hold my hand over my heart. “Not an entity. I’m an angel and a housewife and a mother who lost her children so show me a little compassion. I’m trapped in this body with wings and I’ve been going through hell for I don’t know how long because I’ve lost all track of time.”
I have three days. It comes back to me like a lightning bolt. I still don’t know what for and when it starts or ends. My whole sense of urgency floats like a piece of ice on a river.
“If you promise to help me, I’ll help you.”
He stops, tossing his cigarette into an ashtray by the door. “What are you asking me for?”
“Before I come with you, I need you to believe me.”



CHAPTER XXIV: 
Darkness Surrounds Me
 
I am in a dark cell, kneeling in the darkness.
I unwrap my wings and slide them on my back.
The knights outside the door bang, shout something in Latin, and I hear the sound of keys jangling. I hear others with them, men with swords, clubs, and crossbows.
They open the door and file in, spears pointing towards me, carrying ropes, long poles with giant hooks, nets, and the last one with a torch steps inside.
A flurry of shadows meets them from the sides, and men run from behind me lying in wait.
Colonel Becks and nine other soldiers ambush the medieval knights, taking them down with bayonets, knives, rifle butts, and choking the last two to death with sections of parachute cord. For most of the knights, it’s a two on one fight, with some soldiers holding the knights’ mouths closed while they are ruthlessly killed.
It’s a bloody, fast take down without firing a shot, and the torch rolls to the ground at my feet, illuminating the cell with its eerie firelight.
I don’t even realize the flame is burning my exposed knee before Becks kicks it away from me and helps me to my feet. He points to the squad’s medic. “Check her knee.”
The medic looks up. “Her skin isn’t burnt, her jeans are though. Nothing.”
I look down. Not even the cut from the bullet I got in the car. Why didn’t that hurt? Is this what the king meant when he said I could face the burning man? I have no idea. I shake my head and look around.
Becks and his two team leaders are by the cell’s door, peering into the hall. The rest of the seven men are around me, carrying M-16 rifles, a pair of machine guns, and two under-rifle grenade launchers. They move the bodies of the five knights inside the room, and cover the door.
I walk over to the colonel, and he looks back at me with a smile. “You weren’t kidding about that teleportation thing, Blackbird. That must come in pretty handy.”
“It’s like my checkbook.” I lean around him and look in the hallway. “When I can control it, it’s a good thing. Did you have to kill them?”
“We don’t carry silencers, and they probably don’t know what these are,” he says, snapping a bullet into his short rifle’s chamber, “so it was the the easy way or the hard way. We chose for them, unfortunately.”
One of the soldiers behind us remarks, “Easy for us, hard for them.”
I look away from the death, and I’m vaguely aware of a presence floating away from each one of them. I turn, and walk towards a blackened ghost floating away from one of the knight’s bodies. The medic blinks, looking at me, and then looking around like he can’t see what I see.
I step towards the black ghostly form, reach out, and touch the darkened smoke. It’s cold, full of hatred and vile, wicked thoughts. The decision comes to me without me thinking about it.
Up or down?
I can’t control it. I walk from ghost to ghost, reaching out and thinking, down. Down, down, down. They flit away, one by one to my touch, each one’s thoughts more hateful and vile than that of the others. I touch them out of revulsion more than thought, like swatting a fly away, and then swatting another. I can’t think about it, I just do.
“Secure the bodies,” Becks says, ordering his men in a whisper, “cover them with tarps. Team lead two, take point. Jess? Jessica?”
I’m shaking so badly he has to hold me. He turns me around, and slaps my cheek softly. Hey, Blackbird, snap out of it. What is wrong?”
“Evil.” I blink. “All of them, evil and wicked to the core.” I look up into his eyes, my hand numb, tears streaming down my face. “I think I just sent them all to Hell.”
“That’s our job.” He wipes the tears from my eyes. “I need you here, now, without you, nobody is getting home.” He pauses as something clicks in his head. “You tell us where to go, and we’ll find Azrael together. Understand?”
I nod, and he helps me to the door. I don’t look back.
We creep into the hall, the soldiers covering our backs crouch walking backwards, rifles at the ready and pointing into darkness. The colonel and his sergeant walk point with their knives and pistols drawn, ready to ambush anyone in front of us silently. I’m in the middle of them all, taking cover behind men in heavy armored vests like some sort of VIP.
If only they knew what I have been through.
What I am going through.
Where we are going.



CHAPTER XXV: 
We Move Like Death Itself
 
We approach a door at the end of the hall, and Becks and his sergeant slip inside. A short whistle, and the soldiers and I move in. A dead jailer lies to the side, and Becks cleans his knife while handing the sergeant a keyring. Two men creep up to a circular stairwell and aim up it, pointing their rifles high.
I’m aware of another ghost, calling to me, begging me for deliverance. No one else seems to notice. I’m afraid to touch it, so I just stare and back away. It hums and howls in some imperceptible sound, its wails growing more plaintive as I back away.
The sound of a whip cracks through the stairwell, and a man screams in agony. I feel the pain of his haunting wail in my teeth it hurts so bad. Everyone in the squad looks at the stairs.
“He’s up there.” I say.
Becks nods, and moves his men towards the stairs, keeping with me as we ascend. Every step is an agony in silence, every man is cursing any noise they make. We move as a group of silent killers, each of us on edge, extreme violence ready to erupt in a heartbeat.
Becks keeps a hand on my shoulder, instructing me where to move inside the group. His sergeant, Harris, crouch-walks ahead of me, and I can count about six rifles pointing past me, safeties off, a storm of death ready to fly on the pull of a trigger.
We enter an upstairs hall built entirely out of gray stone, with a high arched ceiling. The hall is lit by large candles sitting on eons of dripping wax. The hallway goes off in both directions, one down to a set of doors, and the other way to a corner about ten yards away.
Another crack of the whip and a blood curdling howl direct our attention towards the pair of doors. Becks points towards them and the group nods.
We see them and they see us. A group of three men in plate armor turn the corner, one carrying a tray of food. The tray drops and clatters, the men pull their swords, and two of our soldiers open up on them with their automatic rifles.
The bullets pass through the plate armor like tin cans on a fence. My ears explode from the noise, they hurt from the reverberation of the sound around us as a third soldier opens up into them, bullet after bullet tearing through the men. Blood explodes out the back of the knights as they jerk and fall in lifeless piles of shattered bone and torn flesh.
“Go time!” Becks shouts, and we’re running towards the doors. “Sergeant, lead the men to the door! Weapons free!”
Behind me, the dead men’s ghosts call to me, the evil twisting forms begging to be released from the bonds of this world, and their cries grow desperate to not let them wander forever in the throes of limbo. Becks pushes me along as I stare back at them, the three ghosts begging release and freedom from this earthly bondage.
Even Hell would be better one of them says to me.
Becks keeps a hand on my shoulder, and we’re running away from them as a group, the men around me on alert, rifles readied, and I can feel the dead men’s cries grow more urgent.
Release us.
Please send us to Hell.
Don’t leave us.
I reach back, open my hand, and comply. Gone, gone, and gone.
In their wake is a peaceful eddy, almost serene and thankful.
The fire team ahead of us opens the doors, and two men enter the room beyond like trained professionals, closely followed by two others.
It’s a mess hall, and about thirty knights are eating, their heads turned in the direction of the racket. Several are standing, and obviously they never have had heard the deadly sound of a gun before.
They learn soon enough.
The four entering soldiers blast the men with their rifles, rapid automatic fire sending bullets sailing through the flesh of knights at close range. The star-like flashes on the rifle’s muzzles erupt around us, brass casings flying off into the air, the chaotic symphony of slaughter sending knights to the ground so fast it’s impossible to see it all happen.
Only I’m aware of every one of them.
Knights sitting for dinner are gunned down, others pulling swords fall with massive holes blown in their chests, a knight falls over with half a head, blood sprays the walls, arms are detached from bodies, and death visits each and every one of these men trying to fight back against a machine of soldiers trained to kill, and kill well.
We are halfway across the room, the lead soldiers are reloading rifles while the ones behind them take up the lead, and the volley of fire continues unabated. We are stepping over bodies and pools of blood as we slice our way into the room like a force of nature, violent and uncaring, each soldier mechanical in precision, reactions to turn, point weapons, and unleash hell clicking and snapping into place like a Swiss watch.
A crossbow bolt wounds one of our men, and the medic pulls the wounded man to the center of the group, the medic’s rifle cutting the crossbowman to pieces in a half-second.
We’re across the room, death in our wake, and I can feel the cries of the dead and dying. With every life taken, it’s another for me to send, a cutting of the cord, a life judged in the blink of an eye, souls dying or wishing they were, slowly bleeding out and slipping away.
It’s overwhelming, there’s so many dead, there are so many screams, it’s mass murder and I’m in the center of it, looking and feeling but not being able to stop it. In fact, I brought all of this upon them.
What have I done?
More screams, more judgments, and more souls begging for release. Even those left alive are in so much pain they were wishing they were dead, and in their half-dazed state they are reaching to me, the Angel of Death, to cut the cord and set them free from the pain.
Set us free from the pain.
Judge me next. Please.
I have lived a life of wickedness and sin, send me to the peace of Hell. I am ready to be judged.
Let me die.
Make my pain stop, I beg of you.
Please let me die.
What have I done?
Becks opens the doors on the other side of the room, and we are looking outside at a gray and rainy day. It’s a castle courtyard, wet with rain with high towers surrounding the walls. A black man is hung on a cross, nude except for a small loincloth. His back facing a group of men, one a torturer with a whip.
A hundred lashes from the whip cross his back.
Two giant scars where his wings used to be seep blood down his shoulder blades.
Azrael.
A group of knights standing around the torture are drawing their swords, running at us, screaming at the top of their lungs in battle cries, and preparing for war.
They don’t get war, they get Hell.
Men with longbows fire at us from the wall, and arrows sail down at our squad. Our group takes positions on the stairs leading into the courtyard, arrows flying around us with deadly accuracy, shafts sticking out of soldier’s backpacks, one hitting one of our men in the face but the soldier keeps firing, and our squad moves into position to fire back.
Becks and the other soldiers open up, taking shots off at men on the walls with their rifles, and the squad’s two machine-gunners open up on the charging advance of knights.
It is like watching wheat being cut with a reaper.
The machine-gunners lay a stream of bullets into the advancing horde, knights fall over each other, blood sprays into the air, and bodies shatter, skulls burst open, and limbs fly. The two men with grenade launchers let tiny packages of exploding death sail through the air, the explosions shattering stone, blowing archers off walls, and sending fireballs sailing up into the rainy sky.
Azrael screams.
There are so many souls crying I can’t count them all. I must join them. I must become one with them.
This is where I belong, in death.
I pick up the sword of a fallen knight, run through the firing squad, put my foot on the railing of the stairwell, and jump off into the hailstorm of death, my sword raised high.
I’m flying, my wings spread wide, a black raven of death sailing above her brood of violence and hatred.
I land in the center of a group of knights, both alive and dying, landing with such force that the bodies of the dead and alive fly away from me, arcing through the air and leaving trails of blood in their wake. Only the strong remain around me, and the knights charge in.
I scream like the blood itself, the unholy strength filling my veins, the power coursing through my muscles like some unearthly force, and I swing this ten-pound sword like it was made of paper.
Everywhere the sword goes, it cuts. Everything it intersects, it slices in half like one of my best kitchen knives. It shocks me to see a man’s arms cut off, the second man’s insides spilling out, and the third man lose his jaw in my one long-bloody, instant sword blow - but it doesn’t shock me.
It pleases me.
Why have middlemen do the killing when I can kill and judge them right here?
I step into the next attacker like a possessed woman, twirling my sword with the practice of a thousand years of war, blocking one blow, and slicing another knight in two.
His soul? Guilty, straight to Hell.
The man I blocked retreats a step, raises his sword, and I shove my blade straight into his gut. I twist the weapon, see his eyes go wide with pain, and I judge him, guilty, to Hell with you, and his flesh shell drops to the ground in a lifeless husk.
An explosion from one of the grenades blows apart one of the castle’s towers as I turn towards the next group of knights between me and Azrael. I step through puddles of blood and rainwater as I advance towards them, wearing the pall of uncaring death on my face like a mask.
A knight runs at me, swinging his sword at my face. I raise my sword, knocking aside his weapon with so much power he loses balance and tumbles to the side of me. Your soul is spared for the next few seconds.
The next man comes at me with a shield. I stab straight through the shield into his face, judge him, to Hell with you, and he falls to the ground.
I remove my weapon and slash at another charging man, breaking his sword in half with mine, my blade going a foot down into the knight’s shoulder, and blood flying everywhere. I judge him quickly as I remove my sword from his body, sending him to Hell, and stepping over him.
It’s like a thousand years of death and judgment all catching up to me in one purifying moment. I narrow my eyes and judge the souls of a dozen men around me in one fell swoop, and I feel their essences fade away.
Go to Hell, my lovely screaming souls, your hateful lives judged in this procession of death.
The ends of your lives am I.
A captain of the knights I recognize from the group that captured me stands on the steps of the torture platform where Azrael is tied. The whip armed torturer stands behind him.
The captain charges me, and he brings his weapon dangerously close to my flesh. My unholy strength sends him spinning away, but the gray-bearded knight recovers and faces me again. He screams something in Latin and charges again, his blow forcing me back.
I hiss like an unholy deviless, and press into him, swinging my sword like a child on a playground flailing and beating another into submission. Each one of my sword blows takes a metal chunk out of his blade, my blows growing stronger with each hit, my rage flowing like tainted blood through my veins.
His soul resists me, it eludes me, and I grow angry he doesn’t yield and submit to my judgment. I beat him harder, and his years of experience predicts my attacks, and he keeps blocking me with his increasingly destroyed and useless blade.
Die old man, die. Give me your soul.
I crave your soul.
I wish to judge it.
He retreats to the steps, his one hand keeping his battered metal blade between us, and me bearing down on him like a rabid feral cat, hissing and striking, demanding he release his life essence to me for judgment.
“Haven’t you lived long enough in this world, old man!”
My final blow snaps his sword in two, and my blade rests on his throat. The fear in his eyes tells me he is not ready. A long time ago his daughter died of sickness in his arms. His wife gave up her will to live. He joined this crusade to fight the forces of Hell, and the crusade itself became the same implement of wickedness and torture through corruption, power, and false men.
Their leader? The Disciple of War himself, the burning man. The one they fear? Now, it’s me. I have changed them, and I have changed myself.
I am death.
I am war.
I am both the false leader and the one who makes it easy to kill.
I have become the Four Horsemen. My prayers are forfeit. My path to Heaven closed. They have won, and I have lost. The world is gone. My family is gone. My children, gone. Any hope of escape or redemption is gone.
All because killing solves everything.
I drop my sword on the old man and step over him, walking up onto the torturer's platform. My eyes rest on the torturer. Guilty. So guilty. He backs up on the platform as I stare him down. His eyes show hatred and fear outside his bloodied leather hood, and he wears the apron of a butcher. My body is bloody, my wings are soaked in guilt, and my heart is too beaten to care.
Though, this man is a torturer. One who inflicts grievous misery on others for the lies of self-righteousness, false judgment, and sadistic punishment. Torturers work the hands of the Devil. Those who forgive them or call it justified heed the Devil’s whispers. Neither shall know peace, and neither shall know redemption.
I look at a knife, and I stare into his eyes.
He slits his throat, and I push his head down as I judge him.
Hell will have a special place for you.



CHAPTER XXVI: 
We Are Lost
 
“Azrael?”
His face is a beautiful black man’s face, unshaven, but with the deepest blue-gray eyes. His head is bald with the smoothest skin. Scars and dried blood cover his body. Ropes bind his arms. Two large scars cross his back.
I feel the pain throb in my wings. His wings.
I take a rag and wipe his face clean, his eyes floating and lost in a sea of pain. I squeeze some water onto his lips, and he moans. “My…”
He tries to smile, but he winces in pain.
Colonel Becks moves up, his men taking up positions on the platform. The two wounded soldiers are well enough to fight, one with his arm wrapped in a bandage, the other with his cheek patched up and his mouth packed with bloody gauze. They take cover around us, take count of ammo, pass clips between themselves, and prepare themselves for a second coming.
“Cut this man down!” Becks moves beside me. “Are you hurt?”
I shake my head, no, and feel the dozens of unreleased souls in the courtyard calling to me. I close my eyes, and begin calmly sending them on their way. Some, some of them do not deserve Hell, so I give them a second chance, sending them back into the world to be reborn. None of them deserve Heaven, but a second chance at earning that right is Heaven enough for them.
Several of them soothe me in their peaceful state, and thank me for the chance to prove themselves. Despite their wickedness, they promise their next lives will be different, that they will make a change, redeem themselves, and leave this world a better place.
All I can do is wish them well. I tell one I will hold him to that promise, and remember his words the next time we meet.
My work done, I open my eyes.
Azrael is being treated by the medic, and he is shooting the fallen angel with morphine, bandaging and disinfecting his wounds, and putting the muscular dark-skinned man on a portable stretcher to transport.
The shots are less frequent now, two of the riflemen keeping the survivors out of the courtyard. The shots don’t make me jump anymore, and I still feel when one of the bullets makes a killing shot. It isn’t like there are many knights left alive here.
Colonel Becks takes me aside. “Want to tell me what that was all about? You going in the middle of them? You could have-”
“We have to find another way to stop this.”
“What do you mean?” He turns towards the carnage of the courtyard, like it was some sort of victory, and then back to me. “We saved Azrael, we need to take him back to the base hospital-”
“I am not your answer anymore,” I say, feeling the tears well up in my eyes, “I have failed. My prayers are worthless now. Ashes upon the wind. I have forfeited my innocence.”
He grabs me by my shoulders to yell at me, but he can’t. I see the confusion and hopelessness in his eyes, just like Brad’s. There’s nothing there to understand this all, no reason, no logical connection between one piece and another. If we knew a way towards victory, we would each say something, but nobody does.
His voice is slow, deliberate. “Do you know where we are? Do you know what this place is? Do you know what year this is?”
I shake my head, no. “These places just are what they are to me.”
He grips me tighter. “You say you can go back in time. You can teleport us around. You told me you went back to try to save your family. Do you think if I told you where to go, you could take me there?”
“I don’t know,” I say, “I have to picture these places in my head, to feel them, I have been there. But-”
He shakes me after I fail to say anything for a minute. “But what?”
“I’m the one who caused this by trying to go back in time in the first place. It was selfish of me to try and save my family. I can’t go back again, I’ll just make things worse.”
“Who told you what?”
“King Tanas-” I stop and look into the sky, the rain hitting my face. Everything I was told about him. The false prophet, the deceitful king. What if everything the Four Horsemen have been telling me were lies? I feel the rage well within me.
I look at Becks. “I’ll do everything I can.”
One link in the chain connects to the next.
In moments, we are back in the real world, covered in ash and death, standing next to the diner, now empty and devoid of life. We sent the survivors away when we got here, though I can still see them walking away in the darkness. Beck’s has his men place Azrael in the armored car, and I sit beside the fallen angel. Azrael is hooked to all sorts of tubes and IVs, and they are still attaching sensors to his chest and treating his hundreds of wounds.
Becks sits in the front of the armored car, talking on the radio furiously. It’s all a blur to me as I stroke Azrael’s cheek, and try to fit my large black wings in this small enclosed space. We are driving so fast and I don’t have any idea of where we’re going.
My hands are shaking. I still can’t believe what I did in the castle to those me, what the soldiers did. Judging souls. Sending them on. The power of the Angel of Death. I can’t stop myself from shaking, and my teeth begin to chatter. A soldier gives me a blanket, and I wrap up in it for the rest of the ride. I surround myself in feathers and try to forget.
This must be the power Azrael wields, the power to judge souls. It’s too much for me. I can’t stand hearing the cries of the dead, judging them, sending them on their way. Feeling it as it happened, feeling them fade away from the bonds of life, touching them, sending them along, it’s all a mess in my head and it’s spinning right now.
I want to curl up in a ball and cry. I’m silent, biting the blanket, curled up in the corner of the armored vehicle, my head spinning like I’m in the mad throes of a fever. Never, never have I felt this confused and alone.
We end up at a school taken over by the military, with giant lights illuminating the football field, tents placed around a command center, and the pop of gunfire echoing out in the distance. Snowplows clear ash constantly, and everyone outside wears a mask to breathe.
Three helicopters are waiting for us.
They put Azrael on a medical helicopter, and me in the lead aircraft with Colonel Becks. It’s hard for me to even get in the machine, as wind from the rotor blades catches my wings and pushes me back. Three men end up having to help me get in, and when I sit down I’m crying from all the ash blown in my eyes. Colonel Becks hands me a fistful of baby-wipes to clean my face with, and we are off in the air before I realize it.
I have the back half of the chopper to myself, and my sore and cramped wings have a little more room to spread out in the aircraft. There’s another man in the chopper I don’t know, and he wears an ash-dusted black suit with sunglasses. He reaches over to shake my hand. “Special Agent Carson, FBI.”
I shake his hand and sit back. “I didn’t do anything wrong, did I?”
“You tell me.” He sits back with a file on his lap and flips through it. “But I can’t say you have from what I have here. Jessica White, age 34, married, two children-”
“They’re dead.”
“Understood, my condolences, I’ll update your file.” Brown nods and scribbles with a pen. “Though I think there’s another problem, you look like the girl in your yearbook, not like the pictures we pulled off social media.”
“I’m seventeen.” I look out the window as we clear the tops of the ash clouds, and I can see the stars again. “Update your damn file.”
“Care to tell us how that is?” I look over at him, and he’s taking notes. “It’s not every day someone can wake up half their age.”
“Special Agent.” Becks takes the file and throws it under the seat. “Enough. She’s an American citizen who has met biblical figures, and she is also the acting Angel of Death. I don’t think you should piss her off.”
“Thank you.” I’m staring at the tops of the ash clouds. It’s hard not to think down there people are dying, undead hunters are terrorizing people, and the world has gone to Hell. Up here, it’s so peaceful. Blue moonlight paints the tops of serene clouds with the soft bristle brush of diffuse night. The stars shine like the eyes of a million souls staring down from Heaven.
It is quiet for the rest of the trip.



CHAPTER XXVII: 
We Come From the Sky
 
Flashing lights illuminate a small rural airport far below us. A blue and white 747 sits on the runway, tanker truck refueling the behemoth, and police and black SUVs surrounding the massive aircraft on every side.
We land across the runway, and we’re greeted by dozens of men in black suits, bulletproof vests, and military-style assault rifles. I’m helped out of the chopper, and the entire crowd stares at me like I’m some sort of oddity. I adjust my wings on my back to make them more comfortable, and then pull my hair out of my face. Agent Carson flashes his badge and walks me through the crowd. Colonel Becks stays at the helicopter, waving goodbye.
“Wait!” I scream over the sound of the rotors, pointing at the Colonel. “He comes with me.”
Carson holds my arm, looks at me, and then the Colonel. He points at Becks, and then at the 747 sitting across the runway. Colonel Becks nods, surrenders his weapons to the men in black, and walks beside me. He pats one of his men on the shoulder, a sergeant named Harris, and he follows Becks. Azrael is wheeled out of a chopper and follows our path towards the massive aircraft.
Carson directs me up the steps of the 747, and I climb to the top, Becks walking behind me, and Azrael being carried up the steps by a group of soldiers. The security men at the top of the steps take a look at my wings, and then each other.
A handsome man in a suit is talking to the pilot inside and shaking his hand. He walks to the door and I can see the surprise on his face. I know this man.
Agent Carson leans beside me. “Mr. President, this is Jessica White, acting Angel of Death for the Kingdom of Heaven.”
“You’re President Barrett Obermann.” I sound so stupid saying it to his face. I hold out my hand.
One of the security men steps between us. “I’m not so sure you should shake the hand of the Angel of Death, Mr. President.”
“She’s safe, she’s a good angel of death.” Becks salutes. “Colonel Anderson Becks, US Army. She helped me and my men conduct a mission to rescue the biblical angel of death, the Archangel Azrael, and he is the man we’re bringing aboard on the stretcher behind us.”
“Is that so?” The President pulls the security guard aside. “It’s okay men, this angel of death is an American.” He reaches out to shake my hand, but I end up giving him a hug and burying my face in his coat.
“Welcome aboard Air Force One.” He laughs and hugs me back, taking an arm around me as he walks me inside. “Are these wings for real? They are beautiful. You look like one of those runway models, Miss White.”
“They are real, trust me.” I turn a corner and drag them inside the door. “I hope I’m not getting charged extra for them as carry-ons.”
I struggle to fit my wings inside the cramped airliner hallway, bumping into things, dragging along the walls, and giving several security men face-fulls of black plumage. In moments, we are in a large den-like seating area, and I drop onto a couch, rubbing my eyes.
They carry Azrael past us, telling us they are taking him back to the medical room near the back of the President's plane. I still can’t believe where I am, I thought this was just some military plane at first, but it is all hitting me all at once and making my head spin.
The President sits across from me, and Becks stands by the door. Agent Carson walks in and drops a box full of files on the table. He grabs a remote, turning on a television monitor.
Outside the engines of the plane roar to life, and we are moving.
The President sits back. “Special Agent, please bring them up to speed on the current situation.”
“I don’t know, what can I do?”
The President holds up his hand. “Miss White, you need to hear this, I don’t care if it makes much sense, but if you are the acting Angel of Death, I want you to be certain that this country is sharing everything it knows with the Kingdom of Heaven and we will cooperate fully with God’s will.”
“I don’t see what it will accomplish, but sure.” I let my wings rest off each side of the couch.
Carson points to the television, and an image of the solar system appears. “As you know Mr. President, three weeks ago NASA detected a previously unknown meteor making a close-call with Earth, and this object as call AP-667. This object was orbiting in close proximity to the sun here, about seven months ago, when it’s course was disturbed by some event NASA is still investigating, perhaps a collision with another object in space. In any case, AP-667 began its journey here in orbit of the sun, and it headed straight towards our world.”
A small dot swings around the sun, leaving a long arc where it traveled. It approaches the Earth and begins to orbit around it. “NASA did not know that this object would get caught in Earth’s gravitational field and become a new satellite. As we all know now, this object somehow affects iron-based life forms in such a way it breaks down the molecular bonds of our atoms, causing instantaneous spontaneous combustion.”
I can’t watch the next couple minutes of crowds evaporating, people burning up, and different news reports of random and senseless death and people burning away. In one a news reporter walks outside and burns away live on the air. I hide my eyes.
“Special Agent,” the President says, “enough. Next slide please.”
“The energy was somehow atomic weak force or microwave based, and certain materials can block it, such as glass or plastic. Once it touches flesh-”
I’m still hiding my eyes.
The President says, “Next slide.”
“The object only worked in line of sight, so it was orbiting the Earth and affecting the entire world during daylight hours only.”
I look up. “Was orbiting?”
The President nods. “We destroyed it seven hours ago with a modified ICBM. It was in a fixed orbit, so it wasn’t too hard to hit. A one-megaton explosion was detonated within 35 meters of this object, we got a look at it, it was a small pyramid-like object like what would have fit on top of the pyramids at Giza. It had some damage to it already, like something had hit it. It was covered in ancient runes or hieroglyphics-”
“So it’s gone,” I say, “this is over?”
“At least that part.” He nods. “The atomic weak force energy has stopped, and people are no longer evaporating on contact with this energy. The atomic explosion has knocked out a good portion of the Earth’s electronics and power plants-”
I look at Becks. “When you said the city was going dark in thirty minutes, Colonel?”
He nods. “We were shutting down power plants in anticipation of the electromagnetic pulse. With a combination of the size of the weapon used and the energy of the object, most of the Earth has been knocked back to the Dark Ages, all cell phones, all computers, all electronics, most cars, planes, everything - it’s all worthless junk now. Earth will never be the same again.”
“The dead are coming back to life,” Carson says, pointing to images of zombie-like people walking down ash-covered streets, “and they are armed with guns.”
“I thought zombies couldn’t shoot guns.” The President says, sipping on a cup of coffee. “At least that’s what I see on television. Miss White, coffee?”
I nod and our myself a cup. “These can. They had me tied down in the river when I first met them, a group of undead hunters - and dogs.”
“In a river?” The President winces. “Like, underwater in a river?”
I nod. “I think they were keeping me there for the medieval knights to show up and pick me up. I escaped, but I was captured anyways. These knights, the ones that had me and Azrael, I think they were the ones who cut his wings off.”
“They were the one who cut my wings off.” Azrael is standing in the doorway, surrounded by excited doctors telling him he needs to get back in his bed.
“Azrael!” I’m standing, my hand on my mouth, and watching him walk towards me. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, if you want these back you can-”
He walks towards me, slowly, his face peaceful and serene, the scars wrapping around his muscles, a sheen of sweat on his body, wearing a blue hospital gown. His amber eyes glow with some holy energy, a flickering light as each step causes enough pain to make the light fade away.
Security men are watching, raising weapons, but the President’s silent hand gets them to lower them.
“Seraph Jessica.” Azrael puts his hand on my cheek. “They look good on you. It has been so long since I have not had this mantle upon me, I owe you my sincerest gratitude for freeing me of this burden, but I fear they are a burden too great for you to comprehend.”
“Can you take them back? If it’s surgery we need, I’d be willing to-”
He smiles, the pain still visible on his face. “They are not so easily removed, and as you see, they do grow on you. The Scion of War used the scythe of Death himself to remove them from me.”
Death. The skeleton man. His scythe. I clench my fist. “Why? And why me?”
“Can I rest?” Azrael winces again. “I fear without my wings, I am more of an old man than an Archangel in his prime.”
“Please sit.” The President walks over, and fills up both our coffee cups. “I am President Barrett Obermann, of the United States of America, and you are on my plane, Air Force One. Welcome to America, Archangel Azrael, and of course, Sophomore Archangel Jessica White of Cordoba High School.”
I glare at the President. Seriously?
Azrael sips his coffee and settles back into the couch, wincing as the bandaged wing-scars touch the fabric. “Mmm, this is very nice. I enjoy this. And I thank you for your hospitality, leader of your nation of men. Let me explain why my wings were removed. Without the Angel of Death to send souls to Heaven and Hell, there shall be no judgment on this world. Souls will forever roam across the land seeking rest.”
Becks nods. “And that’s where our zombie problem is coming from. Without you, the dead walk the Earth, right?”
Azrael nods. “Death himself can use these souls to create vast armies of the undead, of which there must be millions of at this moment.”
“One billion.” The President sighs. “Our estimate of worldwide casualties is one billion souls lost. News of undead hordes coming out of the major cities in America are mind boggling, and we fear most of Africa and Asia are lost now to the hordes of undead walking the land, killing the living and seeking them out. In America alone, we estimate there are something like 60 million armed zombies walking the streets.”
“That’s one-hundred times the homeless population in America, mind you.” Agent Carson is eating a donut. “Think of it like that.”
“Special Agent,” the President says, rubbing his temples, “do not speak unless spoken to, thank you.”
“Yes Sir.”
“So why me?” I look at Azrael. “Why do I have your wings?”
Azrael takes a donut from the box, inspects it, and eats it, wincing at the pain, but enjoying solid food. “The Four cannot take away the power of the wings, they are a gift given by God himself, but they can give them to someone they have dominion over.”
“So they can control me.” I close my eyes, feeling myself shaking. “All those words, everything they told me, about being chosen for this, giving me weapons and armor, it was all a lie so they could distract me.”
I’m shaking I’m so angry. The stories I could save my family. Lies. The stories about me being chosen to defeat the burning man. Lies. The hope that I could end this and go back to my normal life. Lies.
“So they could keep the wings from returning to God.” Azrael nods, sipping his coffee, the cup in both his hands. “So they could keep the wings on the Kingdom of Earth while their plan to usurp God’s final judgment and take this world for their own to rule.”
“You mean,” the President looks up, “this is not the Armageddon?”
“This is not the Armageddon you seek.” Azrael shakes his head. “This is not God’s will. Only God can call his children home at the time He wills it to be right. Only the Lamb may set forth the Four Horsemen, God’s son, and this was not begat by the Son of the Lord.”
I sit back. “Then who set them free?”
“The Seven Seals,” the President says, “the book at the right hand of God that no man was found worthy to open. The one that only Jesus Christ himself could open. And you’re saying that someone else opened the book?”
“Only one who serves God directly could. An Angel of the highest order.” Azrael closes his eyes, inhaling the steam off his cup. “Seraph Jessica opened it.”



CHAPTER XXVIII: 
Please Let This End
 
The news hits me like a punch to the gut. I’m nearly curled up in a ball, having fallen out of the couch, my forehead on the carpet of Air Force One, my eyes burning, my breathing labored, and my whole world spinning away.
“I did not open it.” I’m talking out of gritted teeth, tears running down my face and landing on the carpet. I’m beating the carpet with my fist with every word. “I did not open it.”
“If not now or in the past, than in your future,” Azrael says, “you cannot understand or comprehend the power you have, Seraph Jessica. Time is merely a contrivance of your will, a tool to serve you. You may have already went back to the point that this started, opened the book, and unleashed this upon the world. You being here is merely an echo of your consciousness, a potential point in time you are experiencing as a Seraph.”
“Can you explain this?” the President says. “How can she be here, and having never opened the book, still release them in the past?”
“As a boy in Africa, when God chose me for my duties, I never understood this either at first,” Azrael says. “ I thought in a line, like one thing should go after the other, and I acted in such. I never knew a Seraph could jump ahead to the end of a man’s life, witness the man’s final moment, and jump back to when they were a child. We see life as lines, when every moment is really a combination of the past, the present, and the future.
In every moment you live an entire lifetime. With every heartbeat, you are the baby that is born, the person at the moment you die, and everything in-between.”
“I can’t pretend to understand much of this, and I don’t understand how the book could be opened before she ever got her wings.” The President sighs. “So you’re saying that sometime in the future, she went back before all this started and opened the book? And we are somewhere stuck in the middle?”
I feel the archangel’s hand on my wing. “To understand, you have to understand the totality of everything in the singular moment. The past need not come before the future. It is the same as putting your mind to a task, now that future is predetermined. In a sense, if you put your mind to a moment in the past, the past can become post-determined as well - different than how it really was, but the truth of that moment is as real to you as what actually happened in another life.”
“And you couldn’t foresee yourself being captured?” The President says, “that this would happen?”
Azrael sighs. “No, this was not foreseen, this event took myself by surprise, and I am supposing the entire Kingdom of Heaven as well.”
“It shocks me that God doesn’t know everything,” the President says, “so this was some sort of sneak attack, on the Kingdom of Heaven?”
“From within, aye,” Azrael says, “it is of no doubt of who is responsible for this attack, it must be the wicked dealings of Lucifer himself, or his son.”
“I am not a terrorist, and I do not serve Satan!” I’m sitting up, crying, and I don’t know how much more I can take.
“Well she herself said it best!” Carson turns from the monitor. “She is a satanic terrorist and needs to be taken into custody! Mister President-”
“Special Agent-”
“Mister President, please, I am a church-going man,” Carson says, shouting over him, “and a terrorist attack on Heaven is about as bad as it gets. By all accounts, our great country has lost tens of millions of people in one day because of the actions of Satan himself, acting through this, this enemy combatant. Now she may be a United States citizen, but she is a clear and present danger to the continued existence of our great and God-loving country. If we can’t judge a traitor to the Kingdom of God whose direct actions killed tens-of-millions of Americans, then what right do we have saying we are one nation under Him?”
“Special Agent that shall be enough!” The President is standing and shouting. “I have had enough of this, of this bickering about religion and prophecy. You think that here in the twenty-first century mankind has gotten beyond such petty disagreements but I suppose not.”
“Sir,” Carson’s lower lip is shaking, “this is not a petty matter.”
“These are guests of the Kingdom of Heaven-”
“Sir,” Carson says, “they are both, admitted fallen angels. In light of the events of this day, traitors to the Kingdom of Heaven should be considered traitors to the United States of America.”
I stand up, wiping the tears from my eyes, looking at Agent Carson. “What are you going to do, execute an Angel of Death?”
“There will be no talk of traitors and there will be no talk of treason in my presence again!” The President is walking around the cabin. His voice is so loud it attracts the attention of security people from both doors, and he dismisses them. “I understand the Archangel Azrael is not recognized in the Christian Bible, but he is a biblical figure in many, many religious texts and beliefs.
As such, he is a guest of our great nation, no matter how difficult the day. Archangel Azrael and Seraph Jessica, an American, are welcome guests here. They are also the only two participants in this worldwide crisis that give us a hope of resolving this matter in a way that preserves our great nation and heritage. 
As it is, we are still one nation, under God. Their God.
Please, Seraph, and Archangel please accept my people’s apologies for this, it has been hard on everyone this day.”
“I know, I know, I voted for you.” I sit down, blowing my nose and rubbing my eyes with a White House tissue. I look over at Azrael and he is smiling. “What are you smiling about?”
“I find the petty squabbles of kings and leaders to be amusements which never change. Every nation thinks they are God’s chosen, every people believe they possess divine providence.” Azrael sits forward, putting his cup on the table. “You speak of executing me, yet you do not know about my book.
A book given to me by God himself.
In my book are the names of every living person. I write them and cross them off every day as they are born to this world, and they pass on. Everyone in this room is in my book, do not let it surprise you, it is just the way of things. I have read ahead in this book, and on the last page, and the last name in my book is one I recognize.
For I shall be the last one to die.”
“Great, good to know.” I lean my head back and sigh. “Where am I on the list?”
“I should say now, second to last.” Azrael laughs, and then winces in pain. “The notion we are somehow ahead of anyone else here I find amusing, for I always knew I shall be the one to strike my own name from the list.”
“Did you see the billion people that died today in there?” Becks says, leaning against the wall with his cigarette.
“While there are many disasters which claim many lives at once,” Azrael says, shaking his head, “I have never seen this, at this time, in this way. This is most unexpected, and of course, a surprise to me.
It tells me we are somewhere we shouldn’t be, in a figment of history that is off of God’s will, divergent from His plan. It is a place unknown to history.”
I look over at Azrael. “You mean to say there is a place out there, a world, our world, where this never happened?”
Azrael nods. “As a man is the cumulation of every infinite possibility of every moment in the man’s entire life, so is your world, yes. It is a view of which I am always unaccustomed to, and one for which your mind will eternally struggle. But I fear this history cannot be changed, it shall happen to every possibility of Earth, should the Four have their way. Sooner or later, the events of this world shall become prophecy in others.”
“But if there was a way to stop it,” I say, leaning forward, “stop the strange obelisk in space from ever getting here, we could save those lives.”
“What are you talking about?” The President rubs his chin.
I look at him. “Going back in time, and stopping this before it happens. You found a way to destroy the space rock, right?”
The President shakes his head. “Even so, you are talking about convincing a President to launch a nuclear strike on an object in space that hasn’t arrived yet. The authorizations, it can’t be done, even if I could go back with you, the codes have changed, and all the confirmations, not to mention the possibility of accidental war with the Russians.”
“What about the Valkyrie kinetic kill missile?” Becks drags on his cigarette.
“Launched from Vandenberg?” Carson shakes his head. “It was decided the missile would never hit by the time the object arrived, it is a different flight path meant for-”
Carson sits down, and begins furiously typing on his laptop. “If we could get you back in time early enough, we could possibly launch the kinetic kill missile at the object at longer range. There is a period of time and a launch window we missed, had we known it was coming, but if you could get back to the point in time where the launch window could be met, the Valkyrie could be launched and successfully intercept.”
“A conventional option? Good,” the President says, standing up and walking over to his phone, “get NASA on it. I want a full flight trajectory coded and downloaded into something that will be compatible with the launch systems at Vandenberg. And make sure to tell them we want this calculated for the launch window we missed, not now.”
Carson looks up from his laptop, lit with the blue glow. “We still have the problem of security, there’s no way the director at Vandenberg back in that time is ever going to believe the story.”
“This launch is a lot more possible than securing a nuclear release,” the President says, “And I could tape a communication to the Russians about an anti-satellite weapons test. It is going to take the cooperation of our winged friend here-”
“Anything.” I nod.
Becks steps forward. “I would be honored to lead the team should you choose me, Mr. President. I know Vandenberg from my basic training and some joint security exercises we held out there with the Air Force.”
“I’d be honored Colonel, go in the back and assemble a team from my men that you think would be needed. Excellent,” the President bites his lip and his expression changes, “Azrael, if we do this, does this mean all of us here, if the object is destroyed, that this future will never happen, and our selves in this time will cease to exist?”
“You are the sum total of all of your experiences,” Azrael says, “you will not cease to exist, but there is a possibility that you here, you will all vanish, of course, as this time will have become an impossibility.”
“So we are committing temporal suicide?” Carson looks at the President. “For our time-line, at least.”
“I will still be alive,” the President says, “and you will be, in another time, in a time where the world has not suffered this terrible fate. We will perhaps have no memories of this either, but this is a worthy sacrifice for the lives of billions on our world. I assume we will also not remember our friends here, or Colonel Becks, or Seraph Jessica - but our sacrifices in this time-line shall be for the greater good of the world, and to stop those madmen, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse from controlling our world and carrying out Satan’s plan.”
Carson looks down at his laptop and resumes typing. “Sacrifice our world to save another?”
“A world where this never happened is a better place.” The President sighs. “So that sixty million Americans can walk out under the sun again? So the world shall never know the terror when one-fifth of us were slain as we went to work, played in the sun, and lived our normal lives. I’d say this is a fair trade to never have this fear ever be known in the history of mankind.
Azrael? Are you strong enough to go with them?”
“I shall be, given a little more time.” Azrael nods. “My wings are gone, but I still may rest and gain strength. I may yet be of assistance to them on their mission, and I shall not try to slow them down.”
The President turns to me, and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Jessica, you are the one with the wings. Can you do this for the good of the world?”
“I would be honored.” I nod, holding back a tear and swallowing. “Thank you.”
“No,” he says, giving me a hug, and then looking into my eyes, “thank you, Jessica White. I can’t imagine all that you’re going through, the confusion, the fear, the changes that happened to you, losing your family, and how those behind this have lied to you and made you their unwitting pawn.
Know that I forgive you, as do millions of people around the world, and generations to come will forever be in the debt of your sacrifices, even though they may never know. I believe there will be a special place in Heaven for you after all is said and done.
On black wings you shall fly into the heart of darkness and save us all.”



CHAPTER XXIX: 
Redemption Escapes Me
 
Azrael and I are taken into the back to rest and prepare ourselves. I’m sitting in the First Lady’s cabin, looking over a number of clothes they brought me. I could go in desert tan military-style fatigues, or all black.
I’m an Angel of Death, so I go for the black.
I skip the bulletproof vest, and keep my fringed Indian boots I got from the kids’ house, they are comfortable and I don’t have to break them in.
I lie back on the bed and stare at the ceiling, resting in the warm comfort of my black plumage. Will doing this destroy me? If I stop them from opening the book, does that means there is no Death to cut Azrael’s wings off - he could never have gotten out, so I will never get these wings. The stone will never get here, so my family will never die. That day will begin and end as any other; with me never taking these wings, seeing everyone I saw, and meeting everyone I met.
Will I even remember?
Do I want to?
I will be thirty-four again, I will have my children, my normal life, Brad, my lost car keys, and everything will go on as normal, with this a forgotten nightmare of something that never happened.
What happened at the castle scares me. I was a monster. An unthinking, killing monster. Something else possessed me. Something dark, sinister, evil. Like Death himself controlling me, his puppet as I slain man after man with ease. I can’t think about it, I can’t.
How could I do that? How could I go so psycho? Please God, help me. I’m a monster, worse than Azrael, worse than the Four Horsemen. I am the Angel of Death, and I am living up to my name.
How long will it be before I forget who I am?
I need to give this up. All of it.
I close my eyes.
It’s worth it. I will give up eternal life as a Seraph to be home with my family, and to spare the world this suffering. All the things that I have done, forgotten. Meeting the President. Forgotten. Saving the world. Forgotten. Meeting someone from Heaven. Forgotten.
Killing those men. Forgotten.
I open my eyes. I’m probably getting ahead of myself. We could fail. But how? I clench my fists. It’s a good question.
We could fail to launch the missile. I have to trust the President and Becks will take care of that, I just need to get Colonel Becks to where he needs to be and he will do the rest. I don’t need to work computers, program BASIC, or do anything other than make sure he gets inside an Air Force base that has no idea they are key to saving the world.
I need to put some trust in others.
But what about me? I still open that book and release the Four Horsemen. But how? Why? When? He said it hasn’t happened yet, but at some time in the past I went to the Throne of God and opened that book, releasing them into the world. It’s my fault, but I have no idea of why I would want to release them.
Perhaps I can’t give these wings up?
Perhaps I can’t trust myself.
I close my eyes, and feel a tear roll down my cheek. When the moment comes to give up these wings, maybe I refuse. I could just open the book knowing the only way I can keep eternal life and youth is to set free those who would destroy the world. I can’t imagine myself being that selfish, but I never really knew myself when I was growing up.
I was just a stupid girl who married early to get out of the house. I only cared about myself, my needs, my wishes, never anyone else’s. Even Brad knew it, he knew my true nature, I never really loved my kids, and I used my family to get what I wanted. I was so selfish.
I probably haven’t changed. I’m the one who will make us fail, I just know it.
Perhaps I am a monster after all.
I keep my eyes closed through the knock on the door. “Miss White? We are ready when you are Miss White.”



CHAPTER XXX: 
My Mind Isn’t Ready
 
I walk down the hall, escorted by two security men and a staffer. In rooms, people are calling loved ones, saying goodbyes and telling people they loved them. I don’t know if they understand what is happening, but I guess in a way they were told ‘this is it’ for their world so the natural human instincts take over.
It’s not like you’re all going away, just this version of you. I don’t have time to explain, so I stay silent, letting people say their teary goodbyes and having that small satisfaction and moment of peace.
I’m taken through a normal airline seating area, where the White House reporters are gathered, some of them talking on secure phones, and others stunned when they see my wings. Some ask me who I am, and what’s with the wings? Others snap pictures, and some reach out to touch them as I pass. The ruckus follows me, and security people block them from following.
“Miss!” One of the reporters shouts. “Who are you?”
I look back. “Angel of Death. I’m here to save the world.”
The shouts and ruckus fade away as the security men seal the reports off, and I walk down the back hall alone.
I arrive in a galley with the table pulled to the side, a big enough place to assemble a team of men. The group Becks assembled is smaller, just him, his sergeant Harris, and two of the President’s security team, plus another man I don’t immediately recognize until he turns around.
“Azrael?”
He’s wearing all black, like myself, clean shaven with his dark-skin shining in the fluorescent light. He’s wearing commando fatigues with criss-crossing belts, and he’s putting a long military knife into a sheath on his chest.
“Seraph Jessica, it is good to see you.” He smiles. I can tell he’s in pain, but he seems a bit more spirited and full of life. “They did not have a sword aboard, so I took a knife instead. We should have swords.”
“You take what you can get,” I say, smiling back. Colonel Becks hands me an assault rifle, and I check the safety and magazine. “These work better. At least for me. Want to try one?”
He shakes his head no, and pats me on the shoulder as he walks by. A staffer helps me with my pouch belt, and I begin loading it up with ammunition. The President is sitting in the galley and watching us prepare.
“I wish I could go with you,” the President says with a smile, “but my people won’t let me leave in case this mission fails.”
Colonel Becks laughs. “It’s the only mission I can think of where success means destroying our world, and failure means saving it. At least the one we’re on. It’s been good serving and meeting you, Mister President, at least in this lifetime.”
“Maybe in another life we’ll meet.” The President smiles. “Our kids will get to play with each other, and we’ll get to reminisce about what we did here this day.”
“I’m certain you will.” Azrael nods. “Maybe not in this life, but we all shall meet again. Seraph Jessica, are you ready?”
“Just give me a time and I’ll try to get us where we need to go.”
Carson steps up with a calendar on a tablet computer. “You need to go back three days before the event. Where were you three days before all this happened?”
Three days. I have three days. The businessman, the old man in black. He warned me I had three days, but I was thinking forward not backwards. Could he be helping us?
“Miss White.” Carson puts the tablet in front of me. “Three days, where were you-”
“I got it, I got it,” I say, “I’m thinking. Give me a moment.”
“The world ended on a Friday, so that would be the Tuesday before all this. The kids were out, it was a school holiday for PTA, so we got up early and made plans. We didn’t get out of the house until late, but we went to the mall, the toy store, had a nice dinner and saw a movie that night. Dinosaur Burger 3D, I think.”
The President laughs. “How was it? I wanted to take the family to see that one.”
“It sucked.” I sling my rifle.
Becks looks over at me. “Do you have transportation, or will we need to secure it on-site?”
“I think we took the SUV, but the minivan should still be there. Brad’s keys should be in the house.”
“Don’t worry about keys,” Becks says, “we have our ways.”
Carson shakes his head. “No can do, secure on-site, if that minivan is reported stolen by the older Miss White, you will never reach the target within the launch window. You will have to drive a while to get there, so factoring travel time-”
“We got it,” Becks says, “we will figure something out. Leave the driving to us. It’s just us six, two security guys, Jess, Azrael, Harris, and myself. I would have liked four-”
“Overruled,” the President says, “you will need Tanner and Briscoe, they know the unlocks for the missile defense system. We briefed sergeant Harris on NSA cover protocol, and he will keep ELINT off of you, as well as be the team’s medic. I want two men who know the system with you, and the NSA cover is essential once you get within 10 miles of the base.”
“Yes sir,” Becks says with a half-salute, “no cell phones, anyone, or electronics of any kind besides mission-critical. Jess, you have a phone?”
“Once.” I shake my head. “I don’t know how long ago, I lost it I’ve been so many places. I think it’s still in my shorts in the cave with the skeleton. It was underwater though, so it’s probably fried.”
“I can promise you the government will not be able to replace that phone,” the President says with a laugh, “or redress any of your losses, financial burdens, or other concerns. Yours is a one-way trip, my friends.”
He gets up and hugs every one of us. “Tanner, Briscoe, you are good men. Harris, I will get in touch with your parents. Azrael, our world owes you a debt of gratitude, and I am going to miss talking with you and hearing all the answers to things many in the world have been wondering about for generations. Thank you, my friend.
Colonel Becks. Anderson. My God, I never expected to be thanking you. You have turned a civil defense emergency and investigation into strange sightings into a mission with the fate of the world in your hands. You saved an angel. You brought these two to me, and you are now undertaking a mission to save our world. America may not remember you, but I will until my final breath.
And Jessica. You told me it was a prayer that brought you to this moment, but I want you to know that I think your prayers have been heard, and that is why we are together right now. You are a brave young lady, and in another life, a wonderful mother as well. You have the advantage of having lived two lives, and I want you to understand I know you can do this.
Of everyone, you have suffered the most, and for many times you didn’t even know why, but this is your path, and I know when the time comes you will find out why you opened that book and you will do the right thing when the moment comes. I know it must be hard to take, and none of us will understand why you will do the one thing you say you will never do, but I want you to remember this. You know in your heart what is right, and I trust you will follow your heart. I have faith in you.”
“Thank you, Mister President.”
We assemble in the center of the galley, and one of the staffers takes a picture of us all. Azrael closes his eyes and stands beside me, focusing himself. I wrap my wings around the five of them, and myself. The President salutes us, and Colonel Becks salutes back. I raise my hand to salute him, but he puts his hand over his heart and looks in my eyes.
I nod once, and we are gone.



CHAPTER XXXI: 
I Am Home Again
 
I have a feeling this will be the last time.
I wanted to be in the garage, but we’re not. We are in the upstairs bedroom. My clothes. My bed. That old, ratty, pink number seventeen shirt on top of the sheets.
“Oh-” Becks puts a hand over my mouth, and the three men with us move silently. We sneak beside the upstairs door, and Becks peers out.
“Clear!”
A group of armed men is walking through my house, and I let them in. Azrael walks behind me, looking around my room, and I’m instantly uncomfortable at all the strangers in my house. We sneak down the stairs, and I hear, oh my God, I hear the kids laughing and playing.
I’m at the bottom of the stairs, and the team is working their way to the front door. I look out of the patio doors, and I’m there. I’m sitting on the lawn, playing with the kids, with Bread at the grill cooking up lunch for us all.
It’s the same patio door the horse stared at me through, the same one I had so much trouble going out of. I left my home through that door on the journey I’m now on.
I want to say hello. I want to tell them to stay out of the sun on Friday, to warn them...but I can’t. I won’t need to. Just keep on going and living your lives, and you too Jessica, hopefully after all this is done you will never meet me, never need to know me, and it will be me the only one with memories of that painful day.
For however long I last past when things change.
I will gladly sacrifice myself so you can go on living these moments of happiness together for as long as you all live, and I hope that is a very, very long and happy time.
Brad makes a funny face and laughs at myself, and the kids join in.
And Brad, I came back for you.
“Move,” Colonel Becks whispers to me, pulling me out of sight of them and into the kitchen. He hands me a pen. “Leave a note on the fridge saying your sister is borrowing the minivan.”
“It’s won’t work.” I start writing. “I will check with her. It won’t last long.”
“We don’t need it to. We will drop it off at a mall or somewhere where we can pick up another car at a used place. We have cash.”
In moments, we are pulling out of my garage, and we are driving out of a neighborhood I loved. I’m leaving home again. And I feel this will be the last time.
Leaving home hurts. We drive out of the city, familiar places going by, and familiar sights. I know this freeway like the back of my hand, crazy drivers, traffic jams, getting out of the valley to head up to the reservoir. It all passes by, place by place, and not much of it means anything anymore to me.
I have changed.
We drive and drive and drive. We stop for gas and only Becks gets out. I watch people gassing up, going about their lives, and cars passing by without a clue of what is going to happen, or what we are going to do.
To them, it’s just another day.
Campers and truckers, people getting off at local exits and those driving through. The day drags on, and I rest my head against the window watching the sun fall low in the sky.
I see the first stars of evening, and I wonder which one of them is the space rock coming to kill everyone I know. Soon, twilight fades to black and it’s dark on the road.
The SUV Becks bought is a piece of junk that smells like cigarettes, but it will do the job. I am in the far back, my wings in the cargo area covered by an old blanket. Azrael sits next to me, fascinated by freeway travel, the lights of cities we pass through, and everything along the way. Bags full of fast food garbage are around our feet, and under that, our weapons under the seats, concealed under blankets, and hidden from view in case we are stopped.
When we leave the state, we only stop to go to the bathroom, and we don’t stop at any place nice. I’ve had to go off the side of the road several times, as we can’t risk anyone seeing my wings. It feels like we have been driving forever. It’s an endless trip, and I feel like I am a kid again, my parents in the front seat taking us on a road trip to somewhere far away.
“What is that?” Azrael asks, pointing to a passing billboard.
“A casino,” I say, smiling, “in Las Vegas. City of Sin. I wish I could take you some day.”
He looks at me. “What makes you think this angel would like in a city full of sin?”
“We’re fallen angels, remember?” I bump his shoulder. “Besides, freaks like us would fit right in there. Wings and all.”
“It is the apple and the garden all over again,” he says, shifting back in the seat, “and God’s creations are beautifully flawed, sometimes to their own detriment. You chase sin as if it were salvation itself.”
“I don’t think he knew what he was getting when he made us.” I laugh. “Ever been to Sodom?”
He laughs to himself and shakes his head. “You don’t want to go there, believe me.”
“I suppose it’s like Sodom,” I say, shifting in my seat, “but made to take every last penny from you before you leave, and make you feel good about it.”
He looks over at me and smiles. “Then that sounds like Sodom.”
Somewhere behind us the sun is coming up. According to Becks, it has to be today. We have seven hours to launch the missile and stop a tiny obelisk floating through space from killing a billion people on this world.
“One traffic jam and a billion people die.” I say, just out loud and for no reason.
Becks looks back at me and shakes his head. “Don’t be so pessimistic. Seven hours. We’ll make it.”
A space rock that kills the world, kind of like the dinosaurs I suppose. Our mission, save the human race. I trust the President, he was a nice man given our circumstances, and it felt odd meeting him like this. Still, I can’t imagine the heartache he is suffering right now, left in some alternate world, one that will likely never exist again if we are successful.
I rest my head on Azrael’s shoulder and get some sleep, and he doesn’t seem to mind. I don’t know how long it’s been when I wake up.



CHAPTER XXXII: 
Tubes are in My Nose
 
Bright lights shine in my eyes.
I hear beeping, there’s tape all over me, and I am restrained in a bed. I look from side to side, and I’m surrounded by machines. An oxygen mask covers my face, and air is being forced into my lungs. My head hurts like nothing I ever felt before, the throbbing is like a constant headache from a nail being stuck deep into my skull. 
I’m in a hospital room.
A nurse walks in and smiles, shining a pen light into my eyes and taking notes on a chart. I struggle to speak, my words slurred and stopped by my mask. I try to move my arms, but I can’t, I’m too weak and numb from a massive dose of painkillers.
“Now, now,” the nurse says, “just calm down. You are fine. Shh.”
I try to speak again, and my lips are numb, they hurt, and my face feels like it is swollen. I want to speak, but I can’t, I feel the words in my throat but I can’t get them to come out. I struggle and grab the bed railing, the cuff around my wrist tight and pulling on me, the sensor clip on my finger pinching.
I can’t feel my wings, and I’m taller. I feel different, like I’m somehow back in my older body. I shift on the bed, and I can’t feel my wings.
I start to panic without them.
The machines beep louder in my struggles, and I hear my heart rate increasing. Another warning buzzer goes off, and the nurse checks the machines beside me.
“Don’t worry, we are taking care of you,” the nurse says, a hint of urgency in her voice. She shouts out the hall. “Doctor! BP is 180 and climbing fast!”
A voice shouts from the hall, “Light sedation, calm her, I shall be in shortly!”
The nurse grabs a vial from the cart beside me and loads up a syringe. She shoots it into my IV, and I struggle, shaking my head, no, no. There’s something wrong about my hair, I can’t feel it, it’s like I’m bald now.
There are also heavy bandages on the back of my head, and my head is somehow in a cushion or being restrained. The headache increases, and I squeeze my eyes shut to seal away the pain.
I was in the truck, and I fell asleep. That’s the last thing I remember. We were on a mission to save the world. We had rescued Azrael, and Colonel Becks and our three men were on our way to launch a missile into space that would stop the world from being destroyed. I know it, it was real, it happened to me.
The doctor walks in, he’s a younger man with glasses and combed-back hair. He has a kind face, and soft blue-gray eyes.
“Jessica, Jessica relax, you are just fine.” He gives my arm a squeeze. “Just relax, you have been through a lot and need to relax. We’re taking care of you. Your family is fine, and you are here in Saint Joseph downtown. Nod if you understand.”
I nod, and I feel the sedative course through my veins, calming me. The beeps for my blood pressure start to space out, and my eyes grow heavy.
“This morning you had a little accident.” The doctor checks a chart and looks into my heavy eyes. “You had an aneurysm in your brain, likely from an accident when you were younger. Your husband said something about a boating accident when you were young and we think that’s the one. This released a little blood into your brain, and we call that a sub-arachnoid hemorrhage, just a tiny one, and you are a very lucky woman. Nod if you understand.”
I nod. I feel so tired, but the pain in my head is pounding, it feels so hard to even think clearly.
“You collapsed just as you came downstairs, and your husband called 9-1-1. We rushed you into surgery and stopped the bleeding. We have to run through some tests, but from what we can see you have a good chance at recovery and leading a normal life. I need you to be strong, Jessica. Nod if you understand.”
I nod, land lean my head sideways, the pain growing as I try to move it. I look out the window with sleepy eyes, and the sky is blue, there is no ash, no clouds of death, and life in the valley goes on just like it always has. Was this all a nightmare from my accident? Was this all a dream while I was fighting for my life in surgery? Oh my God, it all seemed so real.
“Jessica?” The doctor pulls my chin gently towards him. “Try not to move your head Jessica, it’s why we have you restrained. You need to lie still for the next day or so, then we can let you sit up after we are sure you are okay. Nod if you understand.”
I nod, feeling the tears roll from my eyes.
“Jessica?” He smiles at me. “Jessica do you want to see your family? There are here waiting for you to wake up, and I can have your husband come in if you want to see him. Would you like that Jessica? Is your husband’s name Tom, Jessica?”
I shake my head no.
“It’s Brad isn’t it?” He smiles.
I nod.
“I will go get Brad in a moment.” He checks the chart and looks over at the nurse. “Are you sure these dilation numbers are right? Jessica, I need to check one thing and then I’ll go get Brad, is that okay with you?”
I nod, trying to smile. My nightmare is over. My fevered dream is ending. My world is back to normal, at least as normal as it will ever be post-recovery. I am going to get better, recover, beat this, and go on with my life again. I am never going to tell anyone about this crazy dream of mine, never again.
The doctor checks my charts and leans over me. He shines a light in my pupils, one after the other, temporarily blinding me. He stares through his glasses and smiles at me, the first normal face I have seen in a while, the first welcoming one, and the first one that cares.
A strange dark pattern catches the light in the reflection in his glasses. I miss it at first, but I watch intently as he leans over me to check some of the electrodes taped to my head. It’s a criss-cross pattern or stitches, and at first I think they are the ones on my shaved head, but the angle is all wrong. The pain wracks my head as I try to figure things out, and the sedative fights my consciousness.
For the stitches to be there, and the position of them to be…no, it’s all wrong. I move my head slightly and hear the beeps for my blood pressure increase. I try to catch the light just right and check the stitches again in the reflection in his glasses. I can’t get a look, I can’t see.
The doctor holds my shoulders and leans down near me. “Jessica, Jessica, what’s wrong? Are you in pain?”
The angle is perfect as I look into his eyes. Under my oxygen mask black stitches criss-cross across my mouth, and my lips are sewn tightly shut.
I thrash, I panic, I squirm in the bed trying to escape. I grip the rails so tightly I can hear them creak. The warning buzzers go off in my room and the nurse panics, shooting shot after shot of sedative and painkiller into my IV. The doctor holds me down, screaming for the orderlies. Strong men rush into the room and hold me, and I strain, tears flowing from my eyes and the men hold me still in the bed, the pain echoing through my head, the poison seeping through my body and throwing a leaden blanket of fatigue over my consciousness.



CHAPTER XXXIII: 
I am So Alone
 
I’m lying in a hospital bed, alone, drugged and doubly restrained.
The machines beep around me, keeping me awake and alive.
I have been lying here for hours.
The lights of the city burn outside, it’s night, it’s dark.
I’m so alone. I’ve given up on crying a long time ago. A small part of me wants to believe the stitches in my lips were another hallucination. I keep tracing them with my tongue on the inside of my lips. They aren’t a hallucination, they hurt, and they taste like bitter pus.
I’m so sore from struggling, my arms are bruised, and my shaved head still feels like someone drove a nail through my skull. I’m so tired, but something is keeping me awake, some chemical dripping into my veins from the IV drip machine next to my bed. I feel it, like some artificial caffeine rush keeping my heart rate just elevated enough that I can’t sleep. How I want to sleep, to float away to some other world and leave this body behind, to travel to some nightmare where I am at least free and whole again.
God, if you can hear me, take me in my sleep. Please let me sleep.
The hallway door opens and light filters in the room, hurting my eyes.
“He can’t hear you.”
It’s a shadow at first, it’s all I notice. He walks into the light. His deep, penetrating blue-gray eyes, a stern nose, and chiseled features remind me of someone. His brown hair is neck-length and pulled back in a short tail, and he has a thin beard and mustache on his smiling face. He wears a suit and long overcoat, with a red tie.
King Tanas.
He’s not with his men, and he’s not in his tent, and he’s not smiling and sweet-talking me anymore. I struggle weakly, the beeps on my machines rising just a little, and he sits beside my bed. He grabs my hand and strokes it lovingly, and I feel my stomach turn. I stare at him through tear-stained and hateful eyes.
“Don’t fight us, Seraph Jessica.” He strokes each of my fingers, examining the oxygen clip on my longest. “This is how it shall be if you fight us. You shall lie here forever, in hospice after hospice, wasting away, never allowed to sleep, never allowed a moment of rest, slowly going mad from your delusions and visions.”
He looks genuinely sad, and I can’t speak back. There’s so much I want to say, how I hate him, how could he do this to me, and that I know who he and his friends are. How everything he told me were lies, and how he and his friends are out to rule the world through treachery and deceit.
He wipes a tear from my eye, staring at me, the pain visible on his face but I hate him so much I don’t care for false sympathies. “I could make things the way they were. You, in my tent, with your beautiful armor and your sword. I could even get you your horse! I could change this all, make this tortured life go away, and raise you back to your righteous position as the Angel of Death, in our domain, of course.”
“Seraph Jessica, listen, the world has grown tired.” He sits back and turns a lamp on, sitting underneath the light, darkness around him. “It grows tired of wars, it grows tired of hatred, racial killing, false national ideals, and prejudice. It groans like an old man in his final days, every war an aching joint, millions sacrificed for no reason at all except for the wicked machinations of man who believe in a god who would tell them to murder, steal, and rape for righteousness.
The world has forgotten who God is.
And War grows stronger every day. Join with us, and let us put an end to War. Imagine that, to slay the beast, to put him to his own sword, and to bury his ways forever, nevermore to terrorize us with his madness. We can do this! What God is a god who keeps a book holding this beast at his side? On his very throne, and his vaunted Son is the one who opens this and unleashes this evil upon an innocent world?”
I stare at him through narrow eyes. You were in that book too, Tanas. Monsters all, with monstrous dreams. I shake my head, no.
“Listen to me!” He’s grabbing my arm, still sore, the bruises spreading. “There will be a point where God himself is powerless to this beast. God does not always know what his creations are capable of. Will you not see the foolishness of your ways? Join with us.”
I shake my head, no.
“I will make this offer once.” He sits back, resigned. “And you will have one chance to respond. This shall be your final chance. Seraph Jessica, now listen.”
He closes his eyes, stroking his thin beard, and then sighs. “What will become of this world will be one where souls rest eternal, where hatred and conflict have no home. The children born of this world shall never leave, never go to Heaven, and we shall throw off the meddling of our Father in Heaven like a child who leaves home to become an adult.
The world shall grow up.
There shall still be death. There shall still be coin. And there shall still be the nations of men. The world as you know it will ever be the same, although every day you pick up the paper, there shall not be one mention of war or killing or violence. This world shall collectively forget its hatreds, and go on as if the concept of war were alien to Mankind’s knowledge. Swords shall be beat into plowshares. The religions of the world shall fade into obscurity, relics of a time where men needed to believe in a God who would carry them home after senseless battle and needless sacrifice.”
He stares in my eyes.
“I can’t ask you to believe me, to trust me, or to even like me. I ask none of this. We are different creatures from a different time, lost much as yourself in this world we never anticipated would end up like this. Overpopulated, connected, intermingled, massive, with voices crying high from the mountain like Moses but peaching the gospel of hatred and distrust, feeding into the madness of War. How can you defend that, Seraph Jessica? How in you with your right mind could defend a world that sends its children off to blood sacrifice to a god of hatred and malice, a beast named War?”
I close my eyes, squeezing them shut, wanting the world to go away. I feel the tears run down my face. I am in so much pain.
“Look in my eyes, Seraph Jessica, for I have but this one offer for you, and I shall need you to look upon me to make your final decision. If I restore you, give you back your wings, we shall require you to do the following things:
Return to Heaven.
Open the book.
Release us in true form and spirit.
Once done, we shall slay War together and put an end to this madness. Before the object from the stars ever gets here. With him slain, the scion shall have no power. The world will never know the better. We shall pass into a new age of peace. You shall live on forever as the Angel of Death, and Azrael shall be welcome to join us. Your children shall grow up in a world that does not know the scourge of War, never knowing the better, the world collectively giving up on its hatred like a childish obsession.
What say ye, Seraph?”
I close my eyes. I let out several long breaths. I guess this is what it feels like to give up. I am flawed. I am imperfect. I don’t really believe in God, do I? I just say his name like it’s some magical chant asking him to help me, and I expect everything in return.
I’ve always believed that a true God is one of sacrifice. You get nothing unless you give, and then God is within you. You may not get anything in return, but the power is still there, the goodness, the love shared with others.
I have also always believed people put too much belief in symbols, crosses, stories, and tales told in the bible that resemble fairy tales more than they do anything meaningful to our lives. Like the Four Horsemen, silly beasts meant to scare people into believing in the end of the world and a judgment day. Sitting here and speaking to one in real life, if that is what this is, seems interesting, but is he real?
I have to assume he is. I have to assume all of this is still happening, and somewhere out there Colonel Becks and Azrael are sitting by the side of the road waiting for me to return at the right moment so we can get going again, and finish the mission. If we have time. 
I can make the time, I can appear moments after I disappeared and fell asleep, and hopefully they won’t have to stop because of me. To do that, I need my wings, my power.
To get them back, I need to agree to open the book. Something tells me once I make this choice, I can’t unmake it at all, and I shall be set in my role in this prophecy. Making a decision to betray God should never be taken lightly.
So if I agree to release them, I can live.
My prayers will be forfeit, and as Tanas himself said, the world shall end. He has a funny way of not telling me the whole truth, and I need to take that into account. The things he said I could avoid are coming to pass, lies inter-weaved with truths he speaks as he tries to sway me.
In short, he’s just like any other politician I have ever met.
I open my eyes. He stares at me, sitting under the bedside lamp in the darkened room. The machines beep, their lights glowing in the blackness between us.
I nod.
And I nod again.
If it is a monster you want, it is a monster I shall be.
 



CHAPTER XXXIV: 
He Covers My Eyes
 
His hand is on my eyes, and my body floats away. It is the strangest feeling, like waking up from a dream and entering another. When he removes his hand, I am standing, and I am shorter than the man.
There are no tubes in my nose, no mask on my mouth, and no stitches on my lips. I am whole again, young, and my large, soft black wings rest upon my back. My body feels good, rested, and invigorated.
The creak of leather and the smooth feel around me encase me in a powerful feeling. I inspect my hand, the black leather armored glove sheaths it, the gold-trimmed corset covers my chest, and the gold-pattered boots are upon my legs. The belts criss cross my hips, and my slightly sexist leather panties cover my hips. I’m in my armor again, the angel of death he wants me to be.
I look at my older self in my hospital bed, so helpless and alone, sick and connected to the machines keeping her alive. She looks so weak, so frail, and it’s hard to believe this is me. Her mouth is sewn up, and she is so pale. It gives me shivers looking at her. I look away because I can’t take it anymore.
“Calm yourself, she shall be fine.” King Tanas, still in his suit and overcoat, hands me my sword with a smile. “This is yours, Seraph.”
“Thank you,” I sheath my sword, and stretch the kinks out of my back, being careful not to knock over the machines with my wings. “One question, what’s with the lips? Why sew them up? It’s gross and I hate it.”
“Death’s dealings.” Tanas shakes his head, taking off his overcoat. “So prayers cannot be heard. A precaution, not necessary now. They shall be removed by the doctors in the morning, and the scars shall disappear.”
“I hate them.” I lower my head, and look back at myself for one last time. “I don’t like how any of this was done.”
“I apologize, but I assure you her recovery will be miraculous. If it is any small consolation.” He wraps his overcoat over my wings, covering me. “With you moving around so much, it was hard to find you, so measures needed to be taken with such short notice. You still have very little control. That shall improve. You shall fly, young Seraph, you shall have saved generations from the horrors of the beast.”
I look up at him, buttoning up the coat as best I can. “I know. I made my promise. I shall release you. Deal. War will be slain. I understand.”
I want to look back at myself, but I can’t. I finally let her go. Be happy Jessica. Be happy Brad. This is the end for us. I can’t come back. I can’t ever be you again. You were just one possibility for my life and how it turned out. Now, this is my life to live, and I have to live in the now and take control of my destiny.
This is it. Ends are always new beginnings. I unhook the black chain from around my neck, pull my wedding ring off, and put it in my older self’s hand and press it closed. This is yours now.
“Where to now?”
“Come and see.” He takes my hand, and we walk out of the hospital room.
I look back one last time. Please, please take care of my babies. Love them for me. Goodbye forever, Jessica.
We walk down the hall, past nurses and doctors. One nurse gets sight of my outfit and her expression turns to disgust, and I hear the words “kids nowadays” as we pass. I’m too numb to feel shame, my wings covered in the long coat, I look like any other costume-player coming to see her sick mother in something inappropriate. I don’t care, I can’t.
For someone thousands of years old, he is quite at home in a hospital, and he knows how to work the elevators. We’re together riding down, quiet in the aseptic elevator car, the ding of the floors passing the only noise between us.
I say it. “Who are you?”
“Tanas. King. A beast from the book as you suppose.” He’s quiet a moment as he chooses his words carefully. “Son of a great and powerful fallen angel, my father, cast from Heaven by God himself. Imprisoned in that book for eons for who I am, and what I could be. As you suspect, I am a monster.”
He looks over at me as the elevator comes to a stop with a ding. “Much like yourself.”
We walk through the lobby, past the front desk, past empty waiting chairs, and out the automated sliding doors. My boots click on the cement as a security guard wishes us both a nice night.
If only he knew.
A white limousine waits for us outside. Tanas opens the door, smiling at me. “My chariot. Such are the benefits of kings and men of my stature.”
I slip inside, sliding across the seats, and making sure my sword doesn’t poke a hole in the expensive leather. I let each wing take a spot on the seat to each side of me as I ditch the overcoat.
“Seraph, it has been a while.” The old man from the graveyard sits across from me, wearing his black attire. “And Tanas, it is good to see you, my King.”
“Old friend.” Tanas slips inside, sits across from me, and closes the door. “Heinrich, Henry, how is the old lion doing?”
“You know each other? Obviously.” I sit back. “Care to tell me what War wanted? When you sent me away and I was nearly killed by flying coffins?”
“Jessica.” Heinrich smiles. “You finally let go, it makes me proud you hath shown your strength and courage, twas a moment there where I had doubts, but you hath proved this old man wrong. 
War? We had words, and I warn you both, I fear his suspicions of our scheming to raise a new angel of death may be giving him pause. He came to me to give voice to his suspicions.”
“What did you tell him?” Tanas hands me a bottle of sparkling water, and I accept.
“I told him Azrael could not be trusted, our hand was forced, and a new angel needed to arise from the ashes of the old.”
“So it was you that cut Azrael’s wings off?” I shift them in my seat, glaring at the two of them.
“Death’s scythe,” Tanas says, “it is the only weapon sharp enough to do so. But our plans, yes.”
I feel the pain throb deep in my wing roots.
“And I’m supposed to be okay with that?”
Heinrich shakes his head. “Don’t grow too attached to the old man, he is a fallen angel like any other, loyal only to God out of a belief in sympathy and forgiveness. Don’t forget without those wings, you would be one of the many dead and dying.”
“Like your men holding him?” I sip my sparkling water. “The ones me and my soldiers killed when I rescued him?”
Tanas smiles, and Heinrich rubs his face.
“You what?”
Tanas pats my knee, and I force his hand away. “Seraph! Such nobility. The corrupted Teutonic knights are the servants of War himself. Azrael’s wingless body was captured by War and they were holding him for War’s questioning.”
“He escaped from us.” Heinrich sips his water, his voice flat and displeased. “Death cannot hold the man, I swear.”
“I don’t appreciate what you did to him.” I rest my elbows on my legs. “And I don’t approve of stealing his wings.”
“Without him,” Tanas says, “there is no you. I would not complain too much in your position. If he trusts you, I should suppose this is part of his misguided notion this may be some test by God to get him back in His good graces. What has he said?”
I lower my head. “He wants to stop War, same as you. He wants you all back in the book too. I suppose it’s too late to take back letting you all out?”
“What’s right is right, and what’s good is good. A promise by an angel, fallen or not, is bond,” Heinrich says, “and I shall look forward to our true and final release.”
I look up at him. “Can I ask you a question? If you need to be let out of the book, then how are you here? Why am I talking to you? How is War free?”
Tanas rests his shoulder against the door, crossing his legs. “We were out the moment you opened the book. The mere fact of us speaking to you proves that you shall open the book. Your mind cannot comprehend, yet, the true measure of the power of beings like ourselves. Everything up until then is a pre-echo of the future. Once the moment is had, and the book opened, our entire power shall be revealed.”
“War seems very powerful,” I say, “if I open the book, will he be more so?”
“That is true,” Heinrich says, “but we shall stop him. Seraphim are born of fire, and therefore immune to even the heat of the sun. No matter how strong he gets, you shall always be stronger. Such are the ways of the Kingdom of Heaven.”
“So Azrael wouldn’t help you?” I say, “and that’s why you cut his wings off? To get someone who would?”
“Someone with something to lose,” Tanas says, “yes. Like you. Your prayer being heard made the choice an easy one, and one that War would play along with should he think we could cancel your prayer and end the world.”
“So what you told me about everything, those were lies?”
“Mostly, but half-truths and words for your consumption,” Tanas says, “you were told enough for you to make your mind up, and enough to keep you safe. If word of our plans were to be heard by spies, this would all be over.”
“War has spies everywhere,” Heinrich says, “especially in the camps of soldiers and men. War is secrets, and secrets are he. He needed to think you were a puppet under our control, for even he knows a Seraph would be the only tool the other three Horsemen could use against him. He came to see you in the graveyard, but I told him you were not ready, and I sent you into Death’s embrace.”
“Gee,” I say, “thanks. So this outfit was another part of the con?”
Tanas nods. “The clothes make the woman. You would be very pleasing to him, War likes the young, to be sure.”
“He never liked Azrael.” Heinrich looks out the window at the passing cars. “But he was comfortable with the man. Azrael, ever content to cross off the names of the dead, one by one, until the end of time. War kept feeding him the names.”
I rest my eyes in my hands. Here I am with two of the Four Horsemen, and we’re riding around in the back of a limousine talking about killing their associates and taking over the world like mobsters. How can this not be a dream? Could I still be in that hospital room in some fevered state, slipping in and out of reality?
I swirl the water around in my bottle, watching the bubbles cling to the sides, holding on for as long as they can before letting go and floating to the top.
“Is there a problem, Seraph Jessica?” Tanas says. “This is a moment of celebration. Your ascension to the Angel of Death is complete, and here you stand in a noble crusade to eliminate hatred and war for all time.”
“Where are you taking me?”
“Central Cathedral,” Heinrich says, “so you can ascend to the Kingdom of Heaven, look in the face of God, and open the book.”
I look down at the bottle, watching the bubbles let go, one by one. I close my eyes. I’m one of them now, I am no longer Jessica White, middle-aged housewife of two with a lovely husband and a nice home. I am some demon, some hellish avatar of death who serves the Four Horsemen in some apocalyptic plot of madness.
Everything we planned is gone. Colonel Becks, rescuing Azrael, the plans by the President, our mission to stop the scion from reaching Earth, a stupid plan to launch a missile into outer space, all of it was a lie. It’s some figment of my imagination now, just like Brad, just like the people in the diner, just like Jo-Jo and the children I brought to the church - none of it matters anymore.
It doesn’t feel like much of me is left.
Evil wins. Evil wins the world because I don’t have enough power to make a difference, to stand up, or to even comprehend what is happening to me or how to control it. I’m not even sure of who’s reality I’m in anymore, of where I am, or if anything I do or promise even matters.
Does God even hear me?
This is what it must be like to live in a world without him.



CHAPTER XXXV: 
I Open My Eyes
 
Something hits us. Hard.
Pavement is scraping past the right side window, and it explodes in a shower of glass. Steel bends, the limousine lurches, and the entire from compartment is on fire. Before I know where we are, I’m tangled up in my black wings, lying on my side, and Tanas is sprawled across me. Heinrich’s skull-covered boot is in my face.
The car is sliding on it’s side, on fire, and we slam against a light pole, crushing the roof of the car in. The noises are so loud, and my body registers the pain moments later.
I’m hoping nothing is broken and I’m not dead, but then it hits me, I’m already there.
I just see black feathers, and hear the frenzied cursing of Tanas and his friend.
“What hit us?” Tanas says, screaming.
“By the death of unholy night!” Heinrich is yelling, kicking his boot against me, his knee pressing into my face. “We are on fire! Open the door!”
The car fills with smoke, and it is getting hotter, and I hear another impact shake the car, metal flying off into the night.
“Let me move!” I scream, pushing back and trying to shove the weight off of me. My sword is digging into my side, and Tanas is kicking at the window above us. Heinrich starts to cough, and I do too as the heat builds and the car fills with smoke.
“Let me move!” I scream, my eyes burning, and I’m coughing trying to get the words out. Another massive impact hits the car and it lurches again, sending us scraping along the pavement. Have we been hit by another car?
Or it’s like someone is shooting at us.
“Let me move or I will let the car burn with the two of you around me!”
I suppose there is a definite advantage to being fireproof, but I seriously wouldn’t like to have two men burn to death on top of me, no matter how evil they are. Small sacrifices, I know.
Tanas stops moving and Heinrich stops kicking. “Stay still!”
I steel my wings, and slice the roof off the car. We tumble out onto it, the smoke billowing around us, and the car erupting in flames. Inches from my face, a white hot bolt of energy slices through the floor of the car, traveling straight over my face, and slicing a steel lamp post behind me in half.
I push both Tanas and Heinrich out of the way, and away from the burning car before the lamp post crushes the burning vehicle, causing it to explode in a blast of fire.
“The hell was that?” Tanas curses, scraping himself off the sidewalk. Heinrich coughs and wheezes, his older body not taking to smoke inhalation that well.
Great, I just saved the lives of two of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. I guess our plans can proceed as normal now. I push myself to my feet, and walk around the twisted burning bumper of the car. I keep my black wings at the ready and hardened, in case someone is shooting at us.
He’s an angel, like me.
Only he has wings of pure white.
His hair is blond, slightly darkened, and his face angelic and pure. He’s handsome too, classically beautiful and square-jawed, with glowing blue eyes I can’t take mine off of. He wears armor of pure gold, with white flowing robes and tunics covering parts of him. His arms are strong, his muscles flexed, and he holds the largest gold long bow I have ever seen.
I know him.
It’s Adam from the church.
He reaches into his quiver, pulls out a glowing arrow of what I think is holy power, and notches it on his bow’s glowing string. He sees me, spins towards me, and lets his arrow fly straight for my heart.
It’s a good thing I guard my heart well. The arrow sails by me as I spin behind the burning trunk of the car, my wings pulling me backwards, ending up on my knees beside Tanas. The holy arrow slams into the brick wall behind us, punching a three-foot hole through the building in a shower of orange dust.
“Jesus Christ!” I scream, covering my head as we are showered by debris.
“Is it him?” Heinrich coughs.
“No,” I say, “this one is cuter. Young, blond, white wings, gold bow, and he doesn’t seem too friendly. I know him from somewhere, he came to me in human form earlier, tried to get me to stop.”
“Seraph Adam,” Tanas says, his voice in a growl as he pulls a dagger. “Servant of Heaven sent to bring us back before God. He was also meddling in your affairs by trying to influence events. Beware, the servants of Heaven are everywhere!”
“Or kill us,” Heinrich says, coughing and trying to stand using his cane.
They say that like it’s a bad thing. Who’s side am I on anyways?
An arrow sails through the burning front of the car, taking the entire engine block with it, and the flaming mass of metal slamming into the wall behind us.
Probably on the side not trying to kill us. “What does he have in that bow?” I say, looking at the hole left in the twisted wreckage.
“The wraith of God,” Tanas says, pushing Heinrich behind the cement stump of the light pole. “Seraph Jessica, you must kill him!”
“I’m not killing a good guy!” I scream back. “Get yourself another angel of death.”
An arrow flies through the wreckage between us, punching another hole through the building behind us, showering us with brick debris.
“He is blinded by his good. Do you think he cares?” Tanas shouts. “He only sees the color of your wings!”
I rest my head on the cement. Great. Even angels aren’t color-blind. Adam, you are so stupid, I swear.
Heinrich stumbles over to the trunk, and yanks a smoldering suitcase from the fire. He kneels and pops it open, pulling out a black crossbow made out of lace-like wooden patterns.
“If you shall not deal with this renegade angel,” he says, pulling the string taut on the weapon, the metal crossbar on the front bending firm. He fumbles and loads a barbed bolt. “I shall.”
“Wait!” I say, holding my hand out, “please, just-”
Heinrich glares at me, his face a scowl of hatred, and he turns, creeping towards the front of the burning car. His boots crush bits of metal and glass as he prepares himself. “Tanas, distract him!”
Police sirens echo in the distance.
I run around the opposite end of the car, a glowing arrow sailing through the vehicle and pulverizing the sidewalk where I sat moments ago. I spin, keeping a black wing steeled for cover. Adam the angel lowers his bow, turning to me, the embers of fire raising into the sky behind him.
The look in his eyes is a flash of recognition, and a flash of regret. Yes, you gave me that chance to stop, but I can’t stop.
He draws his sword.
I draw mine.
God forgive me.
I run towards the angel Adam, my sword drawn, my boots slamming into the pavement. His blue eyes are locked on mine, the anger evident in his face, his teeth together tightly. His weapon is ready, and he prepares to block my blow.
He steps back as I swing, raising his sword to meet mine, our blades locking in a thunderous clang of metal. His white wings billow as he absorbs the blow, and I steady myself with my ebony wings, trying to force his weapon down.
“We don’t have to fight!” I say, screaming at him.
“You should have listened, pious angel of death,” he says, his voice smooth and powerful, “for this shall be your end on this eve. Yield to me and I shall make your death quick, and merciful.”
He pulls away, my sword smashing into the ground, and he swings upwards at me. I fall to the side, stepping back a step as his sword slices air. I raise my weapon and stare through the blade.
I don’t want to kill him. I can’t.
“I am trying to stop the scion of War!”
He growls at me, slicing across me, my sword taking the impact and directing it upwards. I feel my anger rise and flow into the weapon, like it had in the courtyard where we rescued Azrael. I can’t afford to lose control, not now, but his attacks are forcing me to fight or flee.
I have nowhere to run to, and the future of my body and family depend on me helping the wrong side. I am on the bad side of Heaven in this fight, and I can’t let him stop us.
Somewhere behind me Heinrich is waiting for a shot with a weapon I know will kill the angel. All he needs is an opening. I can’t stop, it is either me or him, and I am one of the bad guys now. If I could talk this one over, I would, but he is trying to kill me now.
I deflect another of his blows, sending his sword into the pavement, chunks of blacktop exploding from the power of the blade. I spin and elbow his jaw, stunning the angel and sending him against the wall behind him. His quiver of glowing arrows smashes flat against his back.
Heinrich yells from behind me. “Move!”
But I don’t. I can’t.
I charge him, sweeping aside his blade and slamming my elbow into his chest. My armored glove takes a surprising amount of the impact away, but my arm is still numb as my elbow strikes his armored chest plate. I press into him, bringing my face close to his.
He’s beautiful, perfect movie-star looks, raised cheek bones, and gorgeous eyes. If he weren’t trying to kill me now I’d consider having a crush on him. I hiss into his face, keeping him against the wall.
He’s different than the form he took in the church, the young elder who helped me with my gun, who seemed he cared about me. His form is purer now, more angelic, with a younger face and more striking features.
“You need to go. We will kill you, and this is the last chance I am giving you. The men I’m with are not so understanding.”
“Beast!” He shouts, shoving me back. “Succubus! Hideous warrior of Hell! You had your chance, the one we gave you, but you gave up salvation for your own selfishness.”
He swings down at me, the metal of our blades meeting in a crash, the power of his blow sending me to one knee. My arms are sore, and he brings his weapon back to thrust it through my heart.
I’m not having my heart broken or sliced in half by an angel, so I roll to the side, letting my wing cushion me and propel me away. I slide to a stop a half-street away from him, rising up in the middle of the road.
“Hellcat!” He screams, charging me, stopping in the crosswalk when a black crossbow bolt sails into his chest. He gasps, clutches himself, takes a step, and looks at me with hatred and shock. He struggles another step, stumbling, gasping in pain, his sword wavering in his grip.
I rush to him, holding his arms as he gasps and stares up at me. Blood drips from his lip. His eyes are locked on mine, fear coursing through him, his body shaking, and growing heavy in my hands.
“No!” My heart is breaking. I can’t let him die.
I wrap him in my wings, and we disappear.



CHAPTER XXXVI: 
We're Back
 
I drop him to the floor of the diner, praying no one has left.
“I need help!” I scream, looking around at the empty room. “God, please, I need help!”
The diner where I took refuge from the storm is still here, the ash still outside, the window still cracked, the smell of gunpowder, death, and grilled cheese still in the air.
I know the voice. “Jessica?”
Vijay the Sikh in the turban walks in the front door. He’s wearing a mask and carries a pack of emergency supplies given to him by the army. “Jessica, you just left a couple minutes ago, who is-”
“Help him!”
Vijay runs to our side, pulling open Adam’s eyes, and inspecting the crossbow bolt sticking out of the angel’s chest. He turns towards the open door, “Velma! Jeff! Come quickly!”
I step back, feeling the tears run down my face, and I watch as Velma the waitress and Jeff the state trooper run in the diner, and pull off their masks.
Velma turns to me. “Jesus. White wings? Who is he, your husband?”
“He’s an angel, one of the good guys.” I turn away as Jeff and Vijay lift him onto the counter. “Someone shot him. No, he’s not, I just met him. He tried to kill me.”
Jeff is undoing the clasps of Adam’s armor, his hands covered in blood. “So you shot him?”
“I didn’t shoot him. The owner of the black horse did. One of the Four Horsemen.”
There’s a silence in the room as the three of them stare at me. Vijay says. “No time. Hurry, get me the medical kit. Velma, now!”
I collapse in a booth, my head in my arms as the three of them try to save Adam’s life. The angel’s white wings are draped over the counter, lying on the floor, blood spattered across them. My black wings rest in the booth behind me, and my tears fall onto the table.
I’m numb.
They are talking about sutures and clamps, gauze and packing a wound. I can’t look. I’ve caused enough death today, to have an angel’s death weigh on my conscious would crush me. If he’s dead, how can he be killed? Could the same happen to me? Where do angels go when they die?
Jeff sits across from me, cleaning his hands, his shirt opened and covered with sweat. “You okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“How did you get back here so quickly? We saw you go-”
“It’s been a day or more,” I say, “my wings let me move through time or something.”
“Wow,” he says, “really? That’s cool, I mean. Like that show Time Wizard?”
I nod, my head still in my arms. “Like the stupid show. Yes.”
“Couldn’t you go back and save him before he gets shot? Warn him?”
I shake my head no. “No. Because the Four Horsemen can also travel through time, and the angel can too. If I went back in time, I don’t know, he was following me around, but what if he was always trying to kill me? Stalking me, watching me and waiting. Besides, I have to know about these places before I go to them, I think. I don’t know what to do or who to trust.”
“If they can travel through time, and I’m assuming these are the real Four Horsemen, right? The ones from the bible?”
I nod.
“If they can go through time, then why aren’t they here?”
I look up, my eyes must be swollen and bloodshot by now. “Because I don’t think they know where I went. It must work the same for them too.”
“So,” he says, a pause in his voice telling me he is suspicious.
“Yes,” I say, “Adam was trying to kill me and the two horsemen. I’m the Angel of Death. I am what you would call, one of the bad guys. For no other reason than my wings.”
“We make our own way in life,” Vijay says, looking up from Adam’s chest, “your wings do not make you bad more than your actions do. Velma, tie this off, please.”
Velma ties off a suture, looking up. “Couldn’t we have ran out to warn you when you got here? You just left? Couldn’t you go warn yourself?”
“The last time I saw myself I hated myself,” I say, resting my forehead on my arms again, “and then I died. The human me. I have no luck keeping myself out of trouble.”
“So you work for them?” Jeff rubs his forehead with a rag. “You are their, like personal angel? Of death?”
“I don’t work for them,” I say, “I have to. If I don’t, my body, my future body in some hospital somewhere, not even in this time, will die. I promised I would help them release themselves from God’s book, and we would end War for all time. Kill him. Kill the Horseman named War.”
“The road to Hell is paved with good intentions,” Vijay says, his shirt covered with blood, his hands sewing up Adam’s chest. “It should be mankind that ends war, we are the ones who have suffered enough under it.”
“Him,” I say, “War is a him. He’s too powerful now for even God to control.”
“God shall amaze you if you give him a chance.” Vijay says, leaning away from Adam’s chest. “The boy is very strong, and his wounds are healing once we removed the arrow from his chest. I am hopeful he will live, God willing.”
I stand and walk over. Adam’s chest is bare and bandaged. Blood is spattered across his white wings. He is lying there breathing shallow breaths, his head to the side.
I push his hair from his face. “I’m sorry Adam. I never meant for you to be hurt. Please forgive me.”
“Jessica,” Vijay says, “I have done all I could. It shall be morning soon, and we are trapped here another day. Death comes when the sun rises, it is what the army said.”
I stand there, breathing heavy. “I’m sorry you couldn’t get away. But this is all over the world.”
“Take care of him, and if I don’t come back, tell him I’m sorry.” I pick up Adam’s sword, and strap it to my left hip. I pick up his quiver of glowing arrows and put it over my back. I grab the angel’s golden bow.
“I’m going to fix this once and for all.”



CHAPTER XXXVII: 
I Stand Alone
 
I’m standing in a desert beside a freeway.
Cars pass me by. Some honk their horns.
Going one way, signs for casinos in Vegas, and going the other, roadside diners and attractions in Death Valley. A ribbon of blacktop cuts through hundreds of miles of desert scrub in all directions. I know this road well from my younger days, a stretch of Interstate where people head out on Friday and come back on Sunday to a place in the desert where they can get away from life for a while.
While I know the road, I remember we haven’t been by this stretch today, and since there is only one road between LA and Vegas, they have to be coming my way. When I see Colonel Beck’s SUV crest the hill, I raise my arm. They stop thirty yards in front of me in a cloud of dust, and I walk up to the truck.
“How nice you could re-join us!” Becks leans out of the window. “We are on a tight schedule, I hope you are-”
“I make my own schedule.” I say, opening the back door and handing Azrael the angel’s sword. “I picked this up for you.”
“Nice weapon, Seraph!” He smiles. “ A true sword of Heaven. A gift from God?”
“In a way.” I throw the bow into the back seat, and place the quiver on the floor.
“Hey, Blackbird.” Becks is out of the truck beside me, looking me over. “What’s with the getup?”
“Armor, of Hell or something. It’s a bit slutty but it works. Don’t blame me. Do we have a spare pair of pants?”
He smiles at me, cars speeding by us. Another car honks its horn as it speeds by and I give it the finger. “I’m not a stripper, douche-bag!”
Becks laughs.
“What is so funny?”
“You look so silly in that. Like someone from World of Orcwars or something.”
“I hate you,” I say, struggling to get in the SUV. “Just help me get my wings in the truck.”
In five minutes we are back on the road again.
I’m quiet, but I keep myself awake as we drive through LA and up the coast. There’s a lot to see on the drive, but I’m quiet. I have a lot going through my head. Azrael sleeps for most of the trip, lucky him. I can’t hope to understand the magic I have been given, I can’t control it, nor can I predict where I will end up next. With every jump, I’m less and less in control. Green freeway sign after freeway sign passes by, exit after exit, and town after town after we get out of LA.
How little all of them will know today, we’re saving all of your lives, maybe, thank you, but you’ll never know.
“How much longer?”
“Thirty minutes.” Becks is in the front passenger seat. “Everyone wake up, we are very close to the base. Harris, how is our electronic cover?”
Harris is in the seat in front of me, glued to his laptop. “Holding steady. NSA net is either treating us as civvie traffic, or we are off the net. It could be this truck is so damn old we can’t track it. Red light cams will check our plates though, at this hour in the morning, I think we got about three hours before the AM shift gets in and we are flagged as an out-of-state vehicle of interest with a high passenger load. Local police will be dispatched to tail us and do a routine stop, at which point the dashboard cams in the cruiser will ID the lot of us and send it all back to DC. That will be bad, very bad.”
“In three hours we will be launching a missile into outer space against our government’s wishes. Hard to think this is not even our world, it all looks so familiar. It’s not dead though, all the things I saw, those terrible things. Hopefully they will never know any different.” Becks is working up front, loading weapons and keeping it inconspicuous. “You two in the back, see if God can keep us from getting stopped by the Highway Patrol in the next hour or so.”
“I have never prayed my way out a ticket, Colonel,” I say, laughing out of nervousness more than anything else. “So watch your driving.”
Azrael wakes and yawns, stretching, and rubbing his eyes.
“Morning Azrael. Hey, Blackbird. Want to tell us where you went?” Becks rummages through his pack in the front seat. “Obviously it was more important than-”
“Just enough.” I sigh, looking over at Azrael. “Can you control these wings, or do they hate me?”
“Seraph,” he says, smiling, “you are learning. You have much more to learn about them, and many things you cannot even comprehend with your mind so used to the way you lived on Earth. They take you where you need to go, in a way.”
“Riddles,” I say, “great. I met them, King Tanas and his friend Heinrich, the white and black riders. A power-mad king and the merchant of death, I suppose.” I turn to Azrael. “They were the ones who cut your wings off.”
He nods. “As I supposed so. Never was there a time when the two of them ever trusted me, and their hatred and malice knows no bounds. I should guess they gave you the wings so they could control you, to involve you in their scheming?”
I nod. But I can’t tell him the truth. I can’t. Despite betraying the two horsemen, I am still in debt to them, and I still need to open the book. I need to save myself, and my children. I can’t let them grow up without their mother. The only way to get there is to open the book and do what they ask me to.
The fact that I am here now trying to destroy the space rock that War is going to use to kill every living thing in the world doesn’t bother me. The scion needs to be destroyed in any outcome. One less of War’s toys means billions of people will live to see tomorrow.
I will help the Horsemen slay War, but we need to talk. I feel bad not telling Azrael, he sits right next to me knowing none the better, and I feel like a traitor to my friends. Here I am helping them save the world, yet I have other secret plans to help those trying to help beasts of pure evil trying to conquer it.
It’s the least of all of the evils, I suppose. I have no other options, and sadly, King Tanas and Heinrich are more powerful allies than a bunch of soldiers and a wingless angel. I call them allies, but they are not my friends.
How is it going to be to see the face of God and open the forbidden book in his face? Will he strike me down in his wraith? There are parts of this plan I have no idea how they are going to work out, if at all.
A long quiet drive later and we are slowing down by the side of a road.
“Base fence on our nine-o-clock,” Becks says, “find a spot up ahead and pull over. Harris, disable the perimeter security in this sector for thirty minutes.”
“Easy when we have the password and overrides,” Harris smiles, “kinda stupid breaking into a place you have the keys to. Motion sensors deactivated, LF radar is spoofed. IR cams are pointed, one sec, okay pointed in another direction. This sector is wide open, but watch it, from the base commander in our world, he says there are normally ATV patrols through here, with dogs, so if we meet base security it will get hairy.”
“Let’s hope we don’t have to.” Becks attaches a long silencer to his pistol. “But let’s be prepared.”
We stop in the brush and forest beside the road, and we work our way up to the fence. Predictably, there is a sign every ten feet saying, “Warning! Federal installation. US Air Force. Trespassers will be shot!”
It feels good to be out of the truck again, and I am stretching. Colonel Becks points at me when my wings extend out about fifteen feet to each side during one of my stretches, and Azrael laughs.
“Stow the wings, Blackbird!” Becks tries to push one down.
Harris tosses me my bow, and I sling it with the quiver. I slide my sword into place. Azrael checks Adam’s sword out and smiles at me.
In moments, we’re through the fence, although I have to stop halfway through when my wings get caught on the chain link, and the group ends up cutting a hole twice the size for my wings. Still, it was a major ouch moment, and I picked every tuft of feathers caught on the fence and shoved them into my pocket.
Those are my feathers, thank you.
We creep through the forest and through a field of brush, with the base’s main camp coming to life a couple hundred yards away. We angle away from the buildings, and back onto the more deserted parts of the base, making our way to a dry drainage canal that runs towards the missile launch complex. We crouch run for what I think are miles, zig-zagging along the canal, avoiding mud, and ducking through large metal corrugated pipes that run under the base’s roads.
We hear a helicopter, and everyone hits the dirt, rolling to the side of the canal and trying to stay as hidden as possible. I have to pull Azrael down and against me. The helicopter passes nearly overhead and we all lie still for an agonizing amount of time.
I whisper. “You think they saw us?”
“No idea,” Becks says, “can’t worry about it now, keep moving.”
We are running again, peering out of the canal for soldiers, and trying to keep as hidden as possible.
The missile launch complex is another secure area inside the base, so Harris works on his laptop while everyone rests in the canal. It’s not that big of an area, and most of it is against the water, so the drainage canals look like the only way in and out. Bad for us, they are also one of the most secured areas as well, along with a large launch complex control center that overlooks all of the launchers. The control center is our target.
“This security is tight,” Harris says, “seriously, this is nothing like what I was told.”
“Break it,” Becks says, working his way to Azrael and me. “How are you two holding up?”
“It is good to be out in the open air again, running and doing things,” Azrael says, “though at time I feel we act like rats or thieves in our current situation.”
“Nature of the business,” Becks says and smiles, “and Jess?”
“Sore as hell,” I sigh, “tired, and grumpy. My usual morning self. This bow is a pain in the butt to crouch-walk with.”
A shadow looms over us. A large black horse peers down into the drainage ditch. No, no, no.
“Go!” Backs is hissing at it. “Shoo! Get out!”
“Who’s horse is that?” Azrael smiles. “Someone on this base? He is a beautiful animal.”
I stand, the field around us empty except for the horse and the missile complex’s red and white striped security perimeter 50 yards away. Guard towers loom in the distance, and the morning light starts to make us glow.
“The black horse, he belongs to one of the Four Horseman.”



CHAPTER XXXVIII: 
All Hell Breaks Loose
 
The sirens are ear-splitting. Everyone loads their weapons.
“Nice horse.” Azrael stands and walks beside the beast. 
The sirens echo louder. I can barely make out what our people are shouting. “Check for soldiers!” Becks screams. “You two get down now, they will be coming any minute!”
It’s like a meteor streaking through the sky on this perfect blue morning. It arcs down from the heavens leaving a fiery trail of smoke behind itself, screaming and popping through the air like the death throes of a meteor before it impacts...the ocean. The ocean about two miles out explodes into a massive column of white water billowing off into the air.
The sound of the explosion and shock wave hit us seconds later. It’s so powerful it jars my teeth.
“What the hell!” Becks is pulling me down, and we’re all staring at the arcing path of smoke hanging in the air above the base. “What the hell was that?”
“War.” I’m stunned. I can’t even think. “The Scion of War is here.” I look up at the black horse. “The others can’t be far behind. The Four Horsemen are here.”
“Radio chatter is all over the place, one second!” Harris shouts over the din. “The sirens are for the airspace violation and the crash, they think it’s an airliner. The base is on code red, but we got an opening in the confusion.”
“Change in plans.” Colonel Becks gets up and points at the missile complex’s front gate. “Everyone, run to the gate, we are going in through the front door!”
It’s madness.
We’re running through the field, and the guards at the gate are holding up their hands, talking on their phones, and shouting orders to trucks passing through. They notice our group running towards them about fifty yards out, and one proceeds to challenge us, raising his rifle. Three other guards at the gate raise their rifles as well.
“Stop, stop where you are, the complex is on lockdown!”
“Security pass-code lima, two, niner!” Harris shouts. “Identification phrase echo charlie alpha two one!”
The second guard at the gate steps out. “Pass-code accepted. Who are you people?”
Colonel Becks walks up and shakes the hand of the guard. “Black ops, security penetration team, with the four-five. We saw the crash and aborted our penetration attempt.”
“We weren’t told you guys would be here until the end of next week,” the guard says. “We got the message yesterday about the drill, and we were waiting to go over it in our weekly-”
“You honestly believe they told you that with a straight face?” Becks smiles at him. “We’ve been out here all night and couldn’t find a way in, as far as I’m concerned, this installation passes, and I’m not having my men caught out here during a possible terrorist attack.”
“Terrorist attack?” The guard looks around, up at the wafting smoke trail, and back at us.
“All over our net, NSA and otherwise,” Becks nods. “We need access to the base to report into the commander and await orders.”
“I’m sorry sir, we are on lock-down.”
Becks leans close, pointing at the smoke trail over the base. “Possible chemical agent. You need to suit up, and we need to get to a safe area. You either let us run one-hundred yards to the base HQ, or we have to run five miles down that road unprotected. Call your people, sound the chem alarm, and let us through.”
We’re waved through and the guards at the post get suited up in protective suits. My wings are wrapped in a large black blanket, and I’m pretending to carry a bedroll or something slung over my back. The chem alarm is triggered, and it’s even worse than the base’s general alarms, a high pitched squeal that is discernible from the general alarm.
One of the guards at the gate points at me. “Miss, miss! What is that on your back?”
I turn to him and salute. “Rubber raft. My turn to carry it!”
I run after the others as I hear another guard saying. “A girl?”
I have this feeling this isn’t going to work.
Thankfully, we’re not stopped as we reach the main building. We’re all out of breath and covered in sweat, but we make it across the building’s parking lot and up to the large red doors as they are hustling people inside.
Past the white metal building is the ocean, beautiful and blue, the sky dotted with soft blue clouds. Two helicopters hover over the impact site far over the ocean.
“Inside! Inside!” The man at the door shouts, wearing a gas mask.
Azrael stops in the parking lot, and points towards the beach. “He’s coming. Seraph Jessica, we must go face him!”
Colonel Becks stops near me as the rest of our team mixes in with those running inside. “Are you going to go?”
“I don’t want to.” I nod. “But I have to. If he destroys this place, we won’t have any hope of stopping him. I will go hold War off while you guys get in and setup the launch. How long do you need?”
“Forty-five minutes,” Becks says as he winces, “you think you can hold him off?”
I peer out over the scrub and dunes. “Five to get to the beach, plus however long it takes him to get to shore, what, twenty-five thirty minutes at most?”
“The launchers,” Becks says, pointing off to the east, where a large white spherical fuel tank looms, “over those dunes. Keep him away from this building, and those launchers. If you can.”
He looks at me, gives me a half-smile, and then hugs me. He speaks with his face in my hair. “You remind me of my daughter. I miss her.” He backs away. “Good luck Blackbird. It was an honor.”
I smile and give him a salute, turn, and run after Azrael as fast as my feet will carry me.



CHAPTER XXXIX: 
Destiny Calls
 
Azrael stands beside me, his sword drawn, his shirt pulled off, and the wind blowing sand around us.
I stand next to him, my sword drawn, my wings catching the wind, my hair flapping in the gusts.
We watch the surf for any signs of life.
It’s a beautiful day, the California surf rolling in, the seagulls hovering in the air, and the smell of the ocean intoxicating me. A giant billow of steam on the horizon breaks the tranquility. Three helicopters circle the impact site out on the ocean, and four boats are joining in the search for survivors.
Only there are none out there.
The sole survivor’s head pokes out of the surf, his body steaming with anger, his eyes as hateful as I remember them, and his gaze burning me down, my head feeling as if it would explode from the rage of his visage.
“Calm yourself Jessica!” Azrael shouts. “Calm yourself, do not feed into War’s rage, or he shall consume you with his fury! Make yourself at peace to fight him!”
It is one of the hardest things I have ever done. I am so afraid. My free had is shaking, and I am covered with a cold sweat.
I think of my family. I think of home. I think of all the people I have helped. The children. The priests at the church. I steel my will against his rage with the pure thoughts of peace and love, narrow my eyes, and clear my mind.
It works.
I see a hateful man, eyes burning in rage, hair a fiery red, wearing only a loincloth and bits of armor, walking out of the surf. He carries a glowing sword, his muscles tense, his hatred fueling his walk out of the sea and onto the beach. Steam hisses and pops off his body, as if the man was made from liquid fire.
He growls an animal growl, deep and bestial, hateful and full of rage.
“War!” Azrael shouts. “Rage has consumed you! Calm yourself and return to the Kingdom of Heaven for your judgment!”
“You know nothing, fallen Seraph.” War’s eyes narrow, burning with hate, the heat seething off his body in waves of anger. “For I am the lord and master of this world, its masses worship me even more than they do their so-called God.”
He spits the last few words out, and I tighten my grip on my sword. How do I deal with this? Like most people, I feel powerless in War’s presence. His entire body, the armored gloves, the towering perfectly-sculpted form, the twist of hatred to his sinew, it all projects an air of inevitability and a relentless march towards death.
“I know this can’t go on, you will destroy this world!”
“Baby Seraph.” His voice is low, gravely. His hands wrap around his sword hilt, his knuckles white, the veins on his arms filling with heated blood. “Answer me this. Does this world deserve better? It’s people beg for me, kneel before me, and lust for me. I consume and dispose of them as I wish, and they willingly give themselves to me as my mindless slaves.”
I hate it, but he’s right. All of a sudden I feel hopeless and alone. I shift my stance on the sand, and glance over at Azrael.
Azrael nods, and looks at War. “Beast, scion of destruction! You grow drunk with power and hatred, this must stop, or you will destroy yourself!”
“I,” War says, “do not care what I destroy, old man.”
War screams in murderous rage and charges us.
Azrael blocks his first blow, the sand spraying around us, the clang of metal echoing across the dunes, and the sheer force of the blow between them making my teeth hurt.
War spins, and comes for me, the burning blade arcing towards my chest. I raise my sword and block the blow, but I am thrown twenty feet away in the sand, rolling head over heels before I stop.
“Pity!” War laughs. “The wingless fool is now powerless, and his young whelp is a girl who cannot fight!”
The shock of the blow numbs my arms, and I look up at the two of them. Azrael parries again, and is forced back towards the dunes, the stronger War beating him blow for blow.
War growls. “As they took your wings, let me end your suffering, wingless angel!”
“I shall not let myself be beaten by one so mindless!” Azrael gets a blow in, but is quickly blocked by the more experienced War. “You must return to the book, beast!”
“No piece of paper can hold me!” War laughs, beating Azrael back with a quick one-two-three of sword blows, none landing, but each taking its toll on Azrael’s body.
I spit out sand, and grit my teeth so hard together I taste bone. My rage burns inside me, and I go blind, feeling the deathly hate consume me. I can’t, I can’t do this again.
I stare, clear my mind, and charge the two of them, my sword raised high. With every footstep, I think peaceful thoughts. I want to kill this beast, but I feel no hate, no anger, and no malice. War is simply a sickly, insane beast that must be out of of its misery for the good of us all.
I pity those consumed by it.
I strike my first blow, our swords connecting, getting War’s attention, driving him back a step. He howls at the blow, taken aback, his eyes surprised. I spin and land another solid blow on his weapon, the clang of steel echoing across the beach.
“So she thinks she can fight!” War snarls, bracing himself and gripping his sword tight. He feigns to the left, and comes in from the right hard, expecting me to take the bait.
I forgive those blinded by it.
I strike again, deflecting his sword into the sky, staring directly into the beast’s burning eyes, never feeding into his anger, never reciprocating his hatred. My sword drives his back, and knocks War’s footing loose on the sand. I spin and slice a long gash across his forearm.
My thoughts are pure, my lust for blood gone, the hatred in my heart vacant, and I only fight to end this and to bring peace. I am the dove who wishes only to make the violence cease, no matter what I must do.
War screams at the pain, wiping the blood on his hand and inspecting it like he can’t believe someone hit him. He smiles wickedly at me and steps forward, his sword ready to strike, his hate-filled and glowing eyes locked on mine, watching where I look. “The young are good at my trade, for they are ignorant of Death’s stare.”
I give him no reaction. Only resolve. I calm my thoughts, slow my racing heart, and stare into his burning eyes with pity and compassion.
He screams, comes low, and sweeps his sword upwards, aiming for a quick blow to my neck. Every muscle in his body follows his eyes, the sinew pulling taut, the blade racing towards me on an inevitable path to slice the tender flesh of my throat.
I refuse to feed into its insanity.
My next blow sweeps from the sun, and knocks his blade away violently, at a ninety-degree angle, making him step twice with his left foot, and the look of certainty on his face evaporating in an instant. My blade slices into War’s left side, wounding the beast. He screams a dirge-like howl, his rage burning hotter, the heat from his eyes burning my skin.
I stand, me and my weapon one, not following up, and I give the beast a chance to compose himself. I stare quietly, my arms to my right, my blade held flat across my vision, my wings my balance, and my body absorbing thousands of years of sword-fighting skill from somewhere, something I don’t understand, but I accept with the calm certainty of a defender and one who protects the innocent.
War smears the blood against his side, his face in pain, his eyes turning into ovens, his face twisting into a grotesque mask of hatred like a gargoyle on a Gothic cathedral.
“You cannot, I am War!” He shouts so loud my ears are left ringing. I keep absolutely still. Azrael stumbles to my side, keeping his weapon ready but not committing to get close. Azrael looks tired, weak, and his stance is defensive and resigned. Without his wings, he cannot fight this man.
War spins and charges Azrael, Azrael’s blade just coming up in time to stop the blow, but War slams his fist into the side of Azrael’s head, knocking the fallen angel off his feet.
I run towards them, slicing my blade down on War’s, stopping the killing blow from landing on Azrael’s chest. Azrael tumbles away, heaving and holding his head in pain.
I shall protect those from it.
War takes a half-step and turns towards me, his eyes red hot, his face incredulous with disbelief. He charges me, swinging his sword straight down. “That. Was my. Kill.”
I shall never stand with it.
I spin, feeling the blade come within inches of my flesh, twirl on the sand, and slice my blade directly across the beast’s back. He howls again, shattering the silence of the wind, his anger setting flames to his skin where blood flows forth. He spins and arcs his sword at my head, the burning blade coming at me at the speed of a bullet.
War is weakness.
Time slows down as I discover his secret. I duck his blade, come up inside his reach, and slam my holy fist into the beast’s jaw. I am close enough to feel the pound of his heart as I land another blow to his stomach, my Seraph—like strength sending the beast reeling back from the impact.
He stumbles backwards, flames licking from his skin, his face an obscene display of hatred. His teeth are nearly fully exposed, black gums letting steam billow from his lips, the blood vessels around his eyes igniting into miniature lines of flame.
“I declare. You must. To die!” His words are hollow, evil, echoing with wicked intent.
I keep calm. I have nothing but pity for him, no hatred, no malice. War is weakness.
He swings a second blow at me, but I sidestep it with the ease of fighting someone in slow-motion, and I slam my fist into the maniac’s left temple, sending War sprawling and tumbling onto the beach.
I press the attack, walking towards him as he grabs his sword and turns to me, and I step over a sword swing he must be thinking is as fast and as hard as he can swing it, but to me, the burning blade is moving at a snail’s pace, and I step right over it, my leg passing harmlessly within inches of the edge of the blade.
I ready my leg, balance myself, and kick the fallen beast in the jaw. His body flies away as if hit by a truck, the howl coming from his mouth trailing off as his body arcs away from me in slow-motion, the beast’s sword dropping into the sand near me.
He crashes into a dune twenty yards away in an explosion of sand. I feel him hit even from here.
Time speeds up as I walk the final few paces to him, the spray of sand falling to the Earth. I place my sword against his neck, and look in his faltering eyes. He groans groggily, and spits up at me. He wearily tries to reach for me, but I put my boot on his palm. I press the sword against his neck.
“I forgive even the unforgivable, War,” I say, the breeze blowing around us, my wings catching the wind, “for what you do you cannot control, nor do you know. War, your mind is that of a child’s, striking back when struck upon, and we must be ever patient with you and your nature, for we are better than you.”
I loosen my sword from his neck. “You exist to test our will for peace.” I turn, sheath my sword, and walk away. “God, you can have him.”
Azrael struggles to stand. I look back, War lies in the California sand, defeated. He’s not moving.
I help Azrael up. “Are you okay?”
“Very impressive Seraph,” he says, smiling, “you are a true warrior of Heaven’s domain.”
I look back. “Will he get up?”
“Eventually.” Azrael shakes his head. “War will always return, but your will has driven him to rest, for now.”
I wipe the sand from my face, and slide my sword into its scabbard. The calm washes over me, and I can’t believe what I just did. I stand in the wind, letting the gusts push against my wings.
War is lying there, breathing but not moving, the heat still smoldering from him. Even at this distance I can feel him, his hate burns while he sleeps. He does not stir, though.
Azrael rubs his arms, wincing at the pain stored up in his massive biceps. He smiles at me though the pain, shaking his head. “I am too old for this, Seraph Jessica.”
I half-laugh and shake my head. “I thought I was too, until they chose me to replace you. I was just a housewife, I mean I was. I never said I’m sorry, but I should-”
“These events are no fault of yours,” Azrael pulls his arms back and forth, the creases around his eyes growing deep, “so no apology is needed. Be confident in your providence, Seraph. You have done what few have been able to manage in the history of Mankind. War has been stopped.”
“Usually we do this with pens, not swords. But hey, I’ll take what I can get.”
An explosion rocks us. Gunfire echoes across the dunes. The wretched screams of a thousand unholy warriors sounds across the sand.
“One stops and another begins.” I turn towards the launch complex. “We’re not done yet.”



CHAPTER XL: 
The Earth Shakes
 
The ground heaves like an earthquake and I’m nearly knocked off my feet. I fight to run up the dunes, the trembling sand making every step treacherous. Azrael runs beside me, and we crest the dune to find we aren’t believing our eyes.
The ground a hundred yards in front of us explodes, and a giant gaping maw tears open the earth. The head of a very large worm screams, a gaping sucker-mouth a bus-wide screaming an unholy shriek.
“What the-”
The whole worm is red and mottled, like it is scaled, or, my hand leaps to my mouth and I want to vomit. The entire worm is made of screaming, skinless bodies, each one howling and flailing about with their arms free the their legs sewn into each other by thick rusted wire. There must be hundreds, or thousands of individual human bodies making up the skin of the worm, all controlled by the massive beast’s mind.
Soldiers are tearing off their gas masks and running in panic, trying to flee the monstrous beast. Some are turning and firing their weapons, but nothing is touching the gigantic monster.
“What the hell is that?” I say as I watch the worm arc down and eat its way back into the ground, more of the skinless-body covered length emerging from the ground, and then disappearing back into it.
“A creature of Hell is correct,” Azrael says, “Death must have summoned this monstrosity here.”
“Death is a pain in the-” I scan left, and sure enough, the control center and the parking lot would be the next logical place for the worm to come up. “We have to go, it’s headed right for the control center!”
Azrael runs beside me, and we’re stumbling, trying to right ourselves as the ground bucks and heaves underneath us. The worm is digging, its body surging and pushing back into the ground, the bodies along its length freed from the earth, screaming, and then being pulled underneath the ground again.
I just hope it doesn’t come up directly underneath the control center, then this entire trip has been for nothing, and Becks will die. I have to run faster, but my body is tired from the fight with War. My lungs burn as we turn onto the road in front of the command center, and we place ourselves between the worm and the building. I can see the tail of the worm flail from the ground, and then pull into the earth in the distance.
It’s gone, completely underground.
It’s almost as I can feel the creature pushing and surging towards us under the ground, the ground buckles and heaves, and we can see the earth ahead of us in the scrub push up alike something huge is burrowing its way towards us. With every heartbeat, the ground shakes harder, and the vibrations draw closer.
I look over at Azrael, and he stands ready with his sword. I reach down to draw my sword, and my arm gets tangled in my bow string.
The bow! I unsling Adam’s bow and nock a glowing arrow. The shaft of the arrow is pure white, and the arrow-head and feathers are made of gold. All along its shaft, a strange yellow glow hovers and wafts off like fine mist.
I wait.
The ground shakes and I balance myself.
I pull the bow back to its furthest extent.
I wait and narrow my eyes.
“Seraph,” Azrael says, “you may need to run if you strike the beast with that. And run fast.”
The ground twenty yards in front of us explodes like a geyser of dirt and stone. It’s hard to see as the billowing cloud of dirt sails into the sky, and we’re covered by debris, rocks bouncing across the road around us.
The worm shoots out of the ground, the unholy scream coming from deep withing it echoed by the screams of the hundreds of lost souls along its body. It’s loud at this distance, like a thousand lions’ roars.
I wait, and let the glowing arrow go, a bright golden path cut through the air in its wake, dirt circling behind it in the air. The arrow strikes its side, and a strung together line of eight bodies explodes as the arrow slices them off the worm’s body. The worm screams so loud my ears ring, and it turns its body towards me and howls.
I run before the mammoth beast surges forward and slams into the road where I stood seconds before. Car alarms sound, pavement buckles, and Azrael runs beside me.
“You have its eye, now run!” Azrael screams at me, stumbling and running as the road is torn to pieces behind us by the giant approaching maw.
“Warn Becks!” I scream back, running towards the security gate, my black wings feeling like a parachute slowing me down. Azrael nods, and laterals through the parking lot. I’m left by myself, running, holding my bow, and not having enough time to load and fire a second shot. I can hear the beast behind me chewing up pavement like a runaway bulldozer.
Men stand in front of me.
I wave my arms at the security gate we bluffed our way through, and the two soldiers at the gate run to a parked jeep. They floor the jeep, and start to pull away.
“Wait! Wait!” I’m screaming at the top of my lungs, over the beast’s roars, and the jeep slows down for a moment. I spill into the back and scream. “Go!”
In seconds, we are driving away from the inner gatehouse, and it is destroyed by the hellish worm’s gaping maw.
“You got wings, girl?” One of the soldiers says from the passenger seat. “What the hell?” the driver looks back at the worm sliding along the road, helped along by the thousands of bodies helping pull it along the ground with their free arms. “Don’t look back Tom, just keep driving!”
“Yes, these are my wings, I’m an angel, and that’s a creature of Hell.” I kneel in the back of the jeep and nock another arrow. “Don’t ask and keep driving straight!”
“Turn coming up!” The driver yells, and I brace myself. We skid around a corner, and I slam into the side of the bed of the jeep before I right myself. We’re not much faster than the worm, and even at this distance, it is still pulling out of the ground by the parking lot. It cuts the corner where we turned, and starts gaining on us as we speed down the scrub-surrounded base road.
“You sure you don’t want a gun, girl?” The soldier in the passenger seat says.
I aim my next arrow at the beast and let it fly. The golden arrow cuts through the air, and punches a four-body wide hole straight through the beast in a massive explosion of light, sparks showering the road behind the worm.
“This works better.”
The worm screams again, and it surges towards us, gaining the distance to within a dozen yards. At this distance I can see straight down its gullet, a fiery red hellish maw of death. The holes I punched through the beast spew forth flame as it lurches and crawls behind us as fast as nothing I have ever seen.
“Turn coming up! Right or left?” the driver says, his voice in a panic.
I look forward. To the right is the base’s garrison, with row after row of barracks filled with soldiers. To the left is the storage area for munitions and fuel, along with a massive building-sized dome filled with what I assume is highly frozen rocket fuel.
“Right!” I say, turning forward and holding onto the seats. My hair blows in the wind.
I unfurl my wings and let them catch the air, and I can feel the pull on my body, my hands barely able to grip the seats. My wings spread wide and catch the wind.
“Don’t follow me.” The jeep turns right and I let go, the soldiers stunned and pulling away from me.
I’m flying.
It feels incredible and natural, and I am flying like a bird. The ground zooms underneath me, and I find the wings take over, keeping me balanced and aloft. It is a beautiful feeling, and I am finally free of the ground, my wings carrying me on a cloud of air.
I think left, and my wings take me there. The jeep with the soldiers pulls away, heading in the other direction, away from this madness. The death chases me.
The fence I fly over reads ‘danger, high explosives’ before it is destroyed by the mammoth worm moments later.



CHAPTER XLI: 
Don't Do This at Home
 
The fuel tank is huge, a hundred feet tall, a giant sphere covered with pipes and catwalks, and it’s marked ‘Liquid Oxygen.’
And I’m flying straight towards it.
I turn back and the worm is still following me, stuck to the ground, snaking its way across the base like a giant centipede. It’s long, red, covered with human bodies, and it screams with the agony of souls condemned to Hell.
I turn back, and correct my balance. The act of looking backwards has caused me to lose altitude, and I need to climb if I want to make it to the top of the tank. I flex my wings with a thought and flap them, gaining altitude, and I can’t help to smile a little. Flying, I can’t explain it, it’s a feeling of freedom and beauty that you’ll never understand until you try it. Being up here, even though the minions of Hell are trying to kill me, it’s just incredible.
I look down and the tank curves up to meet me. There’s a ring-shaped catwalk on top of the sphere, and I aim for one side of the circle. Landing. It’s always the hardest part of flying, I know.
The catwalk is under me in a flash, and I tilt up, letting my wings catch the air to slow me. I miss the catwalk entirely and begin flying off the opposite side of the sphere. On the plus side, I’m not going to slam my stomach into a guardrail at highway speeds. On the bad side, I’m dropping like a stone onto the tank’s curved surface and it’s rapidly dropping away from me.
My first landing, and it’s going to suck.
I slam into the tank on my back, the impact knocking the wind from me, and I tumble head-over-heels once as I roll down the surface of the tank. I’m trying to hold onto my bow, trying to stop, and I end up sliding down the tank’s rapidly curving surface faster and faster.
My skin catches on the paint of the tank, catching and then letting go, and I curse this skimpy outfit. It feels like sliding down a sticky metal slide in shorts on a hot day, and it hurts.
I’m so far down the tank I can’t see the surface anymore, it’s just ocean out there and hundreds of feet in the air. It’s a beautiful view if you’re about to die, or already dead like I am. The surface of the tank is freezing in the hot sun, and my legs are skidding along the sticky-feeling paint, and I’m sure I will get road-rash from this given my attire.
I get my damn heels out in front of me, and they skid along the tank with barely no friction at all. Why, oh why couldn’t they design these fantasy outfits with sensible shoes? One of my heels catches a line of exposed rivets right before the edge and I come to a complete and violent stop. If I would have slid over the metal rivets I’m sure it would have taken a lot of skin off.
My knees bend hard, and I’m lying flat on the tank, freezing my butt off, my black wings flat against the white metal surface like a splattered crow. My bow is tangled around my right arm, and it hangs and bounces off the metal as I’m breathing hard. There’s not much of a sphere left to get a foothold on, and I’m reminded of how much I hated geometry class in high school.
On the balance, this was a terrible idea.
Far in the distance, in the field of silos, two giant concrete doors open up, and I see the first steps of some type of missile launch being started. Smoke billows out of the giant hole in the ground, and sirens start to sound. It has to be our missile, and Becks must be starting the launch sequence now.
Just a little longer.
The entire tank shudders as I hear the screams of the dead from below me. Do I dare look? I sit up, my heel slipping on the rivet, and peer down the tank by sitting up and nearly leaning out over the edge. I don’t see anything, the curve of the tank blocks my-
The human-covered worm shoots up from below and towers above me, it climbed up the tank on thousands of pairs of arms of the dead covering its body, holding onto pipes, catwalks, ladders, and any other handhold it could get a hold of on the tank’s surface. It’s gaping, flaming maw opens, and it crashes down towards me like a runaway truck.
It stops about ten feet from me, the sulfur-like and hellish smell of its maw blowing against me like a giant heater. The bodies inside its mouth glow with hellish fire, and they grasp for me with burning limbs. It can’t make the last few feet to me because something down below is disturbing it’s balance and hold onto the tank. There aren’t enough handholds to keep its weight supported to snap at me from this angle.
Geometry, it’s a bitch.
I kick sideways, and curse my wings as I try to roll over. I’m face-down in feathers and it hurts bending my wing this much. I need to move, and I need to move now as the worm pulls more of its length up the tank to deliver a killing blow on me.
The worm is moving upwards, most of its body straight up in the air as it climbs higher. Hundreds of bodies sewn into its skin reach and grasp for handholds, and it looks like it could snap down at any instant. I can’t run back up the tank, and I can’t stay here for much longer.
I jump towards the worm, crossing the space in the air between us by gliding with my wings. I slam into the flesh-covered bottom of the worm.
I end up in the grasp of dozens of skinless, dead bodies along the bottom of the worm. Fleshless hands grab onto every part of me, some pull on my wings, and I’m trapped against the screaming and foul-smelling underside of the beast, hanging hundreds of feet in the air off a highly explosive tank of rocket fuel. They howl and scream in my ears.
As I said, it wasn’t the brightest plan I’ve had.
I push hands off of me, only to have new ones replace them, and it feels like a mosh pit is trying to strangle me alive and tear me limb from limb. The worm’s head looks around for my high above, moving right to left.
Nope, I’m not on the tank, big, dumb, and stupid.
A missile rockets between me at the tank, coming from high in the air and screaming past like a burning lance of fire. I follow the missile down into the dunes, where it lands in the scrub and explodes in a giant fireball. A fighter jet zooms by the top of the tank, turning in the bright blue morning air, little smoke trails curling off its wings. It’s twin afterburners thunder as it comes around for another pass.
Great, we got company.
If that missile would have hit either me or the tank it would have vaporized me instantly. I start to wonder how far this whole ‘born of fire’ thing will go with modern chemistry around. A pair of hands clasps around my neck, and I feel my welcome on the underside of the worm start to wear itself out.
I focus myself, calm my thoughts, my body getting pulled into the mass of skinless bodies holding onto me, tearing at my wings, strangling my throat, yanking my hair, and pulling me inside the beast.
The fighter jet makes another pass, coming in, firing its guns at us. A hundred holes are punched through the beast, bodies flying from the monster, each gigantic machine-gun bullet shredding a body as it tears through flesh and hellish sinew. A dozen holes appear in the tank, punched straight into the metal, jets of freezing gas shooting out into the air at high pressure.
I feel the chill from this distance, the bitter cold catching the air and turning it into ice. The limbs grabbing me pull, tear, and yank at my body, holding me against the worm and trying to tear me apart.
I disappear.
I open my eyes.
I am on a dune, sea grass around me, and the wind blowing gently through my wings. The screams of a thousand souls echo in the distance. I step to the top of the dune, readying my bow, and pulling a golden arrow from my quiver.
The beast hangs on the side of the fuel tank like a confused centipede, looking for it’s prey. It’s head spins around and it roars.
I pull the bowstring back and level my arrow at the beast. I feel my anger seep into the arrow, flowing like pure hatred into the golden tip next to my eye. I clear my thoughts, letting the malice seep forth, my unholy soul and the weapon becoming one.
Now, now is the time for hate.
The fighter jet swoops in for another pass, firing its guns at the beast again, punching another dozen holes in the tank, liquid oxygen billowing forth in large white plumes. The jet clears and turns for another pass, and I level my arrow at point on the tank where the beast is holding onto. The worm spins, grasps onto the tank with its body, and begins to crawl down.
“Monster, meet a pissed-off mother.”
I let my arrow sail free, and I just hear the thwip of the string as the glowing arrow flies into the sky. It takes a while, one second, two, three, and I watch as the arrow climbs slightly, and then starts to fall.
The worm starts to circle down, and my arrow sails for the middle of where his body curves and begins to come down the tank.
Four seconds, five. The worm’s tail starts to move up the tank, and I fear that when my arrow hits, most of the worm will be away from the impact-
The arrow hits, a glowing lance penetrating the thick metal of the liquid oxygen tank, sailing in one side of the metal and out the other. There’s a massive billowing white cloud of liquid oxygen as it jets out and comes into contact with the air, looking like a spraying aerosol of white smoke shooting out of the tank at super-high speed.
The worm is lost in the jet of white smoke, most of its body frozen solid to the tank. A half-second later, a dull orange thump and flash ignites the cloud and it’s a beautiful, horrible sight. The orange fingers of fire swell and flash inside the breach, and then rapidly travel around the sphere in every direction. Like a squashed orange, the tank heaves, compresses, and explodes in a massive fireball.
The flash hits me first, feeling like a wave of incredibly hot light, and I watch for a moment as the blinding orange fireball sails up towards the heavens. A half-second later, dune-by-dune, the shock-wave races towards me.
I don’t have time to move, and every bone in my body is jarred loose by the blast, sending me sailing through the air and sliding along the beach. It’s so loud I can’t hear it, and my vision is blurred as I feel the sand pile up around my wings as I tumble to a stop, noticing the unconscious body of War about thirty feet away. I’m left stunned and deafened, watching a gigantic orange fireball sail into the sky away from me.
Moments later, a long missile shoots up out of the ground, rockets into the bright blue sky, and beats the fireball into Heaven. My last few visions are of the billowing cloud of death blooming and petering out in the blue sky, and the beautiful missile sailing far, far away high above it. The missile’s smoke trail curves off in the wind, but the plume of its rocket motors are still as straight and true as an arrow shot towards the heart of darkness itself.
The world gets to live today.



CHAPTER XLII: 
I Am So Weak
 
The sirens blare, and I pull myself from the sand. War still lies on the beach, not dead, but beaten for the time being. I’m reminded of the pictures of the bodies of soldiers strewn across beaches during wars when I see him, the billions of dead this beast caused, and the ocean full of tears he’s responsible for.
I walk past him, praying the world forgets about this monster.
I step up onto the dune, and the world has changed. The billowing towers of smoke from the missile launch and the fuel tank going up hang over the base, and the trail of destruction from the worm scars the base like the scene of an airliner accident. Soldiers run everywhere, emergency vehicles race about, and military vehicles drive down the roads of the base in columns, ready for battle.
I stumble off the beach, towards a pair of jeeps and an ambulance on a road nearby. Four soldiers level guns at me, and I walk towards them with my arms out and my wings folded, I’m too stunned and tired to care, and I’m not a threat.
“On the ground!” One of the soldiers shouts.
I kneel in the sand, and they move towards me, black rifles aimed at me.
They stand around me, eyes scared, fingers on triggers, gun barrels pointing at my body. “Who are you? Why do you have wings?”
“Wait!” A soldier from the road shouts, he’s one of the men from the gate that I rode in the jeep with. “She’s one of the good guys! She saved me and led that thing off!”
The group around me looks back, stunned, and the gate guard with the gas mask around his neck runs up, lifts me to my feet, and hugs me. “My God, thank you.”
“No problem,” I say, hugging him back, “happy to help.”
“What are you, some sort of angel?” He smiles at me.
“Yeah.” I nod. “I’m an angel.”
I point back towards the beach. “There’s another one back there, on the sand, be careful, he’s a demon from Hell. Never look into his eyes, and make sure he doesn’t wake up. He’s the thing that fell out of the sky.”
“How do we keep him from waking up?” The squad-leader next to me says.
“Pray for peace.” I say, rubbing my face.
The men scramble towards the beach, and the gate guard pulls me towards the road. The men around the ambulance spring to life, shouting. “We got wounded in the command center! Move!”
A terrible feeling hits me, and I begin running. I run across the scrub, over the trail the worm left, towards the piles of broken and shattered cars in the command center parking lot. The gate guard runs behind me, but I’m running faster than him, my fears echoing through me like a certainty I can’t shake out of my head. I run past soldiers, past paramedics, past people sitting in groups around cars crying and in shock from the terrible things they saw.
Bullet holes riddle the command center doors, and glass covers the ground. Several soldiers grab me as I run inside, restraining me, holding my wings, and forcing me to my knees. “Get her down!” Men with rifles level them at me, while others search the command center room by room. The doors to the control room are open and riddled with bullet holes.
There must have been a fierce firefight in here as Becks and his men tried to buy time to fire the missile.
The bodies of men in black litter the room, and they have rifles and machine-guns. They don’t look like soldiers from the base at all. I reach out and touch their souls, and their spirits are begging for release.
Soldiers and guards are grabbing me, pulling on my wings, holding me down. I’m barely aware of my captors as I query the dead.
They are full of hatred and bile. Their souls hiss and writhe with evil, twisting forms. I recognize the feeling, but not the men - these are servants of War. Each one comes from a different background and place on this world, but they all share the same madness and hatred for peace.
The souls howl and beg judgment.
I ignore them, and continue to pull against the men holding me down. The souls beg for judgment. I ignore them. Roam the world lost in the hellish throes of limbo for all time, monsters.
“Colonel!” I scream as I am restrained, and I’m crying again. “Colonel Becks!”
Soldiers carry a covered body on a stretcher out of the control room, and then another. I scream the Colonel’s name, and I’m crying as an officer walks towards me, his pistol drawn.
“Who are you?” He shouts. “Identify yourself!”
“She’s one of the good guys!” I hear the gate guard’s voice behind me. “An angel! Let her go!”
The officer keeps his pistol in my face. “Overruled, keep holding her! Who are you, what are the black wings for? Are those real? What was, that thing? Answers! Now!”
They walk Harris out of the control room in handcuffs, keeping his head down. He looks over at me, a sad look on his face. He’s crying, his hands covered with blood.
No.
I break free of the three men holding me down, and run into the control room. There’s blood all over, spent shell casings, and the smell of gunpowder hangs heavy in the air. Row after row of computer consoles were destroyed in the firefight, and the room is filled with smoke.
A group of paramedics surrounds the bloodied and bullet-riddled body of Colonel Anderson Becks. A doctor tries to stop the bleeding. “We’re losing him-”
I drop beside the Colonel, ignoring the doctors telling me to give him some room. He has been shot six or seven times, and the medics have his shirt open, his chest covered in blood, the doctors trying to keep him alive.
“Colonel!” I cry, shaking him, “My God, no!”
“Jess.” His eyes flutter open. “We did it,” Colonel Becks says with a smile, the blood running down his lip, “mission accomplished. Time to-”
“No!” I scream, shaking him. “Don’t die! Wake up! Wake up!”
I’m shaking him, men are holding me, doctors are pushing on me and telling me to back away, and there’s chaos in the room around us. None of it matters, just this moment.
“So cold-” His voice wavers, his eyes fluttering.
“Wake up!” I point at him as the men try to pull me off. “Wake up! Listen! I have one last thing to say to you!”
His eyes flutter open, and I put my forehead against his as I speak to him, eye-to-eye for one last moment. “When you see him, tell God to stop me from opening the book! This is your last mission, do you understand?”
“Yes…sir,” He nods, weakly. “Bye-bye, blackb-”
I’m holding his head, and I feel his soul float away. No, God, no. He was a good man who loved his daughter. All he wanted was to serve his country and make her proud. He never loved war, but he would defend what he loved with all his heart.
“We’re losing him!”
Men pull me away, and they give Becks’ chest a jolt from a defibrillator. The long beep tells me what I already know.
“Again!” The paramedics inject a long syringe directly into his heart. “Going for broke!”
It’s too late. I can’t stop crying. His soul floats above us, sad, lost, and wanting to be home. God, please…
“We lost him. The time is-”
Goodbye. Thank you. For the short time I knew you, you were my friend. I send Anderson Becks skyward directly to Heaven with all the love and tears that I have left in this body.



CHAPTER XLIII: 
I Surrender
 
It’s been hours, I don’t know.
I’m sitting with a hood on my head and chains around my body, and none of it matters. I could disappear in a mere thought, but I want to be here for at least a little longer, to see if I can help the last man left alive from our mission, one of Beck’s soldiers, Harris. I know he is across from me, chained and hooded like myself, and I sense Azrael’s presence with us too. I can’t leave them behind, they have no way of getting home, wherever that is now.
So we sit together as captives, first in a truck, and then in a plane. It’s been hours since I moved, so I don’t know where we are, only that men are around us with guns, tasers, and all sorts of other weapons. They took us all prisoner in their fears, and I forgave them, for our mission is done and they did not know the better.
I keep my head down, black hood around it, barely aware of the sounds of take off and flight. I’m thinking about Brad and the family I lost, and my body lying somewhere in a hospital in a world I saved but one I will probably never return to. I miss my family, it’s my mind and consciousness that saved the world, but I feel so distant from them now it hurts my heart.
Brad. I think about how hurt he was, how he lashed out at me after he lost it all, and how there were things I never knew about the man I loved. I wish I would have got to know him better, to open myself up to him and share those things with him. He had troubles I never knew, he had feelings I never understood, and he harbored some doubts in his heart about how good of a mother I was to our family.
Of everything that happened to me, I think losing Brad’s trust and love hurts the worst. I never knew.
Adam, you stupid angel. I wonder if he’s still alive, and my friends at the diner, Vijay, Velma, and Jeff. Friends I made in the worst moments of this disaster, and now that the world is saved and the space-rock is destroyed, I wonder if they will even remember me in the world-as-always that must have happened after none of this happened. They probably went to the diner for breakfast that day, ate their meals, never met each other or said hello, paid their tabs and walked out of the place without realizing their role in saving the world.
Funny, the things that could happen to us that could bring us together. Too bad it shall never be, but that is my sacrifice.
Another future, another time lost to the sands of history.
Jo-Jo, Buddy, and Tanner, the three children I saved and left at the church. I hope the three of you are good kids, treat your mother well, and have long, happy lives. I was glad to have met all of you and saved your lives, and I am going to miss you all. It hurts me to think we shall never cross paths again, but I gave them the greatest gift at all, to know life and to be able to live it.
King Tanas. Heinrich. Death.
Liars all.
Three of the four horsemen who in each their own way tried to manipulate me, to fool me, to get me to go along with their maniacal plans. When it came down to it, they tried to stop me from launching the missile. Do I really know? Heinrich’s horse was there, and a monster Azrael said was summoned by Death itself. War came when he knew that his scion was going to be destroyed, and here we are.
Regardless, I don’t trust any of them, their lies, their deceit, their keeping things from me, and what they did to Azrael. All of them, decrepit and full of lies, each horseman the worst of what humanity has to offer the world.
Why can’t we live in a world without them?
The tires screech and I feel the plane land. I don’t care, just get me close to Harris and Azrael and we’re gone, away from here, and off to a place that’s peaceful and we can escape to. Where that is I don’t know, because the world I came from probably doesn’t exist anymore.
In a way, I can go anywhere I imagine, but I can’t imagine anywhere I would want to go right now.
“Out!” The soldiers around me pull me to my feet, my body in chains, my wings bound to me by plastic bands. “Get out of the plane, come. Move, move now.”
They walk us down a back cargo ramp, and out into the heat. It’s somewhere in the desert, I know from the smell and the dryness. I try to bump into people, wondering if I can get close to Harris or Azrael, but my captors pull me along, keeping me from moving too far away from the guards around me.
The whine of jet engines surrounds us, and we walk for what seems like an eternity. It’s hot, and I feel the heat reflecting off the tarmac. I smell jet fuel. Men talk on radios in code words. The march of boots and the scuff of shoes surround us. I am taken into shade, and they stop me.
Are they going to shoot us? I pray they don’t, but I do not know. I will break free if it comes to that, and I will-
“Stay still.” They say.
They pull my hood off, and my eyes adjust to the light. We’re in a hangar, in some airbase in the middle of a desert valley. Large hangars with jet black bombers and fighter aircraft whine and are pulled around the tarmac by tiny trucks. Soldiers run around the base, and jeeps with machine gunners stand guard over the hangar.
Security men in black suits and armored vests surround us, and a marine helicopter sits outside the hangar.
Three stretchers are wheeled into the hangar. Colonel Becks and two of our team. I know it’s them. A large metal casket is wheeled towards a truck outside, and I feel the hatred from here as I know War lies inside.
They pull Harris’ hood off, and he looks over at me with a pained smile. “Not a bad job. Anderson was cheering for you as you led that thing off.”
I nod at him, struggling against my chains. “Thank you.”
“We were jumped by a group of private security men,” Harris says, “not from the base, I don’t know who they were. They shot their way in, it was a mess. They took down Anderson and the others before we launched and base security toasted them. Azrael came just in time to save us, but too late for the Colonel.”
I lower my head. “I bet I know who they work for.”
A group of men approach us, wearing suits and sunglasses, and carrying submachineguns. They inspect me, checking my chains, pulling on my wings, and making sure I’m restrained.
They pull Azrael’s hood off and he’s smiling, sucking in the air. “It is good to be alive and here, is it not, Seraph Jessica?”
I shake my head. “I don’t see how you could be happy at a time like this.”
“We are alive, and we have stopped villainy. This I would say is always a good day. I am sorry for not being able to rescue the Colonel, it is a sad loss.”
“Thank you.”
I begin to focus, it’s the three of us, time to go away. We will worry about the chains later. I calm myself, and think about a place far away-
One of the security men speaks into his microphone. “They are clear and alert, bring him in.”
They walk the President in from across the hangar. He’s surrounded by security men, and the group of security people around us take up positions.
The President smiles when he sees my face. “Jessica?” He walks towards me, pushes his security people out of the way, and hugs me.
“I don’t understand?” I say, blinking again and again.
“God came to me,” the President says, “and he told me what I needed to do.” He looks me in the eyes. “I remember. All those terrible times, the plane, the ashes, that terrible day, sending you here, I remember.”
“When, when did you get here?” I’m stammering. “I still don’t understand.”
“He told me what needed to happen.” He hugs me again. “That we needed to be patient. To wait. To let the forces of darkness show themselves, and for you to decide our fates. He said this would be a difficult day for us all, but to believe. He told me it was an act of faith, in you.”
I’m crying.
“But w-why? H-how?”
“God told me to pass along a message, mission accomplished.” The President smiles. “Untie her and these two, they are our friends.”
In moments we are freed, and I bury my face in his jacket, crying. He pats my back, and wraps his arm around my head, hugging me back. He sighs. “It’s over, it’s over.”
I walk over to the stretchers holding Becks and the two others on our team, pulling the President’s hand behind me. I lower my head, and send the souls of the other two men home as well. Tears are running down my cheeks.
“Anderson was a good man.” The President sighs. “As were the others. I would like you to know that the three of these men were found dead today, apparently a body can only have one soul, no matter what time it shares, no matter how many of them there are in the world.”
“I kinda understand that,” I say, my head still down, “this me is dead, however. How am I, here, did you check?”
“The older you?” he says, “recovering from a nasty fall in a hospital. She is expected to make a full recovery. I have no idea how this works, but you will be fine.”
So Tanas kept his word. I shake my head, there are still things unresolved here. I can’t pretend to know their motivations, but I do know their deceit and treachery runs deep. Still, if I’m dead, both of me should be, and I’m wondering if there isn’t some dealing with Death keeping my older self alive. Though by Heinrich’s words, I was dead already when this started, so maybe she will live on for a while longer. I pray.
I look over at the President. “So you know?”
He nods. “Only me though. This is going to be hard to keep quiet, and the group here is a select team I can trust. No one outside a dozen men and myself know what is going on here. People would think I am crazy if I told them what I know, what I saw, and what we lived through. Getting you here, with those wings, and what you did was proof enough for my inner circle to believe me, and faith is something I think we all need right now.”
He pauses. “I can’t believe we lived two lives. All the horrors we averted, all the people that were lost in the other world. We have a second chance now, to stop this.”
I look over at the metal casket containing War. “What about him?”
The President sighs. “He is going to a place where we store some very nasty stuff, we have a decommissioned waste site under a mountain near here that should be able to hold him.”
“I can’t believe this country can contain War,” I say, “forgive me, but I have my doubts.”
“We are a country that believes in peace,” he says.
“But we have our moments,” I say, “can we truly hold that which even we succumb to the cries of?”
“I like to believe we never act without provocation and just cause-”
My flat look makes him stop.
“I understand, Jessica,” he says, “then all I can promise is that we will try to do better in the future. What can we do? Does our past damn us? Do we need to live by that legacy, or can we forge a new future of peace?”
“Admit it, we are all children of that beast,” I say, “the world sucks, and there are still three other Horsemen out there unaccounted for. Maybe. If God stopped me from opening the book, then I guess that metal box is going to be empty. But I guess it isn’t, because I still have these wings, and they are the ones who gave them to me. I have a feeling we are not done with the apocalypse yet.”
I look over at the casket. “Keep him under lock and key, forever. Promise me that.”
“Jessica.” He nods, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Can I ask you one thing?”
“Sure.” I look at him.
“You are the only link I have between a time I want to forget, and the truth of what’s happening here. There are men, as you say, who are still out there, and we need to be wary of their mis-dealings and treachery. There may come a time where I need you again, and there may not-”
“Just call me.” I nod. “I’ll be there.”
He smiles and gives me a hug.
“Jessica!” Azrael walks up behind me and gives me a bear hug, crushing my wings against me. “Jessica, it is so good to be free.” He drops me and walks beside the covered stretchers. “Anderson and his men were good souls, they shall be missed, but they are in a better place.”
I nod. “I know, I sent them home.”
Harris drinks a bottle of water and walks over, kneeling by each of the stretchers and saying a prayer. I leave him be, and walk away with Azrael and the President. I look out at the airbase and run my hands through my hair. “How are you ever going to explain this?”
“Like this airbase,” the President says, “it never happened and it doesn’t exist. A test fire of an anti-missile system and a fuel explosion. With all the destruction it won’t be hard to keep it silent. We only have to keep a couple dozen quiet, so it’s not really a big problem. We’ve covered up bigger.”
It never changes. Something makes me happy to have my old world back, despite all of its flaws and stupidity.
“I don’t belong here, do I?” I say, looking out at the beautiful and barren desert.
“You tell me,” the President says, “I am perfectly happy putting you up in a secure location. Martha’s Vineyard? A ranch in Texas?”
“No thank you,” I laugh, wiping my eyes, “I probably have some things to sort out upstairs first. I doubt I’ll be back here to see you ever again. At least I hope nobody has to live through this again.”
“Well,” he says, a pause and his voice choking up slightly, “it’s been an honor Jessica White, you’ve done a great service for your country. You’ve done things to save the world, but your tale shall never be told. Don’t think that we are ungrateful though, I personally owe you my thanks, and I pass along the thanks of the billions that live today because of your actions, even though they may not know the world starts with its second chance today. Thank you.”
I look over at him and smile. “Thank you for believing in me.”
“Seraph!” Azrael says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Jessica, it is time to go.”
I look back at him and smile. Harris walks over, tussling his hair and shaking the President’s hand. Harris looks over at us, “I guess this is where we part ways, Blackbird. I hope you find peace and happiness.”
I hug him, and then give him a salute. “I’ll try. Thank you.”
Azrael takes my hand, and we walk out onto the tarmac together.
I sigh. “Think they can keep War at bay?”
“It would be irresponsible if we were not to give them the chance,” he says, “they must prove themselves. It is the one lesson of the Domain of Heaven you must understand, we must never direct, only inspire. The greatest gift we can give to those who believe is responsibility itself, taking that away shows that we do not believe in them in return.”
We stop together, enjoying the warm desert wind. It blows through my black feathers, and it takes my hair.
“And the others?”
“They shall show themselves,” he nods, “and in turn they shall be sent to where they belong. Remember, your prayers have been heard, but only through an act of faith and resolve were they granted. A prayer alone is just a wish, it takes an act of faith to create a miracle. Like times before, I am certain the projections of their hatred shall fade and return to the book.”
“So they were let out throughout history?”
Azrael looks over at me and nods. “They are creations of Mankind. They can take form when the world itself is close to the brink of apocalypse. Only through faith itself and the belief in a future where peace and love guide us can they be returned, and hopefully, one day, the book can be sealed forever.”
“Why didn’t they go back when the book wasn’t opened?”
“God doesn’t undo our mistakes,” Azrael pats my shoulder, “he lets us learn. He is not a God who undoes wrongs, but he can make them better. Perhaps God did not stop you from opening the book, perhaps he heard your prayer, and in a small part, he put his faith in you to correct this.”
“I don’t pretend to understand any of this, so maybe I’ll stop asking questions, and start having a little faith.”
He laughs and smiles. “You are on the same path as I long ago, there are so many questions, and no good answers for the way things are or were. We cannot begin to comprehend the matters of God and the universe, but we can try, and there will always be those questions we cannot answer.”
“I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this,” I say. “I guess I owe him a thank you, and then maybe get on with my life. Or my life after death. Or whatever.”
We stand a silent moment together, watching the air crews service their planes, and normal life go on across the base. People with lives, families, jobs, all of them will continue living like normal from this day on.
“So where are we going?”
He stares at me, and then smiles. “You have done your part, Jessica. It is time for you to go home.”
I stretch, letting my wings take the wind for one last time on this world. I look around and say goodbye. I guess here is as good a place as any other.
“I’m ready, let’s go.”
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