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Danny reached out and flicked the gold cross that hung down over Susie's blouse. She recoiled, her back thumping against the green SUV's door. She smacked at his hand.

"Danny," she demanded to a chorus of laughter, "what the hell?" The other guys in the truck all leaned forward a bit, their smiles dangerous and feral.

"Susie, relax, huh?" Danny said. "We just wanna have a little fun. A little fun never hurt nobody, so relax."

Danny grinned at his companions: there was Ken right behind Susie's seat with his ash blond hair falling into his eyes and John in the middle seat, his red t-shirt pulling back on his body, sharply outlining his chest, busy groping forward with both hands on the back of the front seats. Susie Sparrow let her eyes wander across them, giving them each her best serious stare. It was a copy of her mother's glare, the one that came right before Susie was grounded. But she was only 16, like Danny and Ken, and couldn't pull off the look, coming up with a gaze that spoke only of mild distaste and stomach upset instead.

"Danny—guys—come on." She reached behind her and fumbled for the door handle. "This isn't funny, all right?" Jiggling the handle did nothing; Danny had locked the door electronically.

Her heart beat quickly and the edges of panic ate at the darker corners of her mind.

Danny and John laughed at her attempts to flee the vehicle.

Susie reconsidered the wisdom of her earlier acceptance. It was raining, pouring really, and when Danny had offered her the ride home she had agreed gratefully. Her school uniform, with its short plaid skirt and white blouse, was fun for teasing some of the guys in her class but was wholly impractical for sudden torrential rain.

Susie had known Danny for years, and he had never acted like this—none of these guys had. Something was off about them.

Susie found she had no time to consider what it might be as Ken reached around the edge of the seat and grabbed her collar, yanking it hard enough to pop two buttons open.

She screamed. The boys pawed at her clothing and exposed skin. Rain slammed against the roof and windows of the SUV lending a constant thrum of undertone to the woops and howls of the three guys. Darkness seemed to grow in the corners of the car, seeping across them all. Susie's voice gave out, her shout becoming a gravel laden plea and finally a whimper.

She prayed then. Even as John's hand pinned her arm she prayed as hard as she could. Danny's mouth pressed against hers but she just prayed harder. Ken grabbed her hair and yanked her head back but Susie's eyes shut tightly and she prayed harder.

What she never expected was an answer.

Her eyes still closed, Susie realized she could see, only everything looked wrong. Ken's face over the back of the seat was bursting with light: blues but with a black outline that was spreading and taking over the other hues. John was the same but with less black, and as Susie studied it, lost in the strangeness of it, she realized the black light made her feel sick to her stomach.

Danny was made of it, where his eyes should have been there were only twin foci of ruby red brilliance.

A voice whispered in Susie's ear, causing her to turn her head towards where she thought it had come from.

Stay calm, child. You are answered.

The voice itself was a cacophony of tones and octaves, layered across one voice and ending up sounding like the finest chorus Susie had ever thought to dream of. Warmth spread through her body and the groping, invading touches of the boys sank from her perception. The voice was coming from inside her.

These here with you are not as they should be.

Convinced she had gone insane, Susie tried to fling her arms up in front of her, to push them all away and escape the three youths as well as whatever was happening to her. Her arms came up, easily breaking the holds that had pinned her before, startling her more than Ken and Danny when they found themselves holding nothing.

She opened her eyes and blinked rapidly as normal sight layered over the unusual visual effects she saw with her eyes closed.

"Danny, what's wrong with—" she started to ask, cut off by a stinging slap from Danny's open hand. The crack turned her head sharply and she bit down on her tongue. Copper warmth flooded her mouth, making her hiss through closed teeth. Hands reached for her again in a confusing swirl and she swatted at them, easily batting them aside.

Accept me into you, child, and be saved.

Susie nodded, making John tilt his head questioningly, and let the warmth spread within her until it filled her to what felt like bursting. She leveled her gaze at Danny.

"You are gonna be so sorry, I think," she whispered and sensed the warmth spread outward. A golden glimmer of light caught her eye. When she gave in and looked to her right she saw a gossamer wing made of golden light that blossomed right through the car without breaking or stopping. "So really sorry."

The thing inside her whispered to her as Susie continued to bat away the hands and occasional feet that launched at her in attempts to subdue her. It told her things, things she didn't want to believe, much less believe in. Secrets and apparent truths: naming Danny as a demon, and showing her that his influence had corrupted the others past the point of safe return. It told her what to do.

Susie took a deep breath and swallowed, the tang of blood still coating her mouth. She brought her hands up in front of her, slowly. Ken grabbed her left shoulder and Danny reached for her throat. She accepted each touch impersonally, shaking her head sadly.

Be strong, came the voice again. Susie felt a tear well up in her eye, knowing it was the last one she would shed over the other occupants of the car. She grabbed Ken's head and held it firmly in her hands. He struggled, writhing to free himself but she held him where he was, and twisted. A wet pop echoed surprisingly loud in the vehicle as his neck broke. John startled and scrabbled backwards, retreating in fear.

"I'll try," Susie thought to herself, hoping the voice could hear her and knowing that it could. She flexed muscles she didn't have and her left wing folded inwards, slicing through John cleanly.

Danny howled with rage and reached behind him, tearing the door off its hinges and leaping out of the truck.

"Bitch! What the hell are you?" he demanded, his voice dropping into an inhuman growl. Susie followed him out slowly, gaining confidence as the warmth continued to settle inside her.

"If I knew that, Danny..." she shook her head and looked at him, the black pool of light that overlaid his body pulsating in time with his breath. His flesh shuddered and tore as sharp spikes began to grow out of his very bones. His jaw distended and sharpened, causing him to howl in pain and anger. Susie's eyes tightened as she swept her wings across him, the golden light passing through his body but having no effect at all on him.

"Little bitch. The lightshows won't work on me," he said and laughed, lunging at her in the next breath with his claw-like fingers extended towards her slender neck. Susie stopped for a second, the wrong second, as she considered that Danny could see the wings, too. His hands encircled her throat and tore at her, causing her to lose any thought about what he could and couldn't see as she screamed and tried to get away.

He had her and she couldn't break free. Panic grew inside her, replacing the warmth. The warmth grew stronger in response, calming her. She willed it hotter still.

"I'm sorry." she said softly as smoke starting to wisp upwards from her skin. Reaching up she grabbed Danny's wrists, clasping them tightly even as his fingers tore rents of skin from her throat.

Heat waves rose in the air. Danny's skin bubbled where it touched hers. He wailed in pain and surprise but she wouldn't let go, willing the warmth stronger, stoking her own internal fires.

Flame burst out around them, engulfing them both but only burning him. She let go and Danny dropped to the ground, a screaming curling ball of flesh turned to flame.

"Now what?" she asked herself as she turned and started to walk away, distancing herself from the killing.

Now we hunt, came the simple reply. You show me your world and together we will remove these creatures.

"Where? I don't know where there are more...demons...or whatever he was. I didn't ask for this, I don't want to just wander around killing people." She sighed, letting the warmth ease, the glowing wings fading slowly.

You are my vessel now. We will hunt and you will grow stronger for it. It is a worthy purpose.

The voice in her head, the angel she supposed, brooked no refusal. Sighing, Susie started heading for the bad side of town.

"I'll drive the body though, got that? You just wait for trouble?"

Of course. The flesh is yours, the soul yours. The vengeance— that is mine.

"Then enjoy the show."
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There are some things which cannot

be learned quickly, and time, which is

all we have, must be paid heavily for

their acquiring. They are simple things,

and because it takes a man's life to

know them, the little new that each

man gets from life is very costly and

the only heritage he has to leave.

–Ernest Hemingway

With great power there must also

come—great responsibility!

–Stan Lee

...And annoyance.

–Susie Sparrow
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I have been all things unholy.

If God can work through me,

he can work through anyone.

–St. Francis of Assisi

The demon-possessed boy didn't seem inclined to speak many coherent sentences as he tried, and failed, to lift the car. Mostly he grunted, groaned, muttered, screamed and otherwise howled in rage as his hands scrabbled along the bumper, finally managing to simply tear it free. He flung it with surprising strength, the sort of strength that made you think he might've been able to lift the whole car after all.

Susie Sparrow sighed and took a step to the left, her feet melting into the pavement as she did, and tucked in her wings. The wings sprouted from her back, without harming the shirt they passed through, and seemed to be made of pure flame.

She had no patience with this one. She shook her head and held out both of her hands towards him, trying to focus the heat that was spilling aimlessly from her body directly at the curly haired boy.

Carl grinned, his mouth full of white teeth that looked suddenly far too large for his face, and stood his ground unfazed by Susie's attempt to direct her abilities.

"This is bullshit," she whispered to herself. She wasn't, it must be admitted, talking to herself so much as she was conversing with the thing that had possessed her—the thing she called simply "The Angel."

"You must learn to use our abilities properly," the Angel replied calmly, "so that Vengeance can be served without incident."

"Okay, you can shut up, all right," she whispered as she dove clear of Carl's clumsy lunge, "'cause this isn't the best time to lecture me."

Susie grabbed Carl's right leg as he lay prone on the ground. The rubber of his Converse sneaker started to melt as her hand held it, and the fabric of the shoe smoldered into flaming life. Carl grimaced and tore his foot away, leaving most of the sneaker behind, save for the odd bits of rubber now melted to his sock and foot.

"Bitch, you think that can stop me? You think a little heat can stop the power I control now? This body is mine!" Carl stood, the pain in his foot giving him no pause, and thumped a hand theatrically against his loose blue T-shirt.

Laughing now, Susie let her wings unfurl and spread them as wide as she could. As she did she let the searing heat inside her spill out unchecked. The pavement melted, running like water in places, and the brick faced building next to them started to blacken.

"Did you really think I was going to try and separate you from the body? And who," she asked, narrowing her eyes until she could see the black aura that, to her eyes, seeped from Carl's skin like an oil slick, "writes your shit-ass dialogue? You sound like... some... shit-ass dialogue monkey, that's what you sound like!"

Running towards him, she folded her wings with a snap, slicing them through his torso and stopping short of running directly into him. The wings slid into and through the black energy coming from Carl, cutting it in two like a knife through butter, but as they passed through it, the darkness closed the gaps.

"That's not supposed to be how it works," she whispered to the Angel in complaint.

"They are getting stronger," it replied quickly, "and the longer they are within a host body the stronger they will get."

"Oh well, that's fucking wonderful. I guess I'll have to melt his head or something," she muttered and quickly closed the remaining distance between Carl and herself.

Carl screamed, his use of language retreating for the most part back into incoherent utterances. His flesh started to boil and ooze down his skull like taffy in a microwave. In desperation, he punched and kicked at Susie blindly. One of his fists connected with her diaphragm solidly and sent her backwards a step, doubled over in pain and frustration.

"You see, bitch! You see?" Carl spoke with a prominent lisp now, his lips drooping against his chin, but he still managed to sling his fury around as best he could. "Did your rider tell you that we're all getting stronger now?"

Coughing and clutching an arm across her stomach, Susie raised an eyebrow and tried to say something that was lost to her gasps.

"Oh yeah, you can see us. You stupid child, we can see you for what you are too, bitch." Carl reached up and manually moved his eyelids around so that he could see more clearly. "Or did he forget to mention that to you?"

Bent over, clutching her torso tightly, she kept her head down and her eyes on the ground in front of her. Her shoes were sticky with melted tar, but the shoes themselves remained intact and unharmed. She wondered again, as she had before, why her abilities worked the way they did. She took small breaths, making a show of gasping when she could, as Carl took slow purposeful strides towards her, laughing and ranting.

Carl reached for her prone neck, a wet and rasping cackle bellowing from his chest. The heat around Susie had died down as she lost focus, allowing Carl to reach out for her. Half bent over as she was, she could see his feet on the ground in front of her, and even as his hands groped out quickly for purchase along her throat, she forced herself to straight up. Focusing as hard and fast as she could, Susie fairly exploded with heat and leaned against Carl, hugging his head to her chest as she did so.

Carl tried to scream, the cry cutting off as his larynx ceased to exist. His feet twitched a final time in molten pavement as Susie's arms touched her chest, the remains of Carl's skull running down her white blouse.

"We," she said, disgustedly wiping bits of Carl from her front, "have not only got to talk, we have got to talk soon. Got me?"

"Yes, you need further training in..."

"No, fuck training. Do not derail this by telling me all about the need for vengeance. No. You know shit that you aren't telling me. I am not getting brains all over my chest and ruining another damned shirt without knowing the real score. You come clean or I ignore the funny voice in my head from now on."

"You are overreacting to—"

"Shut up! You spill, or no vengeance ever again. Deal?" Susie relaxed and mentally pulled inward, her wings growing smaller and vanishing as her heat levels dropped to normal.

"Fine," the Angel sighed, in as much as Angels sigh.

***
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SUSIE CLOSED THE DOOR softly behind her, as quietly as she could. She hoped to be able to sneak upstairs and change before anyone in her family saw her. Ringo, the family dog, ruined her entire plan by running up to her with his slightly limping gait and barking furiously at her heels, hoping she was carrying a treat with her—perhaps a steak.

"Ringo, shush," Susie whispered harshly at the dog.

Ringo didn't seem in a very hushable mood, so Susie shook a finger towards his nose. The dog was well trained enough to know the signal for "sit down and shut up." Ringo sat down, gazing up at her as she looked around trying to see if anyone was coming.

He was getting old and outside of running to the door, all Ringo did was get taken for walks—and sleep on the sofa. Door openings were exciting for him, if he was awake.

Feeling safe, she started up the long white carpeted stairs that sat just past the front door. Sneakers carried carefully in hand, still-cooling tar stuck to the sides of their soles, Susie skipped over the third step, knowing it made a resounding creaking noise at the best of times. The top of the stairs reached in safety, she flung open the door to her room and pitched her shoes in ahead of her, aiming for a wicker basket full of trash. She would retrieve the shoes later to clean them, but there was simply no where else good to put them down until they fully cooled.

"Hey, Suze, you wanna play Firestarter with me?" a high-pitched voice asked from behind her.

Susie started to turn on her heel to answer her brother directly but stopped herself as she remembered the mess on her shirt. She took a step into the room as if she hadn't heard anything at all and started to close the door. Ignoring her brother didn't really ever work, but the attempt couldn't hurt.

"Kevin," she said with a sigh as she closed the door, "I'm really not in the mood for video games right now, ok?" The sound of Kevin's nine year old sigh slid into her room through her door just before it closed.

Changing shirts as fast her fingers could manage the buttons, Susie flopped backwards onto her bed, the red patchwork quilt flapping upward under her sudden weight as if sighing along with her brother. She laid there, staring at the ceiling and plucking her fingers uselessly at the quilt, thinking about everything that had happened—not just the whole head melting event, but what led up to it.

It hadn't been more than a few months since the night that changed Susie Sparrow's life. There were nights she still woke up in a cold sweat over it all: the apparent attempted rape by kids from her own school, which was strange enough, the sudden possession by the Angel that now seemed to live in her head, which really made life a cross to bear some days, and the strange powers and mission forced upon her by something she didn't truly understand. Worse, it sounded all too simple when she broke it down like that.

Susie hated it, but reveled in it at the same time. It wasn't every sixteen year old that could melt metal in their hands, much less create huge flame-looking wings from their backs. It wouldn't win a talent show; but it came in handy and had saved her life more often than not.

Of course, she thought, the main reason she needed her life saved by her own powers so often was the whole "mission statement" in the first place. Ridding the planet, slowly, of demonically possessed people and taking vengeance upon them. It sounded funny put like that, like she was a Blues Brother.

"All right," Susie said softly towards the ceiling as she folded her hands across her chest, "talk to me."

"You are being difficult for no reason." The Angel's voice—so far it had resisted allowing Susie to name it at all—took on an edge of impatience, something Susie almost never heard from it.

"What's your problem, anyway? You never give me any information. I don't even get a name from you, nothing. You just want me to go hunt these demons all the time."

"That is my mission, and by extension, yours."

"It is not 'by extension, mine' at all," Susie fumed, her hands raising and then slapping at the quilt. "You won't tell me anything. I don't see why I should bother to help you..."

"You have no choice."

"Of course I have a choice! I can tell you to get out of my head, or just ignore you, or something like that, that sort of thing. I have a choice."

"We are bound. The bond can not be broken except by death, which would end both of our existences. That is the reality of the situation."

"I am really starting to not like you...you...damn it, what's your name already? It's been months, what's your name? Give me something here. You promised!"

"You," the Angel said with what seemed to be a sigh, "can call me Ferapont."

"That...that isn't...it's not really...that's not Angelic is it? Like Gabriel or Michael or Rafael or that other one...Donatello."

"You ask me for a name and now you complain it isn't the right name?"

"Well, I," Susie stammered a bit, ashamed of the simple rightness with which the Angel spoke, "didn't mean it like...I just thought that your name would be more...I dunno, Angelic."

"Now that you are changed and satisfied, we should find the known friends of our last prey and see if they were also taken."

"I'm not even close to satisfied, and I'm hungry. There are limits, Ferapont. Relax."

Susie sat up and absentmindedly smoothed the quilt under her before standing. There were, she knew, bigger things to deal with before she took all of her anger out on the Angel. Bigger thing, singular, really. Dinner. With her family.

Susie picked one of her sneakers out of the trash and poked a finger against the tar experimentally, finding it almost solid enough to scrape off without much trouble. Dropping it back in the waste basket, Susie left the room to trudge down the stairs.

The kitchen was well lit and full of bustling life as Gloria and William Sparrow moved in simple, learned harmony to finish dinner. Kevin laid out silverware with painstaking carefulness, tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth. Susie wandered towards the stove, passing her father as he carried a serving bowl to the table, to see what was for dinner.

"Mom," Susie said in her best whine, "tofu again?"

"Sweetie, you're just going to have to get used to it," Gloria said with a shake of her head.

"We went vegetarian weeks ago, Suze," her father added, coming back to lay a hand gently on his daughter's shoulder, "I don't see why it's a surprise."

"It isn't a surprise," Susie insisted, "it's a disappointment."

"What's wrong with tofu?" her mother asked, flipping a browning rectangle of the stuff over in the frying pan.

"Well, to start, like, it isn't meat," Susie said with a smirk. "Also, it's tofu."

"Suze," her father began, only to be interrupted by his wife.

"You know that your father and I aren't forcing you to be vegetarian with us. We just won't allow meat in our home anymore."

"Which is really," Susie sighed, "the same thing, isn't it?"

"You could get a job and eat all the meat you wanted, somewhere else," her father suggested with a laugh. Gloria reached over and slugged him lightly in the arm.

"Come on, hon, let's not be mean to the poor put upon child. She's obviously distressed and distraught by this sudden turn of events that just sprung out of nowhere and..."

"All right mother, I get the point." Susie shook her head and sat down at the table, switching her knife and fork around. "Kevin, you got it wrong again."

Kevin frowned and looked at the table. He walked around it shaking his head as he adjusting the silverware and then sat across from Susie, making a face at her. William playfully cuffed the back of his son's head with a gentle admonition about making faces at the table before he too sat. Gloria set the fried tofu on the table and took her own seat, smiling.

Susie loved her family, but felt like an alien life form as often as not around them. Through her eyes they seemed so pristine and strangely perfect. In any other group it would be a sign that something was terribly wrong, some secret was hidden, but so far Susie couldn't find one, unless it was her herself. Things weren't, of course, all perfect in the Sparrow household, but Susie was around them less and less and kept seeing only glossy bits, or at least remembering those in particular.

"See, that doesn't look bad at all, does it? Fried tofu and a nice salad," Gloria asked, glancing at the faces of her family. William smiled and nodded at her, obviously pleased. It had been his idea to go vegetarian, after all.

Susie rolled her eyes, refusing to comment further. Kevin, however, piped up with a happy "I like tofu" that earned him a swift kick under the table from his older sister who knew better, and knew that he snuck hot dogs after school sometimes.

Dinner started quietly, but slowly signs of family life crept out and took over. Questions about William's day at the office as well as Gloria's led to inquiries about Kevin's latest quiz at school. About halfway through dinner, the family conversation turned towards a recap of Susie's day at school. She looked at her plate and muttered that everything was fine, if not even fine and dandy. Flashing her father a quick smile, she speared a hunk of tofu and chewed it with what she decided was a thoughtful look so she could avoid speaking any more.

William Sparrow worried about his daughter. In the last few months, she had seemed to withdraw, but at least she didn't seem sullen. At first, both Gloria and he had chalked it up to some new boyfriend that their daughter wanted to keep quiet about, but after a month or so they both went their separate ways in terms of theory. William was afraid that Susie was hanging out with a bad group of kids at school and might even be starting to take drugs in secret. Gloria kept him from saying anything to Susie about it, and they had fights over different parental ideas late at night when no one could hear, their voices just raised whispers and their body language driving home points.

For her part, Gloria, just assumed her daughter would tell them what was wrong when she was ready. Her faith in her only female child was sound and never strayed to thoughts of drug use or criminal activity. Sure, she was convinced that Susie snuck a few beers here and there, and went to the occasional party after assuring her parents that she was going to go study with a girlfriend, but what sixteen year old didn't do that?

Gloria would have been more worried if Susie didn't sneak around behind her parents' backs sometimes. Kevin was glad of his sister's silence, taking it as a chance to talk more and tell his parents about how good he was doing at school.

He loved his sister the way nine year old brothers commonly do, and in no way minded a chance to show off. Susie stood up from the table, her chair scraping loudly against the tile floor. Wincing at the noise, she set her silverware on her plate and grabbed it, turning towards the sink. 

"Going somewhere?" her father asked.

"I have practice tonight. You know I'm trying out for the track team. I should go change and get out of here."

She set her dish in the sink and ran water over it, then felt her mother's hand settle on her shoulder. Susie ignored the hand and rinsed her plate without saying anything.

"Honey, weren't the track team try-outs last week?"

"Oh, well, sure. But these are the try-outs for the swing slots that I'm practicing for. I can still make it," Susie said quickly, hoping that the lie sounded convincing. Leading a double life, she was realizing, flat out sucked most days. That is when it wasn't a real pain.

Her father sighed, and her mother removed her hand with a nod that she made sure Susie saw. Consent given, Susie hurried upstairs to change into a track suit. She grabbed her sneakers from the trash and peeled and scraped the dried tar from the soles until they looked only dirty, rather than like construction site refugee shoes.

As she got ready Susie wondered for the hundredth time why she didn't simply tell her parents about her new life. They would understand, she hoped, and it would make life easier, possibly; that is unless they flipped out about their daughter being an angelically possessed demon hunter who almost got killed on a regular basis.

There was, she admitted to herself, a high chance of that reaction. And that was, as always, enough to stop her. She also didn't want them trying to help her and get hurt.

Ever since that attack, getting grabbed into Danny's SUV and groped and almost raped, when she had prayed for help and beenanswered, Susie found herself thrown into something she still didn't even really grasp the edges of. Ferapont wasn't exactly being helpful, either. He offered information only when he needed to, and habitually dodged direct questions.

"That is unfair," Ferapont insisted.

"Stop reading my mind," Susie whispered, "I know you hear everything I think, but it creeps me out, ok? Just pretend you can only hear me when I speak to you, all right?"

"It is a waste of time and may give an enemy an advantage if you insist on speaking out loud to me, and denying my existence otherwise."

"If it does, we'll deal with that then, but until then just shut the hell up. Seriously," Susie mumbled as she finished tying on her sneakers, "it creeps me out something massive. Just lay off the omnipresent thing."

Ferapont remained silent, which Susie took as assent. Fine by her, the less Ferapont spoke the happier she was. Maybe, she thought with a grin, knowing he could hear her, if he just kept dead silent for the rest of her life she could go on living a normal existence and not have to deal with all of the insanity he brought with him. She looked at the ceiling of her room while waiting for some self-superior reply, but none came. Good, she thought and grabbed her book bag, leaving her room and hurrying downstairs and out the front door.

***
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THE FIELD BEHIND THE gym was deserted when Susie got there, as she hoped it would be. Still, it felt too open a space, and it would leave too much of a mess—possibly scorching the grass and the chance of breaking something. Rubble was always hard to explain.

She turned left at the edge of the field and found herself in a wide alley between two stores that catered to the students of her high school.

"Ok," she said to the pavement, "now what did that kid mean when he said that they could see me, too?"

"The possessed can see the possessed."

"But wait, I can...we can sense them all over. I mean, you've mentioned one or two fairly far out from the city even. So why aren't they..."

"Coming after you at your dwelling?"

"Yeah, exactly, yeah!"

"I am stronger than they are and can hide you from their senses, until you tap into my abilities."

"So, all right. But no, wait," Susie chewed her lip and leaned against the brick wall of the small deli that she frequented with her friends, "then couldn't they be strong enough to, like, hide from you too sometimes?"

"It is certainly possible," Ferapont agreed quickly enough to make Susie uncomfortable.

"And that doesn't bother you? How can that not...Argh! You...You suck! You just fucking suck, you know that? You totally fucking suck. How can you not tell me these things up front?" Susie kicked a wall and fumed as she ranted, her hands clenched into fists at her side.

"What good would it do you to worry as you are now? I should have done this?"

"Yes! Fuck! Yes you should have! How does it help me to be ignorant?" Susie kicked the wall again, grimacing as the pain shot through her foot. "I thought you wanted me to, like, survive or something, I guess I was wrong?"

"I simply did not see the logic in instilling possibly unfounded fears in you."

"Instill! For the love of—instill!"

Susie concentrated until she could feel the center of heat that lay deep inside her body. Once she had focused on it, the heat started to grow by itself and she relaxed to let it grow and begin to flow out of her. The mental tricks of controlling when she overheated and how much heat to allow, a system of alternating concentration and relaxation, had driven her to sheer anger and wanton frustration at first.

Even now, though the process had become swifter and easier for her, she thought of those first times, when her confusion affected her abilities almost to the point of uselessness. Her eyes stared off into space while her mind wandered back...

***
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THE SATURDAY WAS BRIGHT and sunny. Clouds seemed to retreat into hiding just to allow more clear blue sky to radiate down and shine into the eyes of the people walking around outside. Susie Sparrow left the pizzeria with an easy, cheerful gait, waving to her friends Betty and Liz as she went. The school week was over and everyone was going to go see a movie later that night.

Suddenly a voice went off in Susie's head, a voice that was already starting to become annoyingly familiar.

"Nearby. A demon. We must act," the Angel insisted, his voice allowing no suggestion that he could be denied. Susie sighed and didn't even bother to reply, trying to hide her annoyance at having her beautiful day interrupted.

The Angel gave directions in a clipped tone that left Susie feeling like a military cadet, or at least what she thought a military cadet would feel like. Her cousin had been in the National Guard Reserves for a few years, and he loved to tell stories about mean drill sergeants and stupid orders.

Winding her way down streets she hardly knew, Susie took off her red and white flared short jacket, stuffing it in her book bag. She didn't want it ruined and was already getting used to the idea that anything she wore had a good chance of not seeing the next day after dealing with a demon.

A girl stood over what seemed a burlap sack of some sort, near the end of a crooked street. The girl kept kicking the sack and laughing, a deep guttural laugh that shouldn't have come out of anyone's throat, unless they happened to be a sixty-year-old blues singer.

"I'm gonna take a wild stab and say that's who you're all excited about," Susie thought to the Angel, trying to find the center point of her being where heat sprang from.

"Yes. You should dispatch her quickly before she notices..." the Angel began, stopping as Susie took control of the situation.

"Hey shitbag," Susie yelled, striking what she considered to be an intimidating pose. She found her core of heat and concentrated on expanding it.

The girl stopped kicking and laughing, blinking in surprise several times before shaking her head as she looked over at Susie.

"Did you mean to demand claim to this kill," she asked, one eyebrow raising slightly.

"What? No! I demand you stop...that's a kill? It's a burlap sack."

The girl laughed and casually rolled the sack over with a foot.

A man was swaddled up in the rags and cloth that had looked like a shapeless sack. His bloodied and beaten face had swelled with bruises. It took Susie a second to recognize it as human.

Susie's anger at realizing that she was standing there, striking a pose while a man lay so close to dead as to possibly already have died, fueled her. She tried to force the heat within her to burst forth as she charged the other girl. Demon, she reminded herself, it wasn't really a girl, not anymore. No more than Susie herself was only a girl.

Searing temperatures slid underneath Susie's skin. She focused on sending them outwards towards her hands, instead of simply letting them follow their natural pathways out of her skin. Instead, the scorching waves slid deeper inside Susie, confusing and leaving her unprotected.

The girl backhanded Susie hard, sending her stumbling into a wall. Susie skidded down the wall and landed, dazed and hurt, on her ass. The corner of her mouth was bleeding and tingeing the taste of her spit with hot copper.

Relaxed, Patricia stood over Susie. She waited, over-confident, as Susie stood up and steadied herself.

"What the hell? Don't I have these super cool powers now? Shouldn't this be easy," Susie thought angrily at the Angel.

"You need to learn how to properly use your abilities," came the soft reply.

Susie grumbled, quickly moving backwards to avoid Patricia's fist. She could feel the heat inside her; but the more she tried to force it out, the more it withdrew. Finally, in frustration, she gave up.

Susie picked up a rock to throw, and cocked her arm back at the same time Patricia's foot connected with her diaphragm. The blow crumpled Susie, and she lay on the ground, gasping for breath. There was no time to think, and frankly, Susie had no ability to do so. Unchecked and unlabored over, the heat within her rose to the surface in steady unrelenting waves.

Patricia reached down to grab Susie by the neck and winced as the flesh on her hand started to blacken and boil. It was the slimy, waxy touch of melting skin that made Susie take notice of the situation. She took a harsh, painful breath and smiled a small smile to herself. Pushing off of the until recently cool pavement, Susie felt her hands start to sink slightly into the ground and stood shakily and slowly.

"You were," Susie said in a series of curt, harsh gasps that sounded far more dangerous than she could have meant, "laughing?"

Grabbing Patricia's neck, the way the girl had meant to grab Susie's, Susie squeezed hard and relaxed something deep inside herself. Flesh bubbled and blistered until the white of bone could be seen through the evaporating blood. Patricia lost the ability to scream, but she writhed, kicking and flailing out as best she could.

Susie saw the glow of her wings reflected in Patricia's eyes as they dimmed to lifelessness, and drew an odd satisfaction from the image.

Killing the girl didn't bother Susie nearly as much as killing the possessed had before. With each one it grew easier, and that scared Susie sometimes. She didn't want to admit to herself that she'd simply begun to enjoy it.

Vengeance, she thought, wasn't such a bad thing after all.

And yet, she promised herself, she wouldn't become as callous as the things she dealt with. She was warily confident of her ability to master her powers and still control her humanity.

***
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THOSE MONTHS PAST SEEMED like yesterday to Susie as she stood in the alley between stores and felt her wings form behind her, growing from her shoulder blades into their full span. She thought about how easily she had dispatched the demon earlier, and then gone home to eat dinner, even—like nothing had happened. Was she growing too callous, too uncaring, so swiftly? Susie didn't have an answer, much less an answer she liked, and that frustrated her.

She used the irritation to fuel her own fires, but tried to keep the heat on a tight leash, allowing it to escape only from the upper half of her body.

Calm, and not in the middle of a fight for her life, some success was possible. The pavement stayed solid while the walls on either side of her started to blacken. Mortar crumbled and brick seared.

It wasn't the stuff of legends, that was pretty far off, but it was still impressive for a girl to pull off, possessed or not. The speed with which Susie found herself growing into her newfound abilities made both of them wonder.

"Yes, exactly," Ferapont said with something more than his normal flatness.

"Is that, like, did you just seem impressed? By me?" Susie grinned to herself and slapped the wall quickly in something quite like pride but disguised as righteous indignation.

"You have started to truly grow into your abilities. Our abilities..."

"No, no 'our.' That's creepy talk there, Needlepoint," Susie said with a shake of her head and a small smirk.

"Ferapont."

"You get creepy, I get sarcastic." She let herself laugh softly, once. "It's totally, like, Starchy and Hunk, or whatever that show was. Look, you wanted to show me how to do stuff, but I got stuff down, right?"

"No. Reduce your heat to normal levels and then pick up a weapon."

"A weapon," Susie asked, looking around the alley, "Where am I going to find a...like a sword, or a .45 maybe?"

"Anything that you can hold in your...there, that."

"That's a bit of wood," she said, nudging it with one not very hot foot. It rolled a bit and otherwise laid there, exactly like a bit of wood.

"It will do."

"If you insist, Perafont."

Susie swallowed, for lack of a better term, her heat and wings, absorbing them back into herself like Jonah and the Whale. Dryer, perhaps, but the theory held. She knew that even when everything was safe and bottled up inside her it still lurked, waiting to get out.

It wanted out, really, and, to whatever extent Susie allowed herself to think of the heat as a living thing of its own, it didn't enjoy being suffocated and lulled to sleep by her internal rhythms.

Susie grabbed the stick on the ground and twirled it in her hand. The broken branch, probably taken from a nearby tree and used as a sword by smaller children until someone had yelled at them, was almost the length of Susie's forearm. She spun it like a baton, looking skeptical as only the young of this world can.

"Cheerleader of Vengeance now? I can't really use this as a weapon, I mean it's a..."

"Hold it in your right hand and free your heat as you did before, focused on your upper half," Ferapont instructed the girl curtly. The more Susie knew about him, the more he started to allow himself to act like a fully rounded being. She might have only gotten a name out of him, but it was enough to open the gates. It was a start, but by no means a finish.

Susie shifted the stick to her right hand and raised an eyebrow.

"Won't it just burst into flames and turn to ash? Real scary."

"Trust in me. Trust in yourself."

Susie allowed the heat freedom once more and held her right arm out from her body, her expression colored with doubt and tinged with a small dose of fear. She eyed the stick as if it might explode once she felt the heat truly start to rise.

The stick burst into flames, but Susie knew she was still too cool to provoke such a reaction. Shaking it back and forth in the air, she watched as its flames seemed to make the wrong sort of noise for fire being waved in wind.

"All right, I give. What is it?"

"You needed a focus. I have been trying to explain that to you. When you focus and hold an object in your right hand, that object becomes the bigger outlet for your heat. It also takes on, partly, the same heat as your wings would otherwise display."

"So wings aren't hot..."

"Exactly."

Susie swung the stick and hit it against the wall, expecting it to explode into a shower of sparks and ash. Instead, the stick felt just as solid as it had before it had burst into flames.

"Like your wings, it will affect the possessed."

"But that only affects some of them, and differently and..."

"When first possessed, the demons are weak. Your wings and your focus can slice through both halves of them—energy and flesh. As they become settled in flesh and spirit they become more solid, and
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