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A glow breaks through the smoke and forms a clear path to the teen-aged Latina angel dressed in jeans and a gray t-shirt. She continues to hold her hand up, inviting. It’s then I notice that the dead man isn’t in her arms anymore. A man in his late forties with a beard and grimy clothes rests against her. A man that should be dead. 


“Daddy?” I ask.


He doesn’t respond and continues to hold onto the angel. The smoke thickens like a solid wall around the light. Threads of blue flicker through it. The path is clear. I rush across the room and take the angel’s hand. She wraps her arm around me and holds us tight. I press my fingers to my father’s stubbly chin and lift his head. He stares into my eyes but...I don’t think he sees me. Am I real to him? Hell, is he real to me? The man is dead. Why is he here now?


The Latina angel flaps her leathery wings and pushes us up. The sensation of losing gravity wraps around my stomach. I swallow hard a few times to keep the bile down. We rush through the roof - the air sucks out of my lunges and I choke - and break into the sky. The Earth has to be ten thousand feet below. I cling to the angel. She looks up and flaps harder, sending us deeper into the sky. The trees and lights from the world turn smaller and dimmer. Soon there’s nothing but solid colors, then darkness. 


Distant stars surround us. A warm wind blows from below as if holding us up. The angel flaps her wings gently, keeping us from falling. She motions with her chin to the side. I follow her direction and spot a distant star that burns brighter than the others. She shifts her body and flies towards it. 


Even though the arm around me feels solid and strong, that she would never drop me, I continue to grip her, pinch the flesh under her T-shirt and make handgrips out of it. If someone did that to me I would kick them in the face to relieve the pain. She doesn’t seem to feel anything. In fact, since I’ve been seeing these angel kids, I haven’t seen them express any kind of emotion.


My father hangs limp in her other arm, facing the darkness below. Does he fear? Was it left behind in his body when he died? Leger said that emotions are biological, right? I feel nothing but fear, so does that mean I’m not dead?


“Where are you taking me?” I shout over the wind.


The angel focuses her dark eyes on me for a moment, then back on her goal ahead. The star grows brighter and bigger. Maybe this is what Leger wants to know. Where do the child angels take the souls? Shit, I don’t want to go. What if I don’t come back? What if I have to be dead to go there? It’s not like living people go there all the time. If they did then all these religions wouldn’t be so fucked up about the afterlife.


“No,” I say. “Bring me back. I change my mind.”


The girl looks at my father hanging limp, then at me. Is she doing this for me? She wants to show me where my father went after he died. Why? What does it matter? It’s not like he can come back. Not like I can fix what happened to us in the past. This doesn’t make any sense.


A roar breaks through the air. Something crashes into us and knocks the angel in the opposite direction. We spin a moment. Puke slips out of my mouth. My tightening fingers might have broken into the girl’s skin. The world straightens out.


“What the hell was that?” I scream.


Another roar. Not like a lion or any other beast I’ve ever heard which makes sense since what I’m seeing flying in front of us is not from this Earth. It’s huge; bear-size, maybe nine-feet tall. A large pair of wings move up and down, holding it in the air. Black and orange scales cover it like armor and its thick black claws remind me of Viking battle axes. The beast opens its maw to roar again, spraying thick yellow saliva and showing off its solid white teeth tipped with gold. I stupidly look into its freaky red eyes and triangular irises and nearly shit my pants.


I hit the Latina girl’s chest with my palm over and over, “Go go go,” and wish I could grow my own wings to fly the fuck out of here. Why won’t she move? The dumb girl floats there and has some kind of staring contest with the fucking thing.


The creature swipes at us. The angel jerks to the side. The claw blows a skanky wind up my nose and misses us. We’re moving again. The angel pumps her wings with strong secure flaps, moving us faster than before, heading to the brightest star. Behind us, the beast flaps its wings, its eyes intent and its brow furrowed.


As we move closer to the star, I can make out the crystal texture and other colors sparkling within it. I think there’s even a hole inside it. Our salvation from the beast? I sure hope the fuck so. That hole better be a billion feet deep and too small for it to follow us in.


Another roar makes me look behind us and confront my vertigo. The damn thing is a few feet away. 


“Faster!” The monster reaches. It’s going to grab me, it’s going to fucking take me and eat me. “No!”


It grips my father’s leg. The beast stops flapping. My father slips out of the angel’s arm. It tosses my father’s limp, rag doll body into the air and catches him right side up. With both muscular arms, it cuddles my father as if he were a lost stuffed bear the damn thing found. The beast releases a triumphant roar and flies away.


The Latina angel points to me, then to the spot between her wings.


“Are you crazy?” I say.


She nods and loosens her arm, which doesn’t do much good since I’m gripping her like a vice. Still, I don’t want to use my tired and aching hands to hang off her. Also, what if I rip patches of her flesh off. No way in hell I am going to fall into this space. 


I inch to the side of her body and under her arm. The wing presses down and so do we. The angel drops and spins like one of those whirly-gig seeds I see at the parks during the fall. Through my nausea and dizziness, I climb over the wing and position at the center of her back. I wrap my arms around her shoulders and clasp my hands at her collarbone. The wing shifts back up and we stop falling and spinning. And just like that, she’s flapping hard and chasing after the monster that took my father.


Feeling like the kid at the end of The Never Ending Story, I wonder if I should hold my fist up and cheer. Forget it. I’m not riding some freaky giant flying dog and this isn’t a joy ride at the end of an adventure where the good guy gets what he wants. Plus, for the first time, I notice that the Latina girl has an expression: determination. There’s no victory here. She has to get my father back. But why did the beast take him and where is it taking him?


I’m about to ask her even though she can’t speak when I see a dark hole. From our position, it’s the size of a dish. Pitch black among the stars and space. The closer we get to the beast, the more I can make out the hole. The darkness moves. Parts of it wiggle out like tendrils. 


Her wings flap slower and stronger. The wind blows so hard into my face that I can’t breathe. I press my mouth and nostrils to her shoulder and try to keep my eyes open ahead of us even though the air dries them out and forces me to close them. 


The angel’s just a few feet away from the beast and the beast is a few yards away from his dark hole. The tendrils at the edges are long, hairy, dark gray-skinned tubes that whip and stretch. The tips slice through the air and release cracking sounds. The thick-lipped hole throbs, moving in waves deep inside the lining of the tunnel that tapers off to a point. Like a throat made of rotten hamburger meat.


“No,” I whisper.


That’s where it wants to take my father? What kind of place is that? Where will the hole take him? 


I rapidly tap the angel’s shoulder.


“You can’t let it take him there.”


The Latina reaches inside one of her pockets and pulls out a triangular rod. In a blink, it grows out to form a crystal sword. As the creature reaches the lip of the hole, she shifts her body, grabs the weapon with two hands, and swings at the beast. The crystal blade slices through its back, releasing sparks. The force causes it to twist around and roll off the lip of the hole. A tendril reaches out for us. The girl dodges it and slices it in half. Gray fluid spurts and the chopped limb wiggles down into the endless space. 


The beast roars. His one arm around my father, the other one swipes at us. The angel dodges. The creature brings it back up, opening his side to an attack. The angel takes advantage and hacks into the plated armor scales covering its side. Sparks fly and the blade embeds. The monster screams out and grabs its wound with both claws.


My father drops into space.


“No!”


The Latina angel slips the blade out, releasing a ringing that sounds like metal cleanly scraping, and folds its wings. We fall. I tighten around her, this time wrapping my legs around her hips, and scream. She shifts her body, points her wings back, and nose dives. She clasps her hands in front and aims the blade right at my father. Her body a dive-bombing needle. Through slitted eyes, I see his limp body flopping and turning like a rag doll. 


She’s going to make it. She has to make it. Even though there’s no bottom insight we have to catch him or he’ll just fall forever, won’t he?


A few feet between us, the Latina angel shrinks the sword and pockets it away. With both hands, she reaches out for my father and stretches and stretches – shit even my hands are reaching out – until she grabs him by the shirt. Wings spread out and break our drop. Momentum pushes my father into us and she wraps both arms around him. He rests his head on her shoulder. I hold his face with one hand and kiss his stubbly cheek. 


“You’re okay now,” I whisper.


The angel pumps her wings hard and brings us back up. I have no idea if we’re on the same course. Everything appears similar out here. I assume she knows where she’s going. And she does. I spot the brightest star that soon turns into a rainbow-sparkled crystal. 


I pet my father’s head and kiss it. “Almost there. Where ever there is.” He remains in a comatose state. No emotion, no sign of life. But, if I look into his eyes and stare hard, I can see something in there, something deep that probably hides behind human emotions. I wouldn’t call it a light or a spark. It’s definitely a movement. Like a puddle of water that is definite and hard but also soft and malleable to absorb something from the biological shell it came from. Maybe that’s all we really are in the end. This glob of water that moves on to somewhere else, cradled by angels or, for some, monsters, to the next shell that acts as a heaven and hell.


To be sure we’re in the clear, I turn around behind us. 


A claw breaks the air in front of my face and shoves an acrid scent up my nose. The beast screams out and reaches for us.


The Latina angel shifts her wings. We drop down and stop. The beast flies over us. She pulls the triangular bar out and extends the crystal sword. The beast swoops back around and heads for us. The girl stands her ground, flapping to keep level, and holds the weapon in front of her. How is she going to swing at it if she doesn’t pull back?


The beast spreads its claws and swipes as it comes at us. The angel pushes harder with her wings. We shoot up and flip upside down. I dig my fingers in her and my father and scream as the stars spin. Sparks fly. Metal slices. And we’re right side up again. The monster scrambles and reaches out for the wing the angel sliced off while passing over it. It tries to keep up with one wing but it only pushes itself to the side and messes with its balance. When the severed wing falls into space, so does the beast. It spins and flops and disappears from our sight.


The Latina angel retracts the blade and pockets the rod. She glances over her shoulder, nods her head, and continues to the crystal hole. We shouldn’t have any more trouble.


The girl pumps her wings. I hold tight to her and my father as we move closer and closer. The hole doesn’t seem big enough for us to fit. Or is it big enough for my father? Shit, is it just big enough for the angel and my father? What will happen to me? Will I slam into the rim like Wyle E. Coyote and fall into space with stars spinning around my head? I’m not meant to be here. I’m the unnatural one. I’m not dead.


“Are you sure about this?”


The Latina angel presses her arms to her sides and points her wings back. I hold my breath and close my eyes and brace for a solid collision. The air changes. Something soft runs against my back. I open my eyes. We’re in a tunnel. Like the outside, it’s also made of crystal but the sharp corners and points along the circular sides feel soft on my back. Rainbow veins whip by so fast. The girl focuses ahead. The tunnel bends and turns every few moments. A suction force pulls us. All she has to do is remain still and the tunnel does the driving. A white light flashes inside the walls, blanking out the colors. It flickers so fast that the colors die out completely and I can barely keep my eyes open. 


And just like that, it all turns white. Everything is gone. The tunnel, the angel, my father. All gone. I float with my arms and legs free. Nothing in sight. Nothing to grab onto or move to or hope to reach. But I’m not scared. Or happy or sad or angry or anything. Calmness fills my heart and the air throbs comfortably around my body.


The sensation of moving down overwhelms. Something below. Grayness. And...shapes. People. I lower into the gray and float above a room. An operating room. No, a delivery room. A woman lies on a table with her feet in stirrups. Her face twists in pain as she squeezes a nurse’s hand and pushes. A doctor stands ready to receive the baby. The Latina angel floats above the doctor, almost pressing the ceiling. She releases my father who eases through the air and down to the woman. My father melts into a flickering yellow and white blob of light and lowers between the woman’s legs until he disappears.


“I see the head now,” the doctor says.


The crying starts. The baby leaves her mother and into the doctor’s hands. A nurse brings the baby to a table where she cleans it and another doctor checks it out. The baby appears fine except for this purple mark on the side of its face. It stretches from temple to chin. A port-wine stain, I think it’s called.


“A healthy-looking boy, mommy,” the doctor says.


The mom gasps with happiness and thanks God.


I reach out to touch the baby, but I can’t move from the ceiling. I turn to the Latina angel. She shakes her head and offers her hand. It’s time to go. I don’t want to go. I want to stay and find out what happens to the baby. Does his mom take good care of him? Why isn’t there a father in the room? Then I realize that I’m not supposed to be here. She brought me here as a favor. To ease my curiosity and my heart. But it just makes my heart ache and my curiosity increase.


I take her hand and she pulls me into her arms. My eyes swell and my throat chokes. I sob into her shoulder as she lifts us and we break through the roof and into the thick white.
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Demons, witches, and sexy French maids mix with an assortment of people dressed in suits, dresses, and other hip New York City fashions in the Ricco/Maresca gallery. A collection of industry professions, upper-class society, reporters, and, importantly, fans and family. They wander the white walls and check out my latest collection of paintings. Secretively watching them on the camera monitors in the green room, I soak in their excitement and critical expressions. Either way, it makes me smile. People are having a good time. The art matches the holiday. Paintings from my psychic visions go hand-in-hand with Halloween. Images of the killers I hunted many years ago stuck in my head. Distorted with emotion to avoid lawsuits and instigate feelings in the viewer. 


“There are still people waiting outside to get in,” Sharon says. 


Wearing a tight black dress that drops past her knees in class and conservatism yet displays her subtle and refined forty-five-year-old curves, she holds a flute of champagne, stands next to me, and peers at the crowd. My lawyer since I was fifteen. Not only does she handle my art contracts and finances, she also represented my emancipation from my parents when I was fifteen, sprung me out of jail when I was accused of murder a few times, broke glass ceilings with my Elite suit, and secured my guardianship and adoption papers to Prudy. Sharon May is brilliant, beautiful, intelligent, and transexual. 


Before representing artists, she was a he and a defense attorney. I once saw pictures of her as Simon May. Back then, a handsome man in power suits that could have risen high up the political chain. But biology called and Simon wanted to be happy. So he started the transition and became Sharon. Of course there weren’t too many transsexuals that faced a judge and public scrutiny. Simon already caught enough flack representing people accused of horrible crimes. So, Sharon changed her practice to representing artists where her new identity would be easily accepted. I thought she was so cool for how she changed her life. How she placed her happiness ahead of the world and its strict expectations and traditions. At the time, I was trying to do the same thing. She inspired me. I couldn’t have had a better role-model. 
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