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Chapter 1

A superhero, a ghost, and an angel walk into
a bar.

“What can I get you?” the bartender asks.

“Three whiskies,” the superhero says.

“Three?” The bartender chuckles. “Rough
day?”

“For sure, but only one’s for me.”

The bartender looks around. “You got two
friends I can’t see?”

“Yup. They’re invisible.”

A twenty placed beside a flickering plastic
jack-o-lantern atop the bar gets the bartender moving. “Invisible,
eh? Well, it is almost Halloween, after all.”

* * * *

In a sweater vest and black rimmed glasses,
shaggy gray-haired, blue-eyed Dwight looked more middle-aged nerd
than mighty superhero. The ghost knew Dwight was both. Two names.
Two personas. It was something he’d discovered literally upon his
last breath, when he also learned superheroes couldn’t save
everyone.

“This way.”

A dozen occupied round wooden tables,
manspreading drunkards, and high-heeled shoes on haphazardly placed
feet or slipped off and left about made the trek toward the last
empty seats in the darkest corner an obstacle course. Somehow,
Dwight managed, all while balancing three glasses of rich brown
liquor in one palm.

“Funny thing.” He sat. “Every year for
Halloween, I’d dress as one of three things—a ghost, an angel, or a
superhero.”

“You see us and know what we are?”

“I do,” Dwight whispered to the angel seated
at his left.

“Because you’re a superhero?” the ghost
asked.

“Sexy accent.” Dwight easily found his ear,
too.

“Thanks. Puerto Rican. I’m Dario.”

“Come here often, Dario?”

“The superhero isn’t super original.”

“And the angel thinks he’s a wise guy,”
Dwight said.

“Name’s Dondre.”

“I go by Dwight. What makes you think I’m a
superhero, Dario?”

“I don’t seem to have much control over where
I go,” Dario liked the first question better, “ever since I’ve
been…”

“Muerto?”

“Yeah.” He thought the superhero cocky, even
in his incognito persona. “Muerto.”

“That’ll work itself out in time,” Dondre
promised.

“You the sexy Latino ghost’s stupid guardian
angel or something?”

“You got a beef with angels, Dwight?”
Dondre’s smile remained bright and cheerful despite the exchange.
At least it did for Dario.

Dwight shrugged. “Everything that goes bump
in the night ain’t a ghost, and every savior ain’t an angel. Am I
right?”

“I suppose you are.” Dondre shoved his
whiskey away. “So, you were telling us about Halloween.”

“Not a fan of Jack Daniels?”

“Recovering addict,” Dondre told Dwight.
“Unfortunately, I didn’t recover while alive.”

“So, it doesn’t matter anymore, right?”
Dwight’s drink was already gone, and now he eyed Dondre’s.

“Matters to me. I’ll pass.”

“How ‘bout you, Dario?”

“Not thirsty.” Dying in a bar was enough to
turn Dario off booze, at least for a while. “But thank you, Dwight,
for the gesture.” He was, however, raised to be polite.

“I can’t get enough of that accent.”

“Thanks from me, too,” Dondre said.

“Such a sexy pair.” Dwight downed half of
drink number two. “Me as white as the sheet I wore ten years
trick-or-treating, one of you the color of the lightest scotch, the
other like dark rum. Just as tasty, too, I bet.”

“You looking to get with both of us?”
Dondre’s incredulous tone came with a smirk. “Or just whichever one
bites first?”

“If I suit up, you and me could do it in
flight.”

“Actually…we couldn’t. I could metaphysically
pleasure you, but there’d be no reciprocation, since you can’t
touch me.”

“Like my marriage in reverse.” After knocking
back more whiskey, Dwight waxed poetic. “Pity, ‘cause when a bell
rings, an angel gets his wings, and when he comes, those wings flap
like mad.”

“Is that true?” Dario thought it likely
Dwight had started getting his drunk on much earlier.

“You’ll know soon enough, my man,” Dondre
claimed.

“I wonder when.” Dario also wondered if angel
porn was a thing and if Dondre might have a Fans Only page.

“Time’s a funny thing for sure after death.”
An angel would know. “There’s no definitive schedule of things.
Hours, days, weeks, they’re hard to track after a while.”

“How’d you kick the bucket?” Dwight asked
Dario.

“Umm.”

“Let’s talk about you, Dwight.” Dondre was a
savior—Dario’s guardian angel—officially or not. “The
sheet…Halloween…Tell us the story.”

“Sure.” Dwight ran his finger around the
inside of the empty glass for a last taste first. “I grew up in a
family of five kids. Without much money, we had to make do. Forget
fancy Halloween costumes. A full size bedsheet was all I had to
work with. Ages three through seven, it covered me head to toe.
Worn enough to see through, I didn’t even have to cut eyes. Those
were the years I went as a ghost. Age eight, a summer growth spurt.
I shot up six inches…and then stopped, unfortunately.”

“You’re tall…ish.” Dondre was several inches
taller.

“That same year,” Dwight ignored the
backhanded compliment, “the sheet grew a great big hole. So, when
October thirty-first came, Mom put my head through it. Cardboard
wings and a tinfoil halo—Boom!”

Dario hated that word now.

“Sounds like you have a great mom.”

“That I do, Don. That I did. A great mom and
a drunk for a dad.” Dwight went for the third Jack. “The angel
thing lasted until the dog got hold of the sheet. Half as big as it
started, what else could Mom do but draw a big red S in the
middle and tie it around my neck as a cape?”

“Superhero,” Dario said. “Your ultimate
destiny.”

“And here I thought I was just a security
software developer.”

“Of course, Red Kite doesn’t need a
cape.”

“Wait.” Dondre’s laugh boomed over the noisy
crowd. “Red Kite? His superhero persona’s a kite? Like with a
string and a tail.”

“A red kite is a small bird of prey.” Dario,
though he knew he should have stopped talking three sentences ago,
returned the lifeline.

“Sorry, man. My bad.”

“It’s a regular sized bird of prey,” Dwight
insisted. “And how in hell do you know I’m him…he’s me?”

“Maybe…” Dondre remained protective. “It’s
something you let slip last time you had a few too many. That and
your superpower ability to see and interact with ghosts and angels.
Someday, you’ll prob’ly get to be both of those again, too, by the
way.”

“Seeing ghosts ain’t a superpower.” Dwight
pointed to his eyes. “I’m wearing specter lenses.”

“Specter lenses?” Dario took a closer
look.

“Forget 20/20. My birdlike vison’s 20/4. The
glasses are just for show. But the specter lenses let me see
apparitions, and a little microchip lets me communicate. My own
inventions.”

“Amazing.” Dario was impressed.

“And his mouth keeps running.” Dondre shook
his head.

“Meh.” Dwight shrugged. “You know, you know.
Who you gonna tell? Most people couldn’t hear ya if you tried, just
me, Stoney, and maybe Goose Tucker?”

“Who’s Goose Tucker?”

“Pick up a book once in a while, Dar.”

“Superhero snark.”

“Technically, Don, I’m just the
sidekick.”

To Stoney Hawk, Dario knew, knowledge best
kept to himself to avoid more questions about how.

“Lots of people claim to be in touch with the
other side,” Dwight blathered on. “Most are full of it. This nurse
up in Boston, Dillon Something-or-Other, he’s still all over social
media spouting off about his guardian angel showing up last
Christmas.”

Dario recalled seeing a few of Dillon’s
posts. “Because he found a big white feather after an accident he
was lucky to survive.”

“That’s the guy. Dillon’s boyfriend finds the
feather in the bed after their first time and thinks he’s been
fucked by an angel…believes Dillon’s one. Dillon tells him the
feather’s a souvenir and proof of Heavenly beings. Now they look
for signs of benevolent angels everywhere.”

“I know someone who senses angels,” Dondre
revealed. “My Rudy’s cute, ginger, Elvis impersonating husband.
They own a karaoke bar—Elvis’s Vegas Singalong—technically, just
outside Vegas.”

“Las Vegas?”

“You know any other Vegases, Dwight?”

“Aren’t all angels benevolent?” Dario
asked.

“That’s what they want us to think.” Dwight’s
voice took on an edge. “People forget Satan’s an angel.”

“Angels can fall from grace.” Dondre’s tone
matched it. “Just like superheroes.”

“Fan of The Boys on Amazon, Don?”

“Is it inaccurate?”

Dwight shrugged again. “I know at least one
that’s a real piece of…work.”

“Sounds personal.”

“As personal as finding a black feather in
your bed you know didn’t come off you or the shapeshifting hero who
swears he’s fucking you exclusively.”

“That sucks.” Dondre’s tone softened.

“You have sex in your superhero getups?”
Curiosity out-willed Dario’s reserve.

“Wouldn’t you?” Dwight raised a brow, his
expression momentarily less dour. “At least once in a while?”

“I suppose I would.”

“I’ve been known to parade around sporting
nothing but my wings and a hard-on.” Dondre’s devilish angelic
smirk captivated. “Wouldn’t you?”

Imagining variations of beautiful dark skin
in Dondre’s most intimate places, “Maybe someday, I’ll get to,”
Dario felt a stirring in his.

“For someone else if you’re lucky.”
Metaphoric ribbing included the literal gentle nudge of an elbow.
“I just do it to the mirror.”

“So, angels can…?”

“Get down?” Dondre asked. “Halo, yeah.”

“Just with other angels or…?”

“You got a boner for Dondre, Dar?” Dwight’s
teasing felt less playful.

“I…” Hell, yeah—Heaven, yeah—Dondre was hot.
It was more than that, though. His friendly brown eyes had a story
behind them begging to be told, and his warm, beautiful smile
helped Dario remember what smiling felt like. “He’d probably rather
hook up with Red Kite.”

“You sure do like to dance around my
questions.” When Dwight came nose to nose, his boozy breath nearly
singed the hairs in Dario’s. “That one too hard? Let’s revisit
another. How do you know who I am?”

Once again, the answer would wait, possibly
forever, as rafters literally shook, wood split, and masonry
crumbled. The only sounds worse than the initial explosion were the
screams of fear and pain that followed.

“Everybody out!” The bartender hollered over
chaos as panicked patrons zigzagged aimlessly over toppled stools,
upended chairs, and other debris. “This way!”

Dario understood their shock and
disorientation. He’d been there before.

“I’ve got you.” With words unheard and touch
unfelt, somehow angelic Dondre guided an older couple forward. “And
you.” He wrapped frightened Dario in the comfort of soothing wings.
“An entire band of guardian angels has been here all along.”

Suddenly, things felt less dire, but Dario
still had a question. “How?”

“There are secrets we must keep,” Dondre told
him. “And things unfortunately out of our control. But we knew
there’d be another bombing.”

“Somehow,” Dario said watching the last few
patrons exit to safety, “so did I.”

* * * *

The crackle of fire was the only sound to
break the still of night, initial panic now quiet disbelief.

“You two okay?”

Last Dario knew, Dwight, as Red Kite, was
inside holding up a massive roof support as if light as one of his
thousands of red and silver feathers. When the thing hit the floor
once cleared, the thunder and quivering ground proved it anything
but.

“I am,” Dario said to the man back in nerdy
attire and glasses.

“Me, too.” Dondre hadn’t left Dario’s side.
“Let us know if we can help.”

“Thanks,” Dwight, seemingly annoyed by the
offer, “but I think we got this,” walked off.

“We’ve evacuated a ten mile radius,” Dario
heard one cop tell another. “In case it’s not a singular act.”

“Damn.” One word summed up the
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