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For those of us who can’t be pinned down.
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Verse One

	3AM Tidings

	 

	Trent was beginning to think he shouldn’t have caused problems last week at Geri’s Bar. Although, it hadn’t been his fault; he stood by that now like he had then. The stool had come at him and he’d done exactly what he should have done and thrown it back. They were having a fight. Not him. Granted, the memory of the night was a little soft after that. Maybe more happened. Maybe less. In any case, that didn’t mean they had to toss him out on his ass tonight.

	Barely even had a buzz before some fucker started messing with someone and when Trent cut in, only to get some peace and quiet, the bouncer determined he was the cause of the problem and kicked him out! Wouldn’t let him back in. He was trouble. End of story. Don’t come back.

	Fuck that. Maybe they should have remembered further back when Trent’s old band used to play gigs there. You know, when they were still friends, still together, still dealing with each other, and he hadn’t been excommunicated. Thinking about it pissed him off, so he tried not to. He was a good guitarist, better than the dick they got to replace him. He’d even stayed clean and sober for the last few gigs they did together, but nope. Didn’t matter. He was trouble. End of story. Out of the band.

	He sighed, trying to center himself. Fuck them. He could find another band. He just hadn’t yet, like he hoped they’d take him back if he looked desperate enough. 

	Which was ridiculous to hope for. Never should have let it enter his mind. 

	First thing tomorrow: call up Patty. She was always losing guitarists. Maybe she’d have an opening.

	But right now, he had to make it to tomorrow morning, and it was cold as balls outside. Middle of winter. Not a penny to his name, already sold his car to make rent (why did rent always seem to go up and his hours go down?), and left his probably empty subway card at home. He was hoofing it. 3AM was not messing around time, not when it was this cold. If he’d known the bar was going to kick him out, he would have already gone home. He’d just wanted a post-work buzz to keep the what-ifs out of his head.

	He came up to the park and paused, glancing into it. If he kept following the path around, it’d take another hour to get home. The park was pretty large, like the city was trying to make up for the lack of parks anywhere else nearby. It was nice, if not for it being in the way right now. The city didn’t like people cutting through it at night. Something about it being dangerous in the dark, blah, blah, blah. Not that they’d know. It was dark, almost pitch-black, though. The streets at least had lights with the occasional cut of headlights from late traffic. But still…

	Trent drew his hand into his jacket to catch the guitar pick hanging from its chain around his neck. A good luck charm. He’d started carrying it around since he lost more guitar picks than he wanted to admit. At least now, he always had one. He rubbed the face of it with his thumb, the pale sunflower painted there, and considered the dark.

	Ah, to hell with it. Trent grew up around here. He knew how to get through the park without lights. Cutting through was just easier. He shoved his hands into his pockets and forged on in.

	During winter, the park was untended. Slush and ice coated the asphalt pathway, making it just a little treacherous. All the benches and other equipment had been pulled into a big storage building to deter loiterers or people chancing sleeping out in the cold. Not that Trent would. Not at 3AM. Not when it was this cold outside. He could hardly feel his fingers as it was. Home wasn’t perfect—a rundown apartment with windows that leaked when it rained—but it wasn’t cold.

	The path snaked around the park in an undulating line like whoever drew it was drunk, or at least wanted walkers to get a real work out. Not tonight. Trent diverted course into the crunchy snow for a shortcut, a path he’d taken all the time as a teen. Went through the brush, down a hill, and around some trees the city stopped cutting back to bury the path. It’d take him to a tunnel that cars used to travel across before the city closed it to preserve the sanctity of the park. Now, it was a prime spot to get high and to take cool photos with the band. 

	It was a more direct path from here to there. Once on the other side, he’d be a few blocks from his apartment. A few blocks from sinking into a warm bed and petting his cat, Scotty.

	Honestly, his only friend. At least she still liked him. He was reasonably sure, at any rate. Bribing her with food probably helped.

	The tunnel was the same as it had been for years. Grass and weeds grew around it, long and untended, and ivy crawled up and down the walls, taking it over. Sometimes, in the summer, there would be wildflowers. Little blue and white things popping up all over the place. There was a nice photo somewhere of Trent posed with them in his hair as he held his guitar. It was from one of the amateur photoshoots with the band. Probably the best photo anyone would ever get of him.

	Now, though, it was a pile of snow Trent trudged through to get inside. At least here was a reprieve from the wind.

	The light deep inside the tunnel had been dead for years and the keep-out barriers were cracked. No one heeded their warnings and no one bothered to remove them. Graffiti graced the inside, artists making a mark for themselves only for their masterpieces to be flaked away and overwritten anew with time. 

	Trent gave in to temptation and pulled out his phone for a light. He ignored the 10% battery warning (it could never hold a charge anymore), and shined the flashlight on the wall.

	“Well,” Trent whispered, grimacing. “That sure is a statement.”

	It was a rendition of Hell. He only guessed it because of the large text proclaiming such along the bottom, the font done in some old gothic look. Figures with horns and bat wings surrounded a bonfire, weapons of all kinds in their hands. Another demon watched over the others from atop his throne of ice—probably the Devil. Fire cut through the image in bold strokes, circling the center. Humans were there too. Tortured. Screaming. Blood and entrails spilled everywhere. The works. At the far edges were angels with white wings staring down at the scene, their forms so pale, they were more like ghosts.

	Trent turned his light off and slipped his phone into his back pocket. Didn’t need that to haunt his nightmares. Already had enough of them. He turned away, shoved his hands back into his pockets, and continued on.

	His footsteps echoed off the tunnel’s concrete walls, making it sound like he wasn’t the only one there. Fuck that. He hunched himself tighter and hummed, just to drown it all out.

	It wasn’t a good song by any means. He hadn’t been able to write anything new or good since his band fucked him over, but it was something other than the deafening silence punctured by his own footsteps. Even when it sounded like someone hummed back, he wasn’t as unnerved. The echo was playing with him. That was all. Almost comforting.

	Just one more block, Trent told himself, licking his lips, and hummed some more. Another verse. This one softer. His fingers itched to follow it with his guitar. Maybe if he’d brought it, he would have felt better. 

	No, scratch that. He would have gotten mugged for it. Better it was safe at home. He felt for his guitar pick once more, finding solace in it.

	One more block. He continued his song and the echo of his hum answered his refrain.

	He had some beer at home, at least. Not good beer, but it was something. He’d drink until his head was all fuzzy and distant, and then he’d sleep everything off. Tomorrow, he didn’t have work. He could lay in bed all day, never getting out from underneath the blankets. Good plan. He nodded fervently to himself, his hum and its echo trailing off. He’d get through tonight. Tomorrow, maybe. And then…

	Then what? What was the fucking point? The question was a thorn in his head. Always there, ready to rupture whatever good plan he might have had. He was a deadbeat. Barely scraping by doing odds and ends for this seedy guy who owned a restaurant across town. Usually, they made him play dishwasher. Except no one ever came into the restaurant. Dishes always piled up anyway. Most nights, he’d get out at 1AM, paid under the table, then he’d do shit like drink himself silly or smoke something questionable until everything was so fuzzy and soft, he could fall right asleep, then he slept. Then it was another day praying he’d made enough for rent. Praying he found another job that paid a little more. 

	Never did. 

	Sometimes, his daily life changed. Like when he felt up to playing his guitar, but that was only if the neighbors weren’t home. One more noise infraction and he was out on his ass. But it wasn’t like it mattered. No band, no reason to play. Patty probably wouldn’t need him. She’d just ask his old band why he was a free agent and they’d tell her some lie or another, leaving him as he was. A deadbeat.

	Fuck, maybe he was cursed. Life was just one disaster after another. One day, he’d be short on rent. One day, he’d be out on the street with no one to help him. He’d already alienated any friend he’d once had; they’d moved away, made lives for themselves, and he was still here, a deadbeat. The band, what was left of the friends he still had, had decried him as being too much to handle. Family was gone, or at least not worth the heartache it’d be reaching out again. They’d just want him to admit he was a failure and give up his guitar. No chance. Fuck them.

	It was just him and his cat.

	Scotty. At least he had Scotty. She was always happy to sleep in with him. Happy to meow along whenever he hummed or played the guitar. She kept him going. This was just a rough patch. He’d get through it (right?), and then it’d be okay.

	He just wished he believed it.

	The tunnel ended. The total darkness melted, letting him out of his thoughts, and he emerged into the abandoned parking lot on the other side. It was clad in somber shades of white and gray from the snow. The blacktop had been iced over, but below, it was crumbling with grass poking up between the cracks. The lone streetlight overlooking this sad patch still worked, its light a soft orange.

	Trent wasn’t even sure why it was here. It wasn’t connected to a road—paved or otherwise. The streetlight must have been lode bearing; there were a dozen or more wires leading off into the trees. Maybe one day, this light would be gone, once the city remembered it was there. Trent didn’t care. He was just glad to see something other than the darkness inside his own head.

	That relief lasted up until he sighted five bodies huddled together near the light like they were moths. He stopped dead, his heart in his throat. They weren’t there a moment ago.

	The bodies didn’t move. Their heads were bowed, practically touching one another, as they stared at the ground. If they started singing nursery rhymes, Trent was sprinting.

	When they didn’t do anything but stand there, Trent slowly kept moving. Fucking weirdoes in the dark could do whatever they wanted. That could be their streetlight. He’d give them space and go home. Good plan. 

	Until the light flickered, sheathing the lot in total darkness for a split second. A sudden glitter of red caught Trent’s attention. A vintage Rolls-Royce idled behind the streetlight. Nope. That had not been there before the flicker. It was brand new and definitely hadn’t braved driving through a park covered in snow. 

	Trent slowed again, even more confused, and looked closer at the bodies.

	One had picked his head up. Scraggly brown hair fell down across his shoulders. His eyes were half-lidded, the shadows making them darker. The others looked the same. They were all wearing brown, their bare pale arms and legs sticking out. No gloves, no shoes.

	Something was seriously off about this. Trent intended to keep going—fuck whatever weird thing was going on—but then the air shimmered, the phenomena localized around the huddled mass. Like a flame burning through film.

	The light above buzzed brighter, flickering in time now with his heartbeat. The huddle looked more sinister as shadows played across their faces. Their expressions were blank, but wrong in a way Trent couldn’t put his finger on. What was worse, staring at them spiked a headache through Trent’s skull. Like screws were being pushed behind his eyes. Except he didn’t trust looking away. You got jumped like that.

	Another one picked up his head and turned to look at Trent. Not by turning his body; his neck had twisted itself all the way around, past the point of breaking.

	Trent froze. Of course he fucking did. He had to pick his jaw off the goddamned ground. 

	The light flickered again and then the other four were looking at him.

	Their eyelids had peeled back, revealing wide milky white eyes that glowed. Their mouths slowly split into grins, lips thinned to show mouths of too many teeth.

	Trent’s pulse raced faster. His thoughts screamed at him to fucking run, but his legs wouldn’t. Panic kept him snared right there like a dumbass. 

	Pupils unfolded in their eyes. Slits at first, running up the brilliant white like a knife cut them through. Then the slits opened, growing wide like a cat’s. Their lips quivered and cracked from grins held too long, blood running through their teeth.

	Oh fuck, Trent thought uselessly.

	Each one cocked their heads. Amused.

	Oh fucking fuck.

	And that was when dark wings unfurled wide from their backs. One after the other, spreading away from their brown clothes. Loose feathers scattered to the ground, like ash coating the snow. 

	The first one turned his body to face Trent properly. He folded his hands gently in front of him, like he could begin praying at any second. His nails were as dark as the night. Skin as pale as the snow around them. His wings were the largest, spreading so wide they could have engulfed everyone inside of them. The light in his eyes grew brighter and brighter, like a bulb about to burst. 

	“Be not afraid,” all five of them crooned.
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Verse Two

	A Chorus of Five

	 

	“Oh, fuck this shit,” Trent hissed.

	Before he could do the sensible thing—run—the bodies surrounded him. He flinched, a scream dying in his throat, and the wings ruffled wide, blocking his escape. Boney limbs lay beneath their rags, their bare skin smeared with ash and grime, while the muscles differed wildly in size from limb to limb, skin stretched taut to the point to splitting. Their hands were a mess of broken skin revealing bone beneath, blood already dried to black.

	“Yes, this one,” the first—had to be the leader—said in a raspy voice dragged up from the depth of his throat.

	“Yes, this one,” the others chorused. A haunting sound, digging itself beneath Trent’s skin. He wanted it out of his head. Gone. Not lingering like it did now as a malformed hymnal.

	The air shimmered and blurred around the feathers, making Trent’s eyes burn. It was then he noticed the neon halo crowning the Leader’s head. A garish white curve, buzzing like a fluorescent light. 

	Shit, Trent thought to himself. These fucks really thought they were angels. Tripping so bad, they dipped right into delusions of grandeur and plastered a fucking neon light on the back of their leader’s head.

	Trent threw his hands up. The angels—whatever they were—startled, eyes wide. The Leader was the only one who wasn’t shocked; he cocked his head to the side, his smile straining.

	“I’m fucking out,” Trent said. “It’s cold. You guys get home safe too, all right?”

	He intended to push through two of the startled ones, but then the Leader’s hand snatched his throat. Trent’s startled yelp was squeezed silent as the Leader yanked, forcing Trent to face him again. Blood and decay spilled from the corner of the Leader’s lips, a smile held too long.

	“Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good tidings.”

	Trent threw his arm upward and slammed his elbow into the Leader’s face. With a screech, the angel let go, tossing Trent like he was trash. The force of the throw pushed Trent off-balance; he tilted too far to one side, nearly losing his footing, and it gave the other angels an opening. They closed ranks and the flutter of angry wings beat him this way and that. Nails dug through his sleeves, pressing into his skin, and no amount of thrashing threw them off. The angels ignored Trent’s cries to be let go and all four tossed him surprising strength. His back hit the seat of a car with enough force, everything shook.

	Gasping, Trent opened his eyes wide. The Rolls-Royce. He was inside it. The fuck? That didn’t make any sense. He hadn’t been that close.

	Fuck this. Trent held onto that thought and lunged for the still opened door. An angel coming inside smashed its palm into Trent’s face, making him flinch backward to hold his nose. The door slammed shut. Another came in on Trent’s other side before he could pivot, and that door slammed too. Two more had slid into the front, their wings spilling around the seats. 
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