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I MAY BE HEAVEN-SENT, but I’m not perfect.

I watch my girl slip the oversize Dallas Cowboys T-shirt over her pink bikini panties and turn in for the night.

That sounds perverted, I know. But I’ve always watched her dress, undress, shower, and bathe.

Then there was that one blessed weekend last August when the air conditioner broke. She spent a full day in bed buck naked, reading Tolkien under the ceiling fan.

It’s not like I look look. Not usually.

What’s more, it’s my job to keep an eye on her 24/7.

I’m Miranda’s guardian angel (GA for short). A newbie created after the first atomic blast in 1945.

Miranda is my second assignment and my reason for being. Not that she has clue one. She can’t even see me. Nobody can unless I choose to show myself. That’s a no-no. We GAs have our limits. Sure, we help out when we can, but not in any way that’s clearly detectable . . . or at least traceable (I’m known to push the limits now and then).

Night after night, I watch her sleep. She’s restless. Always restless. I’m forever rearranging the sheets so her legs don’t get tangled. Otherwise, she’ll wake up.

She doesn’t get enough rest as it is. She worries about little mistakes. Or what she frets are mistakes. What other people think of her. What will happen next.

All humans do. I wish they could glimpse infinity. It would make glitches like a C in algebra or a nitpicking parent or being ignored by The Guy feel a whole lot less fatal.

I would love to talk to Miranda. To tell her that.

She woke up crying twice last year around the time of her parents’ divorce. I don’t know what she dreams about. I’ve heard that older angels can tap into the mind. Sounds tempting, right? But I wouldn’t do that. Or at least I can’t.

I’m already so here. Miranda deserves her own mental space.

This is her physical space, though. My fave place on terra firma.

Since she’s sound asleep, I risk assuming solid form on a denim beanbag chair, taking it in. Four cream-colored walls, two windows, eight-foot ceilings, outdated gold shag. A twin bed, desk set, tall cedar dresser, and hope chest. The blanket her grandma knitted. The stuffed toy penguin from SeaWorld. The poster of the earth that reads: HOME, SWEET HOME.

Here, I can see the little girl she was. The woman she’s turning into.

Miranda began wearing bras like the one hanging off the back of her desk chair in fifth grade. She gave up on the third of her fuzzy pink diaries that same year.

One wall is covered by a bookcase. She reads paperbacks mostly. Lots of series titles. One shelf is jammed full of acting and theater books. The library stack on the desk waits to be returned. The college information packet beside it is from the University of North Texas. The cell phone next to her PC hasn’t worked since it went through the wash last weekend.

Beside it rest copies of A Tale of Two Cities and Romeo and Juliet. Dickens is assigned reading, but Shakespeare is Miranda’s ticket to her dream. Today’s date is circled in red on the Narnia calendar. Spring-play auditions are this afternoon. My girl is so shy. I’m surprised she signed up.

Mr. Nesbit is taking a drink of water from the bottle attached to his cage. He’s good company, for a gerbil.

I dissolve again so I don’t have to wiggle up from the beanbag. It’s time to check on Miranda. To breathe in her lemongrass body wash. To study her heart-shaped face. It’s something I do almost as often as humans blink.

This time is different. Horrific. I recoil, looking for another explanation. But the ladybug nightlight is still on. The nearly full moon hasn’t been eclipsed.

A smoky gray film swirls around Miranda. It clings to her. It twists into long-fingered hands, caressing her cheeks, pawing at her slim neck and shoulders. It lengthens into a translucent sheet, covering her body, sliding up over her head.

It’s wrong. It has to be. But I’ve seen it before.

My girl is sleeping in the shadow of Death.
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EITHER MY HOUSE IS HAUNTED or my beanbag is possessed. Or maybe they’re the same thing, haunting and possession. I’ll have to ask my best friend, Lucy. She’ll know. Whichever it may be, I swear the denim lump changes shape as I sleep. This morning it’s definitely mushier in the middle than it was last night.

“Miranda!” Mom calls. “You’re going to be late for school.”

As if I don’t know that. I grab my black mesh backpack and try to sneak through the foyer and living-dining room, past the kitchen, calling, “Bye!” only to be intercepted by Mom in front of the pantry.

She’s wrapped in a thick white robe, her dark hair twisted in a knot. By now, she’s usually dressed and ready to sell cosmetics. “You’re not eating breakfast?”

I can smell the turkey bacon and burnt toast. I remind myself that Mom tries.

“I don’t want you stuffing your face with cookies at school,” Mom goes on. “You know how chocolate —”

“My skin is fine.” Not flawless, but I’m by no means the “before shot” in the acne commercial. I make a show of checking my watch. “I have to pick up Lucy and —”

“This came yesterday.” Mom holds up a postcard, cutting me off. “From your father.”

I suppress a sigh, unable to resist taking a look. Greetings from Alaska! He’s on a luxury cruise. It’s news to me, but that’s no surprise. He quickly became an every-other-holiday dad, not an every-other-holiday-and-every-other-weekend dad. Because of his job. Because he has to travel. Because he’s starting over in his new life.

“He didn’t write this,” I say before realizing I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

Mom puts her hands on her hips. “It’s a woman’s handwriting.”

She’s right. The letters are big and loopy (Wish you were here), nothing like Dad’s businesslike, slanted scribble. Mom must’ve stewed over the postcard all night.

They’re divorced, my parents. It’s been final for a while. He’s allowed, I guess, to go out with someone else. Still, this is new for us. I always assumed Mom would start dating first, that she’d need the attention. Apparently this morning she needs me.

For the first time, I realize we’re the same height now, my mother and me. To cheer her up, I share news that I’d intended to keep a secret. “I’m auditioning for the school play today: Romeo and Juliet.” As her expression predictably transforms from pinched to rapturous, I open the door to the garage. “It’s not a big deal.”

“That’s . . . It’s wonderful!” She clasps her hands together. “You see, I knew you didn’t need a shrink!”

It takes me a moment to process that. “You were going to send me to a shrink?” Dad mentioned it once during their separation, but more in an in-case-you-need-someone-to-talk-to kind of way. Not like I was some kind of loser/freak.

“It wasn’t my idea.” Mom reaches to give me one of her stiff half hugs, right arm at a sharp angle, as if she’ll break if she pulls me too close. “Your father’s an imbecile, but we already knew that. I told him you were just slow to bloom. Any daughter of mine is destined to be a star!”

I pull free and take the step down into the cold, cluttered two-car garage. My Honda is a don’t-hate-me-for-leaving gift from Dad.

“After all,” Mom calls from the doorway, “I was Little Miss Bay Area.”

Starting the car, I silently mouth along with her, “And Miss San Francisco!”

“Anytime you’re ready,” Ms. Esposito says from the first row, her clipboard poised and her smile encouraging. She’s a first-year teacher, beaming with eagerness.

I shift my weight on the stage as thoughts zoom through my head.

The recently redecorated auditorium (it still has that new-car smell) is mostly empty. The first few rows of the theater are occupied by the other people auditioning — the die-hard drama geeks, plus a few out-of-our-league wannabes like me. Then there’s Denise Durant and two of her acolytes. They’re more reality-TV than Globe-Theatre material, but they love being in the spotlight.

I wish Lucy were here, but acting isn’t her thing. Besides, she’s serving an hour of detention right now for accidentally handing in a Ginger Snaps fan fic instead of her Government report.

I order myself to breathe. As Grandma Peggy says, life’s short, and besides, I’m almost positive that no one has ever actually died from humiliation.

“Anytime,” Ms. Esposito repeats, prompting giggles from Denise’s row.

I’m reading Juliet, act IV, scene III. We were given an option of doing a monologue (having a shot at a major role), which is how it’s always worked in past years, or this, reading with another actor (for those of us who suffer from “audition anxiety”).

The latter was the suggestion of our school counselor, who’s anxiety-phobic — if you use the words “test” and “anxiety” in the same sentence, she’ll immediately book you for a shiatsu spa treatment.

“‘What! are you busy, ho? need you my help?’”

I do a double take on the “ho” until my brain clicks that Wayne White has given up on my beginning and moved on. Wayne’s perched on a stool, his long, bony limbs bent like a hunched scarecrow. He should’ve whispered my line instead, but he’s probably embarrassed at having to read Lady Capulet.

“‘No, madam!’” I manage. “‘We have cull’d such necessaries / as are behoveful for our state to-morrow . . .’” The words are coming, but my body is frozen in place. “‘So please you, let me now be left alone . . .’” What I wouldn’t give to be left alone right now. “‘And let the nurse this night’” — I sound okay, but I look like an android on pause — “‘sit up with you.’” I take a lurching, Frankenstein-like step to the right.

Ms. Esposito looks like she’s worried something’s medically wrong with me.

“‘For, I am sure, you have your hands full all . . .’” All . . . All what?

I glance at Denise, who’s biting her lip to keep from laughing. Lucy says I shouldn’t let her get to me, but ever since kindergarten, whenever Denise is around, it’s like a clawed hand is squeezing the blood from my heart.

The Thespians catch my eye. They’re nodding along, rooting for me. I’ve always watched them at school, the way they joke around and color their hair and could care less what anyone thinks of them. Part of the reason I wanted to do this was to become one of them. They’re the most alive people here.

I try to relax and fall into my character. I need to be Juliet — romantic, tragic, doomed. “‘All . . . in — in — in this so sudden business!’” I fight not to cringe.

Denise isn’t trying to stop herself now, despite Ms. Esposito’s fierce, “Shh!” She’s cackling, her and her friends, their laughter punctuated by a snort that doubles them over.

“Oh, my God!” one exclaims. “She’s horrible!”

“‘Good-night,’” Wayne reads in a monotone, his chin on his hand. “‘Get thee . . .’”

I don’t hear the rest. Geoff Calvo has entered the auditorium. Five feet, eleven inches of soccer studly-ness, thundering down the center aisle, drawing every eye except Ms. Esposito’s. I would say it’s not his looks that I’m attracted to, except that we’ve never had a conversation. I always tell myself it’s because I haven’t come up with that great opening line yet. The one that will make him smile and see me as if for the first time and cue the swelling background music, just like in the movies. That’s the fantasy.

The reality: Geoff strolls to Denise and gives her this disgusting, half-lick kiss on the lips. It’s stupid, I decide right then, to “like” someone you don’t really know.

When did they start going out, anyway?

“‘F-farewell!’” I sputter. “‘God knows when we shall meet again.’”

“Kill me now,” I plead that evening, ducking behind the nearest DVD display as a couple of Thespians swing through the shop, returning rentals. “Or better yet, let’s go.”

“Relax, they’re already gone.” Lucy slings an arm around my shoulders, leading me away from the CHICK FLICK section of the brightly lit store. “Besides, they don’t like Denise’s clique any more than we do.”

This afternoon, when Lucy found me crying in the girls’ bathroom at school, she was all big hugs and “Who needs ’em?” and “Everything will be all right.”

Lucy’s never been one for wallowing, though. She’s ready to move on. “Now, now, weary traveler,” she says. “There is no shame in this journey. Among the dateless, movie night is a time-honored tradition.”

“On Valentine’s Day?” I ask, as if that hasn’t been our plan the past few years running.

We’re at Movie Magic the night before V-Day, while there’s still some selection. Or at least that’s Lucy’s theory.

I also suspect my favorite Scream Queen is here hoping to, well, check out the checkout guy. For the last few months, he’s been her third favorite topic after Neil Gaiman and whatever she’s up- or downloaded most recently on the Internet.

“Oh, woe is Miranda!” she exclaims, forcibly upbeat.

When I don’t banter back, she tilts her head, and her expression grows more serious. “You seem . . . Is anything else wrong? Anything really fatal?”

I debate telling Lucy that my dad is in Alaska (or at least floating on a boat around it) with some mysterious woman who’s forging his postcards, that my mom is in the midst of one of her trademark needy phases because of it, and that she may sign off on sending me to a shrink after I tell her about today’s audition.

“My beanbag is possessed,” I reply instead.

“Interesting.” At HORROR, Lucy holds up The Grudge. “What do you think?”

We’ve seen it before. That said, I love movies. Lucy and I have been watching films and munching popcorn — with real butter — on her L-shaped sectional almost every weekend for as long as I can remember, and last summer, my job was working concession at the mall multiplex. “I think —”

“Can I help you ladies find something spooky?” It’s Lucy’s crush, “Kurt,” a fact we deduced early on due to the helpful plastic name tag on his red polo-style shirt.

He’s tall, taller than Lucy — which, for her, is key — a sandy blond, and looks a couple of years older than us. Despite the safety pin stuck through his right nostril, he’s remarkably cute for a DVD rental guy.

Lucy decides to take their flirtation to the next level. “I’m Lucy,” she says, extending a hand, “and this is Miranda. I don’t think we’ve officially met.”

He smiles with perfect teeth, shakes her hand and mine. “I know. Your names and addresses are in the computer.”

I blink at that, but Lucy is unfazed. “What we’re looking for tonight,” she says, “is more of a real-life adventure. When do you get off?”

He laughs, my jaw drops, and even the overhead fluorescents seem to dim.

“I get off . . .” He pauses long enough to make the bad joke, but not so long that it’s crude. Almost. “At eleven. But it’s a school night, right?”

“No classes tomorrow,” Lucy explains. “District conferences.”

Kurt frowns briefly at that like he’s never heard of such a thing. “Well then, if y’all are up for it, I have a scary idea.”

Whoa. How did I get dragged into this? “Me?” I say. “I, um, I have curfew at —”

“You’re spending the night,” Lucy cuts in. She tells Kurt, “My parents trust me, and they’re sound sleepers.”

“Bitchin’,” he replies, taking the movie from her and setting it back on the shelf. “Me and this friend of mine, sometimes we kick back a few brews at that old cemetery by the high school. You know the one I mean?”

We do. Lucy has this freakish fascination with graves. She’ll walk around cemeteries with paper and colored pencils and make impressions of the border designs engraved in the tombstones. She’ll read the names and dates and try to guess how people died.

“I love the place,” she admits. “They say the dead walk there at midnight.”

I don’t know who “they” are, but that isn’t information I appreciate.

Kurt laughs again. “We’ll meet you and the dead after work.”
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“KILL ME NOW,” Miranda says at the video store.

If an invisible angel could cringe, I would. She’s upset about her parents and the audition, I get that. Normally I’d be all over trying to find a way to make her feel better.

I love Miranda. I do. But this evening, my girl’s adolescent crisis of the week means exactly jack. The last thing we need right now is to tempt Fate.

The shadow still covers her face like a veil, her hands like gloves, and trails after her like a bridal train.

Sure, I know the score. There comes a day when every GA has to let go. I understand that when the time comes, she’ll be joyfully welcomed upstairs by Grandpa Shen and everyone she knows who gets there first. But life is such a gift. Such a blessing. At only seventeen, she’s barely had a chance to breathe it in. To make whatever difference she can in this world. Her dream of becoming an actress. Growing into a woman who can command center stage. She deserves her moment in the spotlight. She deserves that and more.

Nothing is destined. Miranda’s free will can alter her future. Circumstances can change. She doesn’t have to die. Shadow or no shadow, I’m not about to give up on her.

“Can I help you ladies find something spooky?” Kurt asks.

What’s Lucy saying? What is she thinking? She’s an ongoing challenge, the X factor in Miranda’s life. I’m the one who has to field damage control.

It was Lucy who led her last summer in sneaking into an apartment complex so they could soak in the Jacuzzi. It was me who kept the residents of the three units overlooking the pool busy with overflowing bathtubs and ant infestations and toddler reading time so they didn’t happen to glance out their windows.

It was Lucy who sent a JPEG of Miranda’s sophomore-year photo to an Internet predator in Fort Worth, thinking he was a high-school varsity wrestler from Houston. It was me who infected his system with a virus and made their ISPs incompatible.

Now here’s Kurt. And what about him? He’s been a bit player in their lives for months. I’ve never paid much attention to him. Mistake?

I materialize low behind the counter, staying out of sight, and search through the stack of Movie Magic paperwork for clues. I’m quick to find the employee directory under a wadded-up McDonald’s bag and skim the short list until I see the name.

Kurt Brodecker. He lives in the West End.

“If y’all are up for it,” Kurt says. “I have a scary idea.”

Oh, I’m hating the sound of that. I look for a display to tip. A fire alarm to pull.

“Me?” Miranda chimes in. “I, um, I have curfew at —”

“You’re spending the night,” Lucy interrupts. “My parents trust me, and they’re sound sleepers.”

The cemetery? Dark. Secluded. Sprawling. Yikes.

“They say the dead walk there at midnight,” Lucy claims.

In the bright fluorescent light, the shadow shudders and darkens around my girl.
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LUCY AND I DON’T SAY ANOTHER WORD until we leave the store, get in my car, and crank the heater.

“Cemetery?” I exclaim. “I don’t do cemeteries. Not at night. Not with strange boys. Not with brews.”

Brews. Bitchin’. Who talks like that?

Now that I think about it, what do we really know about Kurt? “What if he’s an axe-murdering film geek?” I add. “Didn’t you watch any of those movies you made us rent?”

Lucy puts on her seat belt like it’s nothing. “You liked Van Helsing.”

“I liked Hugh Jackman in that black hat and long coat.” I lower the volume on the Christian rock station. “I know you’re all about the creepy fantastic, but it’s not like there aren’t real-world monsters. Shifters —”

“Werepeople,” she says. “God, Miranda, don’t be such a bigot.”

I let the “bigot” thing slide. Every news story I’ve ever seen about a werewolf or Bear or Cat or whatever has involved a body count. But Lucy can get loud and political, and I’m not up for it tonight.

I don’t tell her what’s really bugging me. That my day has been lousy and that she promised a comforting movie night and now she’s dragging me along so she can hook up with some guy. I’m disappointed in myself and the world and her, too. “What about vampires?” I ask, pulling out of the strip-mall parking lot. “This is Dallas after all.”

“That was a hundred years ago,” Lucy says.

It was more like 1963, the last known public sighting of a vampire in Texas, and on the grassy knoll, no less. “But vampires can live forever, right? He, I mean, it —”

“Vampires don’t live at all,” she points out, “and neither do we.”

She has me there. “Fine, I’ll go. But when Kurt leads his minions in a march around the cemetery with our heads on sticks, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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“MAYBE SOMETHING CAME UP,” I say, fiddling with my cardigan. It’s cold enough in mid-February that there are patches of ice on the ground, and we’ve been parked outside Chrysanthemum Hills Cemetery for over forty-five minutes.

“Maybe they’re waiting inside,” Lucy counters. “It’s not like we discussed exactly where to meet. We should just head on in.”

“Wait!” I say, but she’s already getting out of the car.

The cemetery was here before the high school and the subdivisions surrounding it. A few years back, after some highly publicized incidents of “trespassing and desecration” (kind of an overstatement for empty beer bottles and cigarette butts), the rock wall surrounding the property was doubled in height and barbed wire was strung along the top.

I have no idea how Kurt or Lucy think we’re getting past the locked gate.

I grab my purse, even though she left hers under the front passenger seat. I don’t have my cell with me because last week it died a watery death, but Lucy’s is in her trench-coat pocket.

Why did I ever let her talk me into watching all those zombie movies? I can’t help thinking of the rotting bodies beneath the earth beyond the wall — their decomposing hands breaking through their caskets, clawing through the dirt, their decomposing heads rising through the soil, their gaping mouths eager to gobble our brains.

“There’s a note.” Lucy unties a thin black ribbon securing a rolled piece of paper to the wrought-iron gate.

The security chains have been unwrapped and tossed to the ground.

I shiver. “What happened to the padlock?”

Lucy is too busy to care. With one hand, she holds the note to the moonlight. “We’re supposed to meet them at the mausoleum across from the tallest angel. Romantic, don’t you think?”

I don’t. I don’t think that spooky is sexy.

“The tallest angel,” she muses. “That’s the one at the Carton family plot. It’s clear on the other side of the grounds.” The rusty gate swings open. Jogging, she calls, “Come on, we should hurry.”

I have no choice but to follow. “Lucy!”

“What?” she yells, and her voice sounds loud in the dead place.

It startles me into stopping, and I realize I almost stepped on a large bat. It’s flopping on the wet ground. I’m not sure if it’s sick or if one of its wings is broken. I know better than to touch it, rabies and all.

“What’s wrong?” She jogs back to fetch me. “Oh.”

“I think it’s hurt.”

“Just leave it. You don’t want to get bitten, do you?”

I don’t. “Maybe we should call somebody, like animal control.”

“You call animal control. I’m going on my date.” Lucy walks off again.

Underneath that attitude, I tell myself, she isn’t trying to be impossible. She’s just nervous about hanging out with older guys, especially Kurt.

I hesitate, unable to stop staring at the distressed animal on the brown grass. When I look up, Lucy is lost among the bare trees and gray tombstones.

My fear edges up a notch. I abandon the bat.

The other side of the cemetery, she said. I can find that.

It’s like the statues are watching, larger than life, frozen in time, angels mostly. Crosses rise across the landscape. Some freestanding, others etched in stone.

Tuesday night’s ice storm savaged the trees, breaking limbs, splitting the trunk of a century-old oak.

The paved entry splits into three gravel roads, and I choose the one in the middle, unwilling to step on a grave until I have to. What kind of freaks meet girls in cemeteries?

“Lucy!” I search for the angel statue she mentioned.

As I stray from the path, the historic cemetery is eerie in its silence. A cloud shrouds the moon. I keep going, reminding myself of how Lucy stuck up for me in the middle school girls’ locker room when Denise mocked my double-A bra, how Lucy was beyond supportive when Mom and Dad imploded, and how she sat through two seasons of varsity soccer so I could drool over Geoff. What a waste of time he was.

I walk on, despite the deepening darkness, determined to find my friend.


[image: ]

WHERE DID LUCY TAKE OFF TO? I could rise again, but the bat was a close call. I briefly took flight for an overhead view, and Miranda was almost bitten.

Now I know better than to let her out of my sight — period. The whole universe is in play. I have to guard Miranda tonight like never before. I have to protect her.

As we make our way, I slow my long stride to match hers.

When she leaves the gravel path, I relocate to the stone platform of a life-size angel statue. It’s a good likeness of Raphael, though the nose is chipped, and the real Raphie is four inches taller. The monument is substantial, though. There’s room enough for me to stand comfortably on the base. I’m some distance away but directly in Miranda’s path. From here, I can see her as well as more of the surrounding landscape.

From this angle, I spot the gaping hole. A newly dug grave. The cemetery has been closed since the storm. The usual precautions haven’t been taken. Lucy is nowhere in sight. Neither is Kurt. Miranda is too busy looking for them to glance down.

She’s going to fall! This is it. I just know it. I clench my fists, desperate to help. What’s a voice in the darkness? A light in the distance? What could it hurt?

“Stay back!” I call out, taking solid form. “Miranda!” Stretching my wings, I illuminate the scene.

My girl stumbles. But at the last moment, she throws her hands out. She’s safe! Safe. I’ve saved her.
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“STAY BACK!” someone warns. It’s a man’s voice, not a boy’s. “Miranda!”

Then a burst of light blinds me. I squint, raising my hand to shield my eyes. It’s too big, too bright. My first thought makes no sense — a bird? No, it’s the figure of a guy in the light, of the light. Stupid me, it’s a guy with a light, standing in front of the tallest angel statue. He isn’t Kurt. Who is he? How does he know my name?

I take a tentative step forward and stumble, barely catching myself from plunging into an open grave. If I’d fallen in, I could’ve broken my neck.

As I push up from the ground, someone screams in the distance. Lucy? Lucy!

I dart behind the nearest crypt, seeking refuge in its deep, thick shadow.

What direction did the scream come from?

I take a step back, another, only to collide with a second man. I yelp, and my first fleeting thought is that an awful lot of people are hanging out at the cemetery tonight.

With relief, I realize it’s probably Kurt — it must be, and the guy with the light is his friend. They’re playing a stupid joke, trying to scare me and Lucy.

Cool, dry hands clamp my forearms, and the man turns me so we can peer at each other in the darkness. He’s towering, debonair. His fair, sharp features look as if they were etched in chalk. He’s not Kurt, not anyone Kurt would hang out with, and too finely dressed to be a groundskeeper or security guard.

The stranger’s eyes glint red, a trick of the moonlight, and when I open my mouth, nothing comes out. I try to free myself, but it’s no use. My body won’t cooperate. I don’t know why. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

Then the stranger’s eyes glint red again, and I forget myself. I forget Lucy. I forget angels. The light is gone. The shadow has seized me.

My veins contract at the formal, slightly southern voice.

“Good evening,” he says.
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WHERE DID SHE GO?

Without bothering to make myself ethereal again, I take two steps in the direction of where I last saw Miranda. Then a blow to the back of my head knocks me to the ground. Pain shoots through the base of my skull.

“What have you done?” a resounding voice demands.

Holy crap! It’s Michael. The archangel. The Sword of Heaven. The Bringer of Souls. He must’ve just used the hilt of his sword to strike me down.

“You know better than to reveal yourself!” he thunders. “And in full glory! You changed the natural order. You bid the fiend in.”

“Fiend?” I shift, confused, off-balance. From the other side of the stone wall, I hear a car door shut. Another. “I —”

“Miranda Shen McAllister should be in my charge now,” Michael declares as an engine starts, “my care, and now her very soul is forfeit.”

I hear wheels turning on wet pavement. “I —”

“You have interfered in a way you should not have,” Michael scolds, “and you will both pay the penalty.” With that, he vanishes as if he’s wasted enough time with me.

I can’t hear the car, not anymore.

Have I fallen? I must have fallen. Fallen in love. Fallen from grace.

The archangel, my wings, and my girl are gone.


[image: ]

A CRY FOR HELP rips into the night. It’s Lucy, Miranda’s best friend in the world. I ignore the throbbing of my skull. I run.

I’m clumsy in my solid, wingless form. I trip in my sandals over a fallen branch. Skid against the hard dirt, tearing off skin on my palms and knees and chin. My white robes are wet and dirty.

Tonight is my first experience with physical pain. With cold. They pale against the heartache. I pray that when the monster took Miranda, it didn’t hurt her too much.

I stand and listen. After a moment, I hear a male voice. It’s soft. It’s convincing. It’s coming from off to the west. I pick my steps more carefully. Seconds later, I vault over a low arched tombstone and into a clearing.

Kurt bares his fangs, releases Lucy’s throat, and bolts into the darkness.

I swallow hard, having seen for myself what he is.

Knowing what that means for my girl.

Lucy coughs. “Miranda,” she chokes out. “You have to find Miranda.”

It takes a moment to register that it’s me Lucy is talking to. I’m used to seeing her. But I’m not used to her seeing me.

I’m not sure why, in the midst of all this, she trusts me to be on her side. Maybe it’s because I appear to have frightened away her attacker. Maybe it’s intuitive or helped by a nudge from Lucy’s guardian angel, whoever that is.

In any case, she’s right. Despite what’s just happened, I still need to track down Miranda.

I’m no expert. Only the Big Boss is all-knowing, and GAs don’t usually deal with evil this close to the source. But I do know that the transformation from human to the living dead takes about a month unless the subject dies first, which triggers an immediate change. The clock starts ticking once unholy blood is digested (transfusions work, too). However tainted, Miranda may still be human. She may be suffering.

“Can you walk?” I ask.

Lucy plants her boots and then sways. “I’m all right. I’m all right.”

She’s shaking. We’re both sweating. The chill is brutal.

“You’re the hero,” she whispers. “If there are monsters, there must be heroes. You’re the hero, right? You’re magical, right? You frightened away the vampire.”

Vampire. It’s wretched to hear that word out loud.

“No normal person would be dressed like that,” Lucy insists.

I realize then how strange I must look to her in the standard uniform — the long white sleeveless robe and sandals, especially since the temperature is in the mid-40s.

“You’ll help me save Miranda, won’t you?”

“She’s not here,” I say, supporting Lucy’s forearm. “They took her.”

On the way out, I snag Miranda’s purse from a flat tombstone.

Back at the Honda, I fish out the car keys, cash card, and phone card. Lucy uses her cell phone to call 911. By the time she signs off, the car heater is blasting.

“I have to go,” I say. I hate to, but the authorities will arrive any minute. I can only imagine what they’d make of me. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep watch until help comes.”

“No! We have to go now. Miranda needs us.”

Lucy’s face is splotchy. By morning, her throat will be bruised from Kurt’s grip, but the skin is mercifully unbroken. He must’ve just caught her when I found them.

“The cops can’t help, can they?” Lucy wipes away a tear. “Not really. Maybe they could spot her, though. Kurt drives a maroon Lexus. Let’s call them back. Tell them that. We can buy one of those police scanners and . . .”

I tune her out. The girls have been friends since they were toddlers. I’ve always known they’ve loved each other like sisters. Tonight I can see that love, shimmering in Lucy’s eyes. “You make the call,” I say. “I’ll look for clues.”

“Just a sec.” Before I can stop her, Lucy is wiggling out of her coat. “Take this.”

I hesitate, but she’s right. It’s getting colder every minute. The coat’s too tight through the shoulders, so I drape it as best I can and cinch the long belt.

“Be careful,” she adds. “Stay outside the stone wall. If you’re not back in five minutes, I’m coming after you.”

There’s that spirit Miranda admired so much. While Lucy’s distracted by the 911 operator, I put some distance between myself and the Honda. A couple of moments later, I duck behind a shrub as an ambulance and two squad cars zoom by.

Michael was right to yank my wings. To toss me out of the fold.

Last night I shouldn’t have shown myself to Miranda. Not in full glory. Not at all. If I hadn’t, she would’ve died in that grave. My girl’s soul would’ve been carried upstairs by the archangel himself. Her arrival would’ve been celebrated.

I didn’t know what would happen. I thought losing her then, so young and soon, was total BS. Didn’t I? Did I stop to think at all?

So I bent one rule. It was my instinct, my duty, to protect her. Besides, didn’t she deserve a little happiness here on terra firma?

After all those years of watching her, watching over her, it never crossed my mind that she’d be afraid of me. I always assumed that knowing for sure about angels, knowing she had one of her own, would make her feel better.

In the end, the loss was worse than I ever imagined.

After leaving Lucy in the hands of the rescue pros, I hiked a couple of miles to a twenty-four-hour gas station. I used Miranda’s cash card at the ATM, emptying the $532 account, and her phone card to call a cab. I kept the coat lapels pulled high and stood at an angle to avoid any cameras.

Then I spent the night at a mission shelter, where I picked up a change of clothes, and took a bus here this morning.

I’d wanted to come right away. But I had a delayed physiological reaction to my powers being revoked. It first hit when I was waiting for the taxi. I could barely stand, and I was achy, feverish, and dizzy most of the night. By dawn, though, I began to feel better — physically at least.

Right now, I’m in an alley, casing the four-story red brick building at Kurt’s address. Supposedly, vamps are weaker in the daylight, not that it’ll matter much if they’re indoors.

I guess the West End makes sense for them, location-wise. It’s probably a good hunting ground. Miranda and Lucy were here last summer for the Taste of Dallas food festival.

I don’t know what I’ll do if I find Miranda. I don’t think there’s a cure. But I can try. Maybe something like an exorcism would work.

My stomach clenches at the smell of smoking meat from a nearby barbecue restaurant. For the first time, I’m weak from hunger. But I won’t back down. This building is the only lead I’ve got. Should I wait? See if she comes out? Should I —

An explosion rocks the ground beneath me.

I dive for cover behind an open Dumpster. I rip open the scab on my chin and slam my shoulder into a sharp metal corner, tearing Lucy’s coat. At least I’m shielded from the heat, the falling brick and raining glass.

Once the wreckage stills, I don’t wait for the smoke to clear. I stumble — right arm bent over my head, left sleeve in front of my nose and mouth — into the street. I crunch debris beneath the soles of my sandals.

The fourth floor, Kurt’s floor, is on fire. Is he up there? Is Miranda?

A second explosion knocks me back down. Car alarms wail. I hear a siren. Smoke billows — dense, blinding. Nothing could’ve survived that blast.

Someone beat me here. Vampire hunters or shifters or who knows what.

My money is on a shifter group. Werewolves, werehogs, take your pick. The Big Boss loves variety. Elk have been more proactive lately.

There’s no way to know for sure.

I swallow the thin hope I had of minimizing the damage I’ve done, the destruction of my Miranda. If she was up there, I try to tell myself, maybe this is mercy. She was a sweet, loving girl. She wouldn’t have wanted to go on like that.

Staggering from the scene, I remember that it’s Valentine’s Day.
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Friday, March 1

CANDLELIGHT VIGIL TONIGHT

The purpose of this blog is to let people know that they should be looking for my best friend, Miranda Shen McAllister. She has been missing since February 13.

She was last seen that night at Chrysanthemum Hills Cemetery, which is near Midland Heights High School in Dallas.

Miranda may be with a tall blond guy in his late teens /early twenties. He may have a safety pin stuck through his nose. He may be driving a maroon Lexus, and he may go by the name Kurt. He used to work at Movie Magic in the Midland Heights neighborhood, but he hasn’t shown up there since February 13.

You may have heard a rumor that Miranda ran away from home. That’s not true. She was having a bad day, but I was with her that night. She didn’t want to go out at all. I’m positive that she’s been kidnapped.

Besides, even if Miranda did run away, she could still be in real danger.

There’s going to be a candlelight vigil at seven tonight at the MHHS football field. If you’re in the area, please come. If not, again, please keep your eyes open for Miranda. She could be anywhere by now.

Click here for a slideshow of photos of Miranda. Click here for a banner you can put on your site. Click here for a PDF of a “Missing Teen” flyer with Miranda’s picture on it.

Posted by savemiranda at 7:43 AM Post 1 of 1
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CLASSIFIED ADS

‘Wanted: Personal assistant to Her Royal Highness.
Duties: Whatever is asked, without hesitation,
including but not limited to secretarial/administra-
tive, household, defense, blood donation, driving,
companionship, prey disposal, and love slavery.
Required: Athleticism, high school diploma
GPA or better), discretion. Preferred: Age 17-25,
human. Salary based on experience and pedigree.
Standard executive-staff benefits apply. See the
etemnal governmental website for PDF application
2nd additional information.
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The Bringer of Souls

To: Joshua
From: Michacl
Date: Saturday, April 5

Our sympathies on the loss of your latest
assignment and his camel. Rest assured that
they have been joyfully reunited in the Pearly

Gates Lobby Lounge.

Until further notice, you are directed to
conduct studious observation of the following
two individuals: the angel Zachary and the
vampire Miranda.

Complete and file A-127B forms on both
subjects by midnight CST April 12.
See attached Yahoo! maps.






