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Prologue

 


Michael moved down the hall toward the
office. He knew that the other protectors hated to be summoned to
this particular office, but he didn’t mind. He loved going in and
conversing with the creator of all things. Boss, as He wanted
everyone to call Him, as it sounded so much friendlier, was a man
of men. A kind yet firm man and one who could change things in a
beat of a hummingbird’s heartbeat. Michael paused in
mid-step.

He was going to change things again.
Things were running very smoothly right now, and he’d want to shake
things up a bit. Michael tried to think what it could possibly be
and looked up when someone laughed.

“I was thinking.” Boss
nodded. “Am I going to regret coming here today?”

“Possibly. And I know you
were thinking. I heard. You think much too hard for a man who has
it all.” Michael snorted, a habit he’d been trying to break himself
of. “You think I would lie to you?”

“Nay. I think you believe
whatever you wish will be wonderfully simple when it seldom is.”
Boss moved back into the room He’d come from, and Michael followed.
The walls were covered with images of the protectors.

Protectors had long since been the
ones who helped Boss in His daily work. A chosen man or woman would
be given the assignment to watch over a child when they took their
first breath. They never interfered with the person but whispered
advice, gave them guidance, and when the time was right, they would
be there with them when they drew in their last breath as
well.

“I do wish to change
things. But not for all of my protectors—just a few.” Michael sat
down knowing that he’d have to carry out these duties no matter
what they were. “You have noticed that they
are…unhappy?”

“I have. But it’s happened
before. They are bored. The last time this happened we gave them a
few days to interact on earth and they were happier for it.” Boss
shook His head. “You do not want that again.”

“They wish to leave me.”
Michael sat there stunned. He’d not heard that. But he knew to
leave here would mean— “I don’t want that to happen.”

“No, nor do I. Who is it?
Maybe I can talk to them.” Boss shook His head again. “You don’t
mean to kill them, do you? I know that is the way of things. When a
servant is ready to end their time as a protector, they are
sentenced to…please tell me of your plan.”

“I wish to have
them…Perhaps it would be best if I showed you what I have in mind.”
The wall took another shape and images, a great many of them
started to move. And the faster they moved, the more movie-like
they became. Twice Michael had asked him to slow down, and after he
explained it to him, it moved on. Michael sat there for a long
while after the movie stopped and stared at the images of the few
men he’d seen there.

“They will not be happy.”
Michael looked at Boss when He didn’t say anything. “Nor will
Tholan. He will believe that he is not worthy of such a
gift.”

“He will be the hardest to
convince, yes, but if we deal with him later, then perhaps he will
see it is not such a bad thing to have happen to him.” Michael
doubted that. Tholan had a weight on his heart that no one seemed
able to help him with. “I would like to start with these five men
before Tholan. I want…do you think you could help me get this
started?”

“When would you like for
this to happen?” Michael was looking over the files when he
realized he’d not been answered. “You have already started this,
haven’t you?”

“I thought it best that we
do some arranging to make sure that the other half of my project
was well within hand for us.” Boss laughed. “Do not look so
crestfallen, Michael. The new group, my Mystics, will be a greater
force than we ever imagined.”

They worked well into the night, and
when Michael left his office, Boss was smiling. He would be, too,
if he wasn’t so worried about Tholan. The man… Well, that would be
something they’d deal with at a later time. But now he had to give
the list of men to him and hope that he didn’t ask too many
questions.

“It is going to be a long
time before we will be able to say this worked.” Michael heard Boss
laugh and flushed. “You should come with me. He will have a
fit.”

“Nay, he will not. He is a
good man. But a man who feels he has failed many. You’ll do fine.”
Boss laughed again. “You are the Archangel Michael, men tremble at
the sound of your name.”


Chapter 1

 


Today was a big day. Today his charge
was to go into the hospital and finish with her life as she knew it
there on earth. Riss was to take her to the holding station where
she’d meet him for the first time in person. He was both happy for
her and sad; happy that her pain and suffering would end, but
saddened by the fact that she’d move on and he’d be assigned
another child to watch over until his or her death.

Riss was headed to earth when he felt
the Summoning Mist call for him. His first thought was that he was
being brought before the judgment panel again. Then he realized
he’d been very good the last couple of hundred years and really had
nothing to worry about. He turned to the one who’d come for
him.

“I need to be with Sadie,
it’s her final day. I need to be with her to guide her here. Can
this not wait until later?”

“No, my lord, you are
needed now. I was told to tell you to come posthaste.” Riss nodded,
thinking how much he disliked the disembodied mists…they were so
single-minded. Riss tried to reason with the mist.

“Shall I send another to be
with her? She’ll be afraid.” Again the mist shook his head and Riss
had no choice but to follow.

“Someone has been sent.”
Wanting to argue but holding back, Riss made his way to the upper
floors of the offices behind the mist. Someday he was going to
stick his hand through one of them to see if they could feel it. He
concentrated on this rather than trying to figure out why he’d been
summoned on such a day as this.

Riss wasn’t thrilled to be there.
Things hadn’t been the same for him in a very long time, and this
was just another thing on his long list. It wasn’t as if he hated
his job. He actually loved it, but he was tired. And when he was
tired, he tended to get himself into trouble. Again. And being
called to the upper levels meant he was indeed in trouble again.
Riss wasn’t a typical guardian. He was one of the ones that would
argue when something just didn’t set right. Smiling, he realized he
loved that part of his job most of all.

Riss had been a guardian for as long
as there had been humans to watch over. He supposed he should feel
honored to be the one to watch over and guide a human to their
afterlife. But if he was honest with himself—and really, he had no
choice in that area—he had been thinking of quitting…a drastic move
for one such as himself. Thousands of years of watching babies grow
up and experience things he never would, only to see them
eventually die, was taking its toll on him…a few of his brethren as
well.

The doors slid open as soon as he came
to the one he’d been called to. Tholan, direct supervisor and his
good friend, stood up, but he did not look happy.

“If you pop an attitude
with me, I’m not going to be happy. Talking to you right now is not
on my top fifteen list. There are too many issues right now for me
to have to argue with you.” It was a fib, and they both knew it.
Tholan lived to argue almost as much as Riss did, and Riss was
really good at baiting him into one but wasn’t in the mood as
Tholan continued. “Please have a seat, and I’ll tell you why you
were sent for. Oh, and I sent Levi to be with your charge. She’s in
good hands. “

“But not mine.” Tholan
nodded but didn’t say anything. “It’s cop an attitude, not pop, and
it’s top ten, not fifteen. You need to interact more with humans.
They’re fun. Most of the time. And when they’re not…well, then
they’re not. Sorry, so why am I here? You have to give me my month
before you give me another assignment. I’m too tired, and I need
it.”

“We’re changing things. It
just came down to me this morning. You’re the first I’m telling
about it. “ Riss stilled. While he was okay with changes, Tholan’s
tone didn’t make Riss think it was a good one. While a thousand and
one things ran through his mind, Tholan answered a call from
someone.

Change. What could be so monumental
that he’d be pulled from his assignment on the last day to be told
about it? Were they going to demote him? He had no idea why that
popped into his head, but he hoped not. The thought of being an
animal watcher again made his skin crawl. They were okay for a few
weeks, but for the most part, they didn’t interact like humans did.
And they didn’t make him smile. He thought maybe he’d rather be
assigned to a desk than be an animal watcher. Anything was better
than watching a—

“Riss?” Riss looked at him,
feeling the world crash down upon him. “It’s not nearly as bad as
what’s going through your mind right now. Trust me.”

“I’d rather be assigned
desk duty than animal watcher. The last time I did that…well over
half my life ago…I had a worm. A single worm. They live for years
and do nothing but dig and poop. No, whatever it is, I don’t want
it. Put me in receiving. I’ll inventory feathers if you want, but
please don’t give me another worm. Or better yet, I wish to quit.
Now.” Riss flushed when Tholan laughed. “You’ve been at a desk your
entire time here, haven’t you? You can’t imagine what it’s like
serving animals.”

“The Boss has decided to
make it so we are not with a single human from birth to death. He’s
found out that it’s as hard on us as it is Him. And we’re not
connected like He is.” Riss doubted that was true but kept his
mouth shut. “You, Agon, and Valyn will be the first to take this
new system. Sort of help us work out the bugs. As it stands now,
you’ll each stay with a group we’ve handpicked for this project and
stay with them for a period of no more than ninety days before
you’ll go to one more in the group of humans. Each of you will
rotate in an order that has been handed down to me. We’re
hoping…well, they are hoping…that over the long run, you’ll attach
less emotion to a single person.”

“No, we’ll be attached to
several of them at once. I don’t want to work out bugs. This is a
stupid idea.” Tholan raised a brow at him. “Well it is. I’m not cut
out to take on more than one person at a time. Having to live a
lifetime with one person is hard enough, but taking on several at a
time is too much. You have to let me end this now.”

“It’s a done deal, Riss.
You start next week.” Riss sat there for several seconds before he
got up. “Sit down, I need to give you details.”

“I can’t do details right
now. I have to…I’ll come back, but right now I have to get out of
here. Give me…please give me a few days. I need to have this.”
Tholan nodded, and Riss left the office.

Riss was in his room when
he realized he was going to have to do this and no amount of trying
to think otherwise was going to work. To have to spread himself
around like this was going to take its toll on him, and he was so
afraid of what would happen. Riss knew he was close to the edge
now, and he didn’t want to end things that way. He was already
stressed out, and this wasn’t going to be helpful. Lying on his
bed, he looked up at the ceiling and thought of his life as a
protector.

Michael had picked him for
the job so long ago that now he often wondered if it had been real.
But the tattoo, the seal of Michael, was there on his arm for
anyone to see. Up until recently he’d worn it proudly. Now…now he
just wanted to rest.

“You’ve
never expressed such a desire before.” Riss didn’t bother looking for the man who spoke. He wasn’t
really in the room with him but always in the back of his mind.
Michael was his good friend too. So many were.

“I’ve
never been this burnt out before. When was the last time you were
on earth? Things have gotten insane there.”
Riss rolled to his side to look out the window as
he continued. “When I was there the other
day, five children were killed in an automobile accident that also
injured two adults. Things move entirely too fast for us. We’ve no
way to control things.”

“Stop
your whining.” Riss smiled when
Michael snapped at him. He said that to him every few weeks just to
get a rise out of him. “You should have to
work with me. One day and I’d bet you’d beg to be put back on
protector duty. My job sucks too.”

Riss waited before saying
anything more. He had been thinking about this for a while now and
wanted to bounce it off someone else because Tholan had ignored him
so soundly. Finding someone he could talk to that wouldn’t condemn
him was hard.

“I want
to quit.” Riss got up and moved to
the large window in his room. It was one of the perks of being so
old. He got to have one of the best rooms with the most gorgeous
views. His view right now was of earth in the winter. The snow
falling on a large open field was beautiful. “I tried my best to tell Tholan that I really wish to turn in
my wings. Then I want to finish my year that I’ll have left on
earth to die.”

“Please don’t do that.
Maybe we can work something else out. Is this because of the
changes that are being made? I think that they’ll help you. You’ll
not have to be with someone for their entire life. You can see many
stages of life for a good deal more people at once.”

“And see
them all die instead of one every few decades.”
Riss opened his outside door and stepped out into
the falling snow. It crunched under his feet, and the flakes landed
on his face only to melt into tear-like drops. “No, I’ve thought about this before I was told today. I’ve
been feeling this way for many years, more than I
should.”

“Let me
talk to someone. I don’t want to lose you. You’re my best
protector.” Riss snorted, a habit
he’d picked up years ago from Sadie. His heart hurt for her too,
and that he’d not been there to bring her home. When Michael
appeared before him, Riss wasn’t really surprised. And when he sat
down on the snow-covered bench, Riss sat beside him.

“You’re serious about
this?” Riss looked at him when he asked. Was he? Yes, he was, more
so than he’d been about a great many things.

“I am. I know that once I
turn in my wings, I’ll only have a year in which to get my affairs
in order, but there is nothing really that I have. I’ve never had
the desire to have a home on earth, never owned anything remotely
human before, and when my charges come over, I’ve rarely taken
anything that I’ve thought of to remember them by. I have enough
memories as it is.” Riss looked at Michael. “I’m tired.”

“Then I will make some
enquires. Let me have a few weeks to get things working, and once I
do, then you may talk to Tholan with me.” Michael put out his hand,
and Riss stared at it for long moments. “You must take it, Riss. We
have struck a deal.”

Riss looked at him then.
“You’ll not put me off then? You’ll honestly look into this for me?
I think now that I’ve said it aloud I want it more than
ever.”

“I will. You have my word
that I will make arrangements to have your life as a protector
ended. I will do this, to you I swear it.” Riss took his hand and
felt the power of it go through him. Michael was one of the most
powerful beings he knew and could kill a lesser man with just a
touch. Riss thought he’d miss him the most of all the people he
knew.

~~~

Tholan watched the exchange between
the two men. His heart hurt for them both. Riss, because the man
was really going to do this, and for Michael, because he hated to
lose anyone close to him. Tholan looked at their boss, who stood
next to him, and wondered what He would do now. They’d been
watching Riss and Michael together since Michael had called them
into the conversation.

“He’ll be greatly missed.”
Tholan felt his world shift. He hadn’t expected that the man would
agree to Riss leaving. But this man was the lord of all of them,
and His word would never be challenged. “I will talk with Michael.
We’ll give him a sendoff he will appreciate, I think.”

“You’re going to take his
resignation then?” He nodded at Tholan. “He’s my friend, and he’s
been with you since the beginning. I think…I don’t want him to die.
We cannot afford to lose men like him. Yes, he has his problems,
but for the most part he’s the best we have in the field. Perhaps
we could give him something that would—”

“And you’re going to
question me?” Tholan felt the thunder of His words and lowered his
head. “I know what I’m doing, Tholan, and I know what a good friend
Riss is to many. What I do not know is why he has not spoken to the
others about this. Mayhap they could have helped him. Did you know
that he was so tired?”

“No, sir. I did not. He
only said something to me today when I tried to talk to him about
the changes that you’d made. I felt he wasn’t serious. Apparently I
was incorrect. Riss was most upset with the changes, but not
enough, I thought, to quit us. I had no idea that he was
contemplating this as well, to die.” He nodded, and Tholan
continued. “I should like to speak to him if possible.”

“Nay, there will be no
need. I will handle this with Michael. If we see fit, I’ll let you
know what our decisions will be. He may come to you. Then you could
speak to him, but do not tell him we have talked. I’d be very happy
if you would keep him in the rotations as well. Riss may decide to
change his mind.” Tholan nodded again and knew that the
conversation was over. The room was dimmer by many degrees, and he
didn’t feel the warmth of Him any longer. Tholan was alone once
again

Watching Riss sit in the snow as it
covered the tracks that had been, he wondered what would be said if
he told them he, too, was burnt out. Tholan only stayed because he
knew that he was needed. But his joy for the job had gone away some
time ago. He went back to his desk to set up the rotation. Writing
Riss’s name across the schedule hurt him. Tholan knew that before
this decade was finished, he’d be finding someone to replace his
good friend.

The changes that had been handed down
were mandatory. Four of the older protectors were to rotate around
with several different humans over the course of their lifetime.
Once one of the humans died, another would be added in to take
their place. Some of the men that were in this project had been a
watcher for decades to these people. But now they’d share the
burden with their friends. Tholan looked at the schedule and
wondered about them all.

Tholan had argued that there would be
things missed. Humans needed to be cared for twenty-four/seven.
Like Riss had said, the world was moving at a much faster speed
than when they’d started this, and there were a great deal more
humans too.

Tholan looked at his computer. There
were thousands upon thousands of names in the roster, and even more
humans to watch over. It was small wonder that his men were being
burnt out. Riss wasn’t the first who had decided to end it all. He
was just the first to be a good friend to him. Tholan got up to
look out his own window.

“What am I to do?” No one
was there to answer him, so he continued to vent his heart. “I fear
there will be more and more to leave the services. And when they
do, who will watch over them? Who will guide them to the other
life, the one that brings them to us?”

No one. Closing his eyes, he thought
of his own days as a protector. Few knew that Tholan had spent the
better part of his younger days as a protector, and fewer still
knew why he was now behind a desk and not out in the world. He had
failed. Or so he’d told himself so often that he was the only one
that truly believed. Though, now that he thought on it, he was the
only one that felt he’d failed at all.

“I failed my charge because
I was an arrogant idiot and I couldn’t finish my job. I should have
done my job instead of hiding out as I’d done. I should have told
her what I’d done to her. I should have been killed for hurting her
so badly.” Tholan felt the hurt of what he’d done, and a tear
escaped as he thought about it.

He had gone to his human and was
watching her. But she’d fallen, something that happened from time
to time, and he went to help her steady herself. But she’d been
dead. Fifty-one years before her time. Tholan, in a panic, had
lifted her into his arms and carried her to the holding station
before the medics were to arrive. But when he arrived, she was not
allowed entrance. He’d taken her too soon.

“You’ll need to tell her.”
Michael hadn’t been mad then, but he had gotten so when Tholan
refused to tell his charge that he’d failed her. “Tell her that she
can go back, but it will not be the same. She’ll be unable to dance
and sing as she’d done before, but she will live out the rest of
her days.”

Tholan hadn’t been able to do it. And
when someone else had had to come in to do what he couldn’t, he was
demoted almost immediately and put to watch over the animals. It
was decades before he was able to bid on the position that he had
now. But he still thought of her.

Sitting back down at his desk, he
finished up his rotation until nearly midnight and stood to leave.
When he looked up from his desk, he saw Riss there. He started to
ask him how long he’d been waiting when Riss spoke.

“I’ve talked to Michael. He
is going to see about getting me released from my duties.” Tholan
sat down after offering a chair to Riss as he continued. “I’m
supposed to be in the rotation of this plan until he gets back to
me. Michael said it won’t be long.”

“You really are going to
leave here?” Riss nodded. “I don’t know what to say to you. There
are no words to convey how much I’ll miss you.”

“They’ll end my life.”
Tholan felt his heart ache for the man and nodded. “I will have
enough time to put things in my life to rest. Then I will die. I
came here to ask a favor of you.”

“Anything.”

Riss got up to pace. Tholan would do
whatever he wanted, even end his life before the allotted time if
that’s what he needed.

“I would ask that you take
my belongings and distribute them to my fellow protectors. I’ve no
one to leave them to.” Tholan started to shake his head, but Riss
continued talking. “I have my pay as well. A good deal of it. I’ve
never…I know that some of the others have purchased homes and
things on earth, but I’d never seen the need. Would you please see
that some children’s charity gets it?”

Tholan nodded. “Anything else?” Riss
just moved back and forth on the carpet. Just as Tholan was going
to repeat his question, Riss turned to him.

“I would ask that you go to
earth for me. I’ve…there is one human thing that I’ve gotten that
I’ve never told anyone of. It’s a plot. A place to be buried. I
know that you’ll not be able to take my body, but I ask that you
bury this in the place I have set aside.”

He laid a ring on the desk before he
continued pacing. Tholan picked it up and looked at it. It was old,
probably as old as Riss was. When he started to ask him where it
had come from, he saw the inscription.

“Your first charge.” Riss
nodded. “I had heard that you’d taken something from her, but I’d
never thought it to be true. She should have been buried with
this.”

“She gave it to me. Or who
she thought was looking over her. I think from the very beginning
she knew someone was there. At times I would hear her speaking, as
if to me. I would laugh at her antics, cry when she was
brokenhearted, and died a little when she did. I would like this to
take the place of my body.”

Tholan nodded and put the ring on his
desk to put in the safe for later. They talked for a little while
longer, and then Riss said he was going to rest. The man looked
like he’d been run over several times and left for dead. Tholan
thought he’d already given up.


Chapter
2

 


Kala Marrow sat at her desk
for ten minutes just staring at the screen. Terminated. And not
even in person. She’d gotten the email first thing when she sat
down. And now…well, now she had to gather her things by ten o’clock
and put them in a box that had been sitting on her chair with her
name on it when she’d arrived today. The letter had also told her
not to try to take anything that belonged to the company, for they
would be inspecting her leavings
when she did.

“They’re not leavings.
That’s shit, not my personal belongings.” She looked around when
she realized she’d spoken out loud and started to sort through her
things. There was a lot, too. When they spent ten years on a job, a
person could collect a lot of “leavings.” Laughing a little, she
thought it better than crying. When her friend Dan Carey came by
her desk, she tried to ignore him, but he lifted her chin up to see
her face.

“I got one too.” She
glanced at her computer, then back at him. “Today. I have until
nine forty-five to get my things gathered up and ready to be
inspected.”

“Leavings?” He nodded and
pulled a chair from another cubical to where she was sitting. “They
told me to work until my time was up. Like I’d be able to help a
customer get his remote lined up with his television for this
company knowing that I’d never get another check from
them.”

“Yeah, mine said that too.
Must be a form letter.” He looked around her area and leaned in
closer. “I’ve heard that all but three from this department alone
are going to leave today. What do you suppose they’ll do about
keeping people’s cable running if we’re all gone?”

Kala had heard rumors that the company
was hurting. Just last week she’d had to argue with the accounting
department about her check. It had been shorted nearly fourteen
hundred dollars in commissions. And the paycheck before that she’d
not gotten her attendance bonus. She was glad now that she’d had
them pay her now instead of waiting until her next check. That was
going to help her for the coming months.

“Do you think we’ll get
unemployment?” She shrugged. While she was glad it was there to
use, she hoped to have another job before it became necessary to
get her first check. Kala’s goal was to be as independent as
possible. Never again was she going to be dependent on welfare and
government help.

“I have some money saved.
Do you?” Dan shook his head. She didn’t think he would. His manner,
of course, was to get it and spend it. She supposed that worked if
you were thirty-six and still lived at home. But she hadn’t lived
with anyone for all her adult life, and had lived in an orphanage
up until then.

“I have some things lined
up. And then we’re going to get unemployment. They termed us. We
didn’t quit.” He leaned back in his chair. “I guess you’ll go job
hunting tomorrow?”

She would, and today after she left
there. Things needed to be paid, and they wouldn’t be if she didn’t
have a job. Thinking about what she’d do, she started putting her
things into a box that was entirely too small for what she had to
stuff in it. She was pulling her pictures off the wall when Dan
spoke again.

“I want you to know that I
still want us to be friends when this is over.” She nodded,
thinking that while they were work friends, they’d never done
anything outside the job. “Kala, do you suppose they’ll cut off our
free cable and Internet, too? I hope not. I really like watching
television, and so does Momma.”

“I would guess they’ve
already done that.” She thought about the little postscript at the
end of the email. “Did you see where we’d be able to set up our
billing for it? I think it said something about two hundred dollars
a month for the package we have now. I guess I’ll be watching
regular television from now on.”

She’d never watched much in the first
place. It’s not that she didn’t enjoy what she did glance at, but
there really wasn’t a great deal of free time in her life. If there
was an open slot on the schedule, she usually worked it. And more
often than not, she would stay over her shift if someone was
running late. Kala had raked up a great deal of overtime that way,
and fat commission’s checks too.

“I’m not going to be able
to watch my shows if they stop it now. I have my DVRs set up to
record seven shows just tonight.” Kala looked at Dan and frowned.
He had that much time to watch seven shows? But then he rarely
worked a forty-hour week. She supposed he’d have all kinds of time.
Shaking her head, she continued putting her things in the
box.

When he was called to his desk by
security, she finished getting her things gathered together. By the
time she was finished, she had filled a second box and put a few
things in her purse as well. When Dale with security came for her,
she asked him if he could help her and he nodded, taking the
heavier of the boxes.

“I’m sorry this is
happening to you, Kala. I thought they were just trimming out the
lazy ones. We down there in the hot box never believed it would be
you.” She felt tears well in her eyes and nodded at him. “We’ve all
been waiting for us to get the
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