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The two men sat across from each other in the booth at the combination Japanese/Chinese restaurant in Reno, Nevada, and couldn’t have been more different. Or alike. One, the older, was in a three-piece suit with a strong features and slightly wavy brown hair. The younger one was much smaller, almost petite, with a more curved jawline and darker brown straight hair, almost black. But their eyes were the same. Soulful hazel eyes that occasionally met over the awkward silence and sushi.
They picked at their food, the television over the bar somewhat distracting, the decor a combination of generically Asian and Starbuck’s modern, neither style fully succeeding but not altogether unpleasant. It did nothing for their mood, however.
Their middle brother, Mike, was missing. Not missing exactly, but... not there, where he was supposed to be. And this had been intended as a celebratory lunch for him.
“Stop looking at me, he’ll call when he can,” muttered Barrett Mason, fiddling with the chopsticks and praying he didn’t drop anything on his new vest. He was never any good at using the things, unlike Brian, who had picked up the skill in elementary school during a week of Chinese-themed activities for the Lunar New Year. Brian was always picking up new skills and had a quick mind and clever hands.
“Yeah, I have a phone too, you know,” the younger man muttered back. He didn’t know why he was more tense than usual, but Barrett had a way of making pointed statements and setting him on edge sometimes. Not all the time, certainly, and less now that they were all grown and had their own lives, but at the moment he found the man’s words particularly grating. Brian chalked it up to being worried about Mike.
He took a calming breath and then smiled up at his oldest brother. “Look... he’s not here, but we are. So why don’t we catch up a little? He’ll be fine. Probably call soon and let us know what’s up.”
Barrett nodded, his bid to get the sushi to his mouth with chopsticks successful, and quickly finished the bite. “All right. You’re right. It’s nice to see you, Bri.”
Brian’s smile brightened and he reached over, touching his older brother’s hand briefly. “Great to see you too. How’s life in the amazing Silicon Valley? Start five more companies yet?”
He snorted a laugh. “No, just trying to keep the one I’ve got running smoothly, and that’s plenty of work right there. Import laws and taxes seem to change every five minutes. What about you? How’s the art glass business?” Barrett looked around for the soy sauce as his brother’s smile slipped a little.
“Three-plus years and you still don’t know what I do? It’s stained glass restoration. Well, mostly. I do new pieces too between the repair jobs.”
“Oh, right. I knew it was something with glass and art.”
Brian shrugged with a little sigh. “Fair enough. It’s not like we see each other that much. You’ve never even been to the studio.”
“Studio?”
A smirk played at the younger man’s lips. “Yeah, you know. Where I do my ‘art glass,’” he said, putting air quotes around the last words.
Barrett’s wry smile was similar. “Right. Hey, how are things with you and your partner?”
Now it was Brian’s turn to snort a little derisive laugh. “Oh him? Hardly my partner. Boyfriend, more like, and I dumped him two months ago. Caught the asshole smoking weed in my studio and it was like... no thanks. I don’t want it around. And I told him that at the start, too. The idiot.” He rolled his eyes and finished up the last of his sushi, then sat back a little to look at his brother. “Divorce go through yet?”
Barrett paused, then nodded. “Yeah, it’s... she got half, of course. So now she can buy as many goddamn purses as she wants. She’s keeping the dog, too. Her little obnoxious yappy dog. And good riddance to the both of them.” He shook his head dismissively, but there was a hint of loss in his eyes. It had been a marriage of social status and convenience for the most part, but he still had feelings for the woman, and the new condo seemed so cold and big and empty. She’d gotten the house.
“Sorry,” Brian said.
“No, it’s okay. It’s just been kind of...”
“No seriously... I shouldn’t have...”
“Bri, you’re fine.” Barrett smiled a little sadly. “After all, here I am asking about your private life, it’s only fair.”
Brian merely shrugged and nodded a little, another silence settling over them. Mike should have been there with them, they were both thinking at that moment. He’d come in with some kind of smartass joke and break the uncomfortable silence like he always did when they were kids.
Their phones went off at the same time, and they looked at each other, then at their phones. A text message from Mike, brief but something, explained that he’d phone as soon as the plane took off from Las Vegas, and that he was going straight on to Sacramento instead of trying to stop in Reno. The brothers looked at each other, relieved but disappointed, each sending a quick text acknowledgment back.
“Well, to us and to Mike’s safe flight, then,” said Brian, raising his soda. Chuckling softly, Barrett did the same, then they both took a final sip as the bill came, the older brother taking it out of his younger brother’s hand.
“On me.”
Brian grinned crookedly and nodded, knowing that it was a pointless argument. Once Barrett set his mind to something, that was the end of it. He did, however, take the opportunity to grab first choice of the fortune cookies.
“You will find that good things come in threes,” he read aloud, then added the requisite in bed in his mind and chuckled a little. “Come by the studio at least? It’s only a few miles from here.”
“Sorry, I have to get back.”
The younger man mostly believed him. But partly didn’t. He let it go with a sigh and they hugged briefly, said their goodbyes, then Brian watched his older brother drive away in his upscale rental car, back to the airport and to San Jose and to his condo and business and life. Brian was alone again. They both were. All three of the Mason brothers, in fact, since Mike had never married anyone other than the Navy, and that had just finished chewing him up and spitting him out.
With a deep sigh, Brian slid into his little hatchback Subaru and just sat there for a while in the parking lot. The day hadn’t gone at all like they’d planned. But then neither had his life, for the most part. Orphaned at the age of one, realizing he was gay at the age of fifteen, somehow stumbling on a stained glass course at the rec center at seventeen near their Sacramento home, studying with a master artisan at eighteen who had died only last year and had left Brian, of all people, the entire contents of his studio there in Reno. A man he’d only known for three years, but who had told him he had a gift. Not just a gift, but “the” gift, whatever that meant.
He felt the studio calling him, an unfinished repair job for a local church on the massive layout table. The space was huge, a small warehouse really, built in 1890 of brick (a dated stone lintel over the door told that tale), the double-height ceiling featuring a huge skylight that made it perfect for doing any kind of art, but even more so for glass because of the quality of light it let in during the day. The old man’s own works still lived around three sides of the building, the ordinary panes in the ridiculously tall double-hung windows long since replaced by elaborate scenes of wildlife, saints, landscapes and angelic visitations. It was like a cathedral dedicated to the art of stained glass. And Brian called it home, a loft making the perfect sleeping space, a small kitchen and bathroom at the back of the workspace all he needed or wanted.
He arrived in his parking space, which was really just a patch of bare dirt next to the studio building on the outskirts of town. What was now the outskirts of Reno had been a completely different town during the 1849 gold rush, but had eventually been overtaken by sprawling development until the last remnants had been incorporated as a nameless, half-derelict industrial area, with only a few old buildings still standing – the ones made of brick or stone that had survived previous fires. A few scorch marks darkened the bricks at one corner of Brian’s building to serve as a reminder of the time before electric sprinkler systems and telephones to call the fire department with. The huge metal fire doors that were in vogue at the time had served their purpose in keeping the wooden doors and windows inside from burning, and now rested under the eaves in the alley behind the building, along the one wall without windows.
Brian unlocked the front door just as Barrett opened the door of his rental car at the airport, and just as Mike walked through the door of the plane in Las Vegas. Coincidences happened frequently between the Mason brothers – so frequently that they’d all grown used to them – although occasionally Brian would call out “Jinx!” as if to point it out, and they’d buy him a soda and laugh about it. But much less lately. They were rarely together since Mike had joined the military and Barrett had his hands full with a wife and corporation. Ex-wife, Brian reminded himself.
And Michael had been gone for what seemed like a lifetime. Basic training, combat training, SEAL training, then seven years in the desert, which had always seemed like such an ironic place for a Navy SEAL to end up.
Mike was always the more aggressive of the three, always trying new things and pushing the limits. He’d lost count of how many bones he’d broken, but he always came up smiling and ready for more. Six years older than Brian and six years younger than Barrett, he always had something to prove. He didn’t remember when he’d latched onto the idea of becoming a fighter pilot, but it carried him through two whole years of training before everyone involved realized that it wasn’t for him. A buddy suggested he try for the SEALs, and something clicked. He’d found his calling, and excelled... then found what war could really do to a man, physically and emotionally. After several years on active duty in the Middle East with the scars to prove it, visible and invisible, he was done. More than done. He was sent home with a Purple Heart after a roadside attack did its dirty work one final time, leaving his entire left side pitted and torn. The day’s lunch had been meant not just to celebrate him coming home, but to celebrate that he was still breathing.
Brian changed out of his button-down lunch shirt and into a more comfortable ringer tee, an old favorite that was now a little stained here and there from soldering flux and car repair grease and paint and who knew what else. He swapped out for his work jeans and favorite industrial black work shoes and then made himself some tea.
He preferred having tea with his brothers, of course, a habit they’d all picked up at their last foster home which was run by a proper Brit named Martha Wainwright who was big on tea. Even the littlest ones were taught proper tea time manners, and they practiced with sweetened cups of fruity herbals with lots of cream, the older kids moving on to the hard stuff (Irish Breakfast, and not the decaf kind). The cucumber sandwiches and strict Afternoon Tea customs fell by the wayside as soon as they were out on their own, but they retained a deep love for the beverage in all its varieties.
Barrett had an entire cabinet in his kitchen stuffed with a huge selection of teas from his travels all over the world, and enjoyed going to tastings like a sommelier would at a winery. Of course, the three brothers enjoyed their wine and coffee as well, but tea was special somehow, and it occupied a particularly large section in the wholesale warehouse and catalog of Mason Imports.
Barrett was twelve when their parents died, and Brian had often asked about them as they grew up, having no memory himself of their mother and father. But he learned to stop asking his big brother after he became old enough to see how much the questions bothered him. The self-made man could sometimes be found daydreaming in his office, looking out the window, his back turned to the room as he searched in his own mind for his parents, his childhood. But they weren’t much more than a few hazy vignettes. A moment at Christmas here, a smile in the back yard there. He knew they looked much like himself and his brothers, but that was primarily based on the two existing photos that they had, and it bothered him.
He was the one to take care of his brothers, even when the agency threatened to separate them, but he could not give them the one thing that mattered most – memories about their parents. And it ate him up inside when he let himself think about it, that and all the other things he wanted to do for them but couldn’t. So he buried himself in a sham of a socialite marriage, in his work as CEO of an import company, in his hobbies and classic cars and daily tasks of keeping his home and office spotlessly clean, almost obsessively. His brothers could take care of themselves, after all, so he could focus on keeping himself busy and... if not happy, then at least on an even keel. Even if it meant ignoring the very people he’d wanted so badly to provide for his whole life. At least he’d managed to keep them together until the last baby bird made his own nest.
“Sir...? The key...?”
The woman’s pleasant but firm voice suddenly snapped Barrett out of thoughts he didn’t realize he’d been in, and he smiled a little absently as he handed back the key of the rental car to the clerk. He walked with his planner to the little chartered commuter plane and got in, still pondering a few things, finally clipping the seatbelt and gazing out the window. In another few minutes, the plane skimmed along the runway, finally tilting skyward.
Meanwhile, Mike had stashed his military duffel containing his meager belongings in the overhead bin, and sat down very slowly in the window seat of the passenger jet. One rib was still on the mend and hurt like hell, despite the metal holding it together, his muscles on fire at having to bend into the seat. He popped another painkiller and sat back for a moment, closing his eyes.
Just another roadside attack. The news probably hadn’t even reported it, he thought to himself as he waited for the plane to start moving. He lost two from his unit that day, and wondered how he’d survived at all, considering. They figured a nearby car had been just enough of a shield that he’d been partially protected from the blast and had made it out alive. Scarred, but alive. Better than the alternative. And at least it had just torn up his side and part of his arm and left his face alone. He looked more like Brian than Barrett, a handsome combination of the two, and was relieved that his face hadn’t received more than a couple of surface scratches in the attack. He thanked his helmet for that.
The sickening force of takeoff pressed him back into his seat, ribs aching, and he knew he’d be ordering whatever tiny bottles of alcohol they offered on this leg of the trip. It was how he’d made it this far from DC, after all. While waiting, he entertained himself by looking out the window as the landscape grew smaller and smaller below. Then he noticed the logo of the airline in front of him, and squinted at it.
A winged heart. Isn’t that... Sufi or something...? Funny I never noticed that before.
Once at altitude, the seatbelt light turned off and Mike ordered a Jack Daniel’s since they didn’t offer Southern Comfort, perversely enjoying the burn of it going down his throat. He checked for the airline's promised internet signal for his phone, having gotten special clearance to make calls during the flight, then hit speed dial. Barrett's clicked straight over to voicemail, so he left a message and tried for Brian, his leg jiggling a little with nerves and excitement despite the pill and the whiskey.
“Mike!”
“Hey, Bri. I’m sorry about earlier but they screwed up my flight, and I figured as long as it was FUBAR anyway and I was going to miss lunch, I may as well just go on to Sacto.”
“No, it’s okay. But are you coming to see me soon? I guess I can put off this project a couple days and drive to...”
“No, no... let me get home and then I’ll come up to see you, all right? I want to check out this place of yours, it sounds amazing.”
“Oh, god, it really is. Y... ha.... n............”
“Shit. Brian? Goddamn...” The phone beeped weirdly and then the signal was lost completely. With a little growl of frustration, he shoved it back in his pocket and looked out the window at the mountains below, the plane heading up over the east edge of the Sierra Nevada mountains. Not too long now, and he’d finally be in his own bed. Or at least a bed. Barrett had rented him a little place in Sacramento, walking distance from his new desk job writing SOPs, and he knew it’d be slick and upscale and modern based on his older brother’s tastes. Fully furnished, too. Smiling at the thought of sleeping between soft, clean, white sheets in a safe, quiet place all to himself, he relaxed into the seat and hummed along to the music in his head, “Real Life” by Evermore. It had been stuck there for three days, not that he minded.
Wincing, he sat up straighter and idly looked around, wondering how much of a pain it would be to try and dig his MP3 player out of his bag. That was when a man caught his eye. He looked like any other person on the plane, but with one important difference – he looked afraid, yet calm. And not just a weird mix of the two opposing emotions, but like a man who had made peace with the fact that he was about to die, an odd glint in his eyes. He’d seen that look far too many times in the Middle East, in the eyes of men willing to die for their cause. Wild. Fanatical. Terrified. But with a fatal glory as they focused on their reward in the next life to give them the strength to push a button or pull a trigger. And the guy had something clutched in his hand.
Mike started to stand up at the same time as the man did, and they both knew the jig was up. As if in slow motion the scene unfolded, a man in a dark business suit at the back of the plane reaching for his Sky Marshal service revolver, the woman in the seat next to Mike looking up at him and then over at the other man, a flight attendant’s eyes widening in horror. He took a step toward the unknown terrorist, not even sure why he was doing it or what he was going to do to stop him, but he had to do something. Their eyes met one last time, the moment nearly frozen in time, and the button was pressed.
The blast from underneath the stranger’s seat knocked Mike back and sideways, his head hitting the luggage rack, blackening his vision for a moment and making his ears ring. Flames and blood and screaming and smoke gradually filled what remained of his senses as they returned. These were sadly familiar, having been his stock-in-trade for years, so recovery was quicker for him than for most.
At some point he realized that the torn shell of the plane was turning as it fell, and the people around him began to slip away, out into the open air. The undulating mountains below gave no sense of scale, making it impossible for him to estimate altitude. And it wasn’t like there were any parachutes.
With a stomach-churning twist, his frantic and half-dazed grip on the seat was wrenched away, and he found himself dropping into nothing. Light, beautiful, sickening nothing. He’d jumped before, of course, but with a chute and a mission. Now it was just about avoiding debris and body parts. But to what end? He was about to meet his maker, the grim reaper coming in the form of a patch of dirt in the middle of nowhere. If it was high enough in the mountains, they might not even find his body. A bullet would have at least gotten his brothers some kind of medal to send home with the coffin, as opposed to the lost, crumpled mess he was about to become.
He twisted away from what he thought was debris, only to discover it was a half-conscious woman, face and clothes charred from the blast. Her eyes were glazed, and she looked around, stunned, then at him. He angled himself carefully until he was able to wrap his arms around her.
Maybe my body will cushion her fall. Maybe she’ll make it that way.
Together, they started drifting over the outskirts of Reno. Mike prayed that they wouldn’t crash into an occupied house or a car on the road and kill someone else. The traumatic sight of his body, and possibly hers too, would be bad enough. Just then, a piece of the plane’s debris found his skull, momentarily knocking him senseless. Everything spun and went dark, the woman slipping from his arms, as the ground rushed up faster and closer. They were over a golf course now, it was the last thing he’d recognized before the heavy metal had connected with him, and he prayed that somehow she’d find a soft landing there.
Delirious, he reached out as if to help guide her, feeling himself tumbling over and over in the darkness in his head, his body feeling strange – heavy yet light at the same time. His last conscious thought was that of crashing through glass and then the final, sudden, awkward moment of impact.
* * *
The computer fed an energetic stream of music through the speakers in Brian’s studio. Nothing too angsty, nothing too perky, just a good solid mix of interesting songs to make the time go faster. Not that he minded his work – quite the opposite – but a large repair job on a hundred-year-old window could be pretty tedious, especially when trying to match colors that didn’t exist any more in the glass trade. This time it was St. Joseph of Cupertino who had paid the price of the rock-throwing, and the exact color of his robe was not finding its mate in the vast selection of glass sheets, antique and modern, neatly stored in the back of the studio in their padded racks.
Time to call the glassblower in San Francisco again, he figured, and stepped away from the table to go after his cell phone that he’d set down on the office desk next to the front door.
“Wellllcooooome tooooo.... real liiiiiife....” he sang along with the song that had randomly shuffled onto the playlist. He’d always had a beautiful voice, and had considered joining a choir to fill the lonely evenings, not that most churches would have him. They tolerated him fixing their windows, because he was particularly gifted at it, but not joining their congregations.
That was when the ceiling came in. With a roar of breaking glass, banging metal and grinding masonry, some unidentified and massive shape plowed through the skylight and smashed into the back of the studio, a hail of debris mixing with the supplies stored there, creating a chaotic tangle of ruin.
Brian had instinctively crouched into a ball, arms over his head, and was miraculously unharmed. The trajectory of the object was somewhat diagonal, carrying it well away from where he was, a few small pieces of cement occasionally falling from the ceiling where the skylight had been, creating the only sound in the room as it slowly rained down upon Saint Joseph, piece by piece.
The youngest Mason coughed in the dust filling the air, shafts of colored light making it that much more visible and perversely beautiful. As the air began to clear, he slowly uncurled and could make out a dark shape in the rubble and mess of lead came and colored glass shards. He blinked, then blinked again, his brain unable or unwilling to make sense of what he was seeing. With slow, shuffling footsteps, he inched around the work table that stood between himself and the destruction and moved closer. He knew what he thought it was, but it simply didn’t make any sense. It had to be a trick of the light or some debris at an odd angle. But no, there they were.
Huge dark gray feathers, almost black, stuck out from the heap. The closer he got, the more he could see that they formed wings, battered and torn from the impact with his skylight, but not broken. But what did they belong to? The primary flight feathers were as long as his arm, and he couldn’t think of any birds that big that existed anywhere in the world.
He inched closer still, trying to get a look at what was in the middle of it all, afraid that whatever kind of huge bird it was would suddenly wake and attack him. He gasped, then coughed on more dust as he realized what it was.
A man. A man in some kind of military clothing, bloody and scarred. But still alive somehow, his shallow breathing just visible, glass shards and pieces of metal penetrating and impaling his body. One massive wing twitched and Brian jumped back in alarm. He stood there for the longest time, frozen, trying to understand, then grabbed a flashlight. He shined it first on the whole scene, then on the man’s face. A cold chill dropped into his stomach and his vision turned gray for a moment, the flashlight starting to shake in his hands.
“...M...Mike...?” he breathed into the silence and the dust.
Something nagged at the back of Barrett’s mind. Something wasn’t right, and he’d learned not to question his intuition. He turned his cell phone back on to check his messages, when it suddenly rang. The number was Brian’s.
“Hey, what’s... Brian? Brian. BRI... Hey, take a breath, I can’t... wait... what happened? Start over.”
Brian took a deep breath, coughed in the remainder of the dust, and turned back toward the apparition that also appeared to be his older brother Mike. Then he felt dead silent. The wings were gone. Only his brother remained, a soft groan coming from that corner of the room.
“Mike crashed through the ceiling, and he’s hurt, get back here!” He cut off the call, dialed 911, explained there was an injured man at his address, then snapped the phone shut. He moved over to try and help, but didn’t even know where to start.
“Christ.” A labored grunt found its way out of Mike as he struggled to pull himself out of the mess. Then he spotted his little brother and blinked at him a few times. “B... Brian...? What are you... where the hell am I? And help me up, dammit.”
Eyes wide, as if Dracula himself had asked for assistance, Brian edged over and offered his hand, Mike taking it firmly and hauling himself out of the debris, wincing. A few glass shards dropped from his body, and Brian watched, in fascinated horror, as the cuts immediately began to close and heal themselves. Mike was in too much pain to notice, head swimming, but then caught Brian staring at him in a very disturbing way.
“What the hell’s going on?” The older man looked around, and realized he was in a stained glass studio. Pieces started to fall into place, his head clearing a bit. Then he saw the ruins of the skylight above and he stared at it, head cocked a little. Brian could only continue to watch, mute.
“Did I just... there was an attack on the plane. A guy. And there was this woman with me, and we...” Mike kept staring at the skylight, everything that had just happened rushing through his brain in rapid snapshots as he continued to try and get his bearings. He knew Brian had a stained glass studio, and he knew he’d been drifting over what was probably Reno before he hit, so that must be where he was, but...
Suddenly he realized there was a length of metal penetrating completely through his shoulder, front to back, the beveled corner of an old iron window frame making a perfect spear point. He knew he should probably leave it for the paramedics, but something told him he needed to get rid of it before they arrived. Grasping it with his opposite hand, he shuddered as the rough metal slid and ground against his muscle and bone. It hurt, but nothing like it should have. He chalked it up to most likely being in shock, and looked at the wound in fascination. Then it started to close. He felt faint and sank to the floor, Brian sinking to his knees next to him, both of them watching the flesh repair itself until not a mark remained.
Pale and shaken, they looked at each other, not comprehending what was happening in the least. Michael found himself more afraid than he’d been in months. More than on the plane, more than falling to meet his maker below. This was something beyond his experience and training. Beyond anyone’s.
Wordlessly he pulled more glass from his body, then removed his torn and bloody shirt. Sirens started to approach in the distance, and he looked toward the door, almost in a panic, the wounds either gone or still in the process of disappearing.
“Brian... keep them out of here.” He wasn’t even sure why he was compelled to keep the paramedics away from him, his primary thought being that he wouldn’t be able to explain his lack of injuries considering what had just happened. He should be dead. They both knew it.
Nodding silently, still in a daze, Brian took a few deep breaths, collected himself the best he could, and met them at the door, explaining that his brother had, in fact, fallen through the skylight as he’d said on the phone, but that he seemed to be just fine now. To the brothers’ amazement, the paramedics merely said a few pleasant phrases and left with a wave. It almost looked like someone had used the Jedi mind trick on them, the Masons thought to themselves at the same time, Brian closing the door and then leaning up against it for support.
Mike picked a few more small slivers of glass out of his leg, watching the wounds heal themselves almost instantly, fascinated. Then he thought of the woman.
“Brian, turn on the news. Do you have a TV?”
“TV and a police scanner,” he said breathlessly, the first words he’d uttered to his brother since the whole thing began. The scanner was right next to the work table, serving as a distraction on lonely nights when he didn’t feel like listening to music. Fumbling, he pushed the buttons to turn on the radio and set it to scan, the voices and codes and static springing to life, seeming almost intrusive in the formerly quiet space. They listened for a minute, Mike moving over to the unit, wincing at some surface pain in his back.
“Must still be some glass in there, can you...?” He looked to his younger brother for help, sitting down shirtless with almost the look of a lost puppy. Brian nervously licked his lips, nodded, then pulled up a chair and sat behind Mike, carefully pulling bits of glass out of his back, watching the wounds close as they listened to the scanner together. His brother’s shoulder blades looked like anybody else’s, not a trace of anything unusual.
“There! Theretherethere... how do I go back to that channel?” Mike reached for the unit but realized he didn’t know what to do, and didn’t want to mess up anything.
“Which?” Brian moved over next to him, studying the numbers as they scrolled by.
“There was something about a woman at a golf course. That one. I had her in my arms...”
Brian nodded and listened, pushing the button for the channel when it came back around. The report seemed to be saying that she was injured, but had miraculously survived a fall from a high altitude by landing in the golf course’s lake, where she’d been immediately pulled out by some golfers that just happened to be nearby. A few broken bones and bruises, but she’d recover. Mike ran his hand over his face and scrubbed at his short military haircut, then told the entire tale of what had happened on the plane. He turned the scanner off, and they sat in silence for a while, Brian picking the last of the glass from his brother’s back.
“Mike...” Brian began at last, but didn’t know how to continue. His older brother turned and suddenly held him tight, and the two embraced wordlessly, another silence falling over the room.
“I missed you,” said Mike, his voice rough with emotion. Tears sprang to Brian’s eyes as well. No matter what had just happened, or what was going on with all this, they still had each other, and Mike was alive.
“Missed you too.” They let go and Brian got him a box of tissues, then surveyed the damage to the studio with a deep sigh. “Wow.”
Mike winced a bit, but from empathy at the destruction to his brother’s place, not from pain. “I’ll make it right. Whatever you need, I’ll fix it, okay?” He stood up and realized that his ribs no longer hurt either. The old scars were still there, covering his left side, but any unhealed damage from before the crash was now gone. He stepped forward and his foot kicked something, and he picked up the small piece of metal. He recognized it as the plate and pin that had been holding his shattered rib together up until that point. Not only was the bone repaired, but his body had somehow rejected the plate as well. Brian turned and caught him looking at the thing in his hand, but he merely shrugged and shoved it into his pocket.
“I called Barrett,” Brian said hesitantly, and Mike nodded his approval with a little smile.
“You have any coffee or tea or anything?”
Brian blinked at him for a minute, then suddenly the request clicked. “Oh! Yeah... I’ve got... I’ve got both. Which do you want? And leaded or unleaded?”
Mike chuckled a bit. “Unleaded tea would be amazing, if you have any.” He twisted his back and cracked it a bit, feeling better than he had in weeks. In months. Maybe ever. It was a little eerie. Nothing hurt any more.
Brian skirted the wreckage and disappeared into the little kitchenette at the back, leaving his older brother alone to study the mess. Hands on his hips, Mike walked back over to the corner where he’d crashed and nudged at some glass with the toe of his boot. Then he looked up at the skylight, back to the crater of stuff, and shook his head. Nobody could have survived that. He should have been nothing but a bloody splatter all over the floor. Yet there he was, looking at the spot, feeling better than perfect.
He realized his arms were still covered with blood and dirt, and looked around for a sink. After a quick wash up in the utility sink, he went back over to the debris field and stared at it some more. Brian came back in with two mugs, decaf English breakfast for his brother, chamomile for himself.
“Thanks,” said Mike with a nod, and sipped it. Plenty of sugar and real cream, made perfectly. Compared to the powdered creamer junk in Afghanistan, this was manna from heaven.
He cocked his head at an idea, handed his mug back to Brian, and picked up a shard of glass. Brows furrowed in concentration, he pressed it against his arm and sliced.
“What the hell are you...!” exclaimed Brian in a near shout, spilling a little of the tea, but then gasped as the wound neatly closed itself up. Mike wiped at the blood. There was no trace that anything had ever happened.
“Didn’t hurt that much, either,” the older man murmured, still staring at the little smear of blood on his arm where the cut should have been. He looked into the wreckage again, then stepped in and picked something up. It was a dark gray feather, almost black, twelve inches from base to tip. Brian’s eyes widened, and he quickly put down the mugs before he dropped them. Mike blinked at him and offered for him to take it, but Brian shook his head.
“No, it’s yours.”
“Mine?”
Brian touched it tentatively, amazed by its softness, like an owl feather but even softer. He took it then, and turned it in the slanting light, a thin iridescence shimmering across the surface. His eyes looked up into his brother’s.
“When you first... crashed there... you had...” He shook his head, knowing that anything else he could say would sound crazy or stupid or both. Mike cocked his head, not understanding.
“Mike... I thought I was seeing things, but there were feathers. Wings. I thought I imagined it, but here it is.” He held up the evidence, but Mike just lifted an eyebrow and backed up, going for his tea.
“You know what they say about artists and madness, I guess,” he muttered, but there was a hint of doubt in his voice.
“Maybe you’re dead.” said Brian with a grimace of uncertainty.
“Dead. Really. Then how am I drinking tea with you right now?”
“Well, but... the healing... and nobody could have survived...”
Mike could only stare at him over the rim of his mug. There was no denying the healing. But the feather... what was Brian trying to say? Surely he didn’t think...
“See if you can do anything.”
Mike squinted at him. “Do anything? Like what? Jog around the block? Sing a song?”
“No, like... walk through walls or something... ghost-like. I don’t know.”
“You really are nuts,” Mike said with a snorting laugh. “Look. I don’t know what’s going on with the healing thing, but I’m pretty sure I’m just as solid as you are. I’m breathing, I can bleed, and this tea tastes pretty damn good. The feather probably came off the roof when I came through it. All right? Just looks like a vulture feather to me. So what about this fabled TV you have? I want to see if there’s anything else about that woman or the plane bombing.”
With a long sigh, Brian pressed his lips together and nodded, tucking the feather into the cup full of colored pencils on his desk and then leading his brother up to the loft bedroom where the television was. He folded up the futon into a sofa and they sat together and watched for any news. Sure enough, the plane wreck was on nearly every channel.
“Goddamn, there it is,” Mike murmured as he flipped between channels, much to Brian’s annoyance.
“Just leave it on one station so we can get the full story.”
“Fine, fine...”
The reporters eventually got around to discussing the woman he’d saved, and he sat forward in fascination as a photo of her in happier times was put up.
“There she is. Roberta Hall. Look at that.” Mike recognized her despite the difference in circumstances and appearance, and his mind went over and over their last moments together before impact. He smiled softly, knowing that he had, in fact, saved her life somehow. Brian’s pocket rang, and he dug around for the phone, flipping it open.
“Barrett! Where are you?”
“I got the guy to turn around and I’m at the airport getting a car. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes. What’s going on?”
“It’s Mike, he’s... perfectly fine...” Brian’s voice trailed off as he looked over at his middle brother, who was rubbing his chin, thinking he needed a shave.
“Let me talk to him,” the two other men said at the same time, and the phone was handed to Mike.
“Hey, Bear, he’s right, I’m fine.”
“He was frantic! Said you’d crashed through the ceiling or something. What’s going on?”
“I did, but... I’m fine. Something... it’s like a miracle. You’ll have to see when you get here.” Mike looked at his left forearm, which, other than an old scar from two years previous, was completely untouched.
“I’m in the car, headed your way. See you in a few. Wait, you’re really okay?”
“Yeah, I’m... I’m fine.”
“Well thank god for that. Tonight’s meeting is shot now anyway, so I’ll hang out with you guys for a bit and get the whole story. See you.” The call ended, and Mike handed the phone back to his younger brother.
“He’ll be here in fifteen, he says.”
Brian nodded. “You gonna show him your new trick?” A little smirk of amusement played at his lips, but his eyes were still full of uncertainty.
A funny look came over Mike, but he shrugged it off by flashing him a nervous little smile. “Yeah, how else will he believe what happened? Hey... can I take a quick shower? I’m kind of...”
Brian blinked at him, realizing that his brother was still covered in dust, debris and blood, his clothes, what was left of them, torn and stained. “Oh god... yeah. I don’t really have anything that’ll fit you though.”
“No, it’s okay. Just a shower.” Mike nodded at him and made his way into the bathroom. Once the door was closed, Brian went over to the back of the studio to check the damage and see how much he’d lost. And to check for something else.
I know what I saw. I know I didn’t...
He took the feather out of the pencil cup and looked at it again. For a secondary flight feather, it was huge. Impossibly huge. No owl, no vulture, no bird of any kind that he knew of had feathers that big. With the flashlight he searched the crater, pushing some of the debris with his shoe, and was rewarded with two more of the nearly black feathers. These were smaller than the first, but still amazingly large. Brian stared at the closed door of the bathroom for a full five minutes before he shook his head and tucked all three into the pencil cup.
The TV distantly rambled on about something from the loft, the scanner still on behind him. He strode over and turned the radio off, the low rays of the sun catching his eye through one of the familiar windows. It was one of the works by the old man, the master artisan who had left him everything.
The crimson robes and flaming sword... there was no mistaking who was depicted in this particular window. Michael the archangel flew there in all his life-size glory, his nearly black wings flaring behind him, each feather perfect. Primary flights as long as a man’s arm, secondaries measuring...
“About twelve inches.” Brian couldn’t help but glance over at the feathers in the cup. They looked identical to the ones in glass before him.
A knock on the door made him nearly jump out of his skin. Barrett was there, hair a little mussed, eyes filled with concern.
“What the hell happened?”
Brian let him in wordlessly, the eldest Mason’s eyes widening and darting between the skylight and the debris on the floor as he took in the damage.
“Where’s Mike?”
“In the shower.”
Barrett merely nodded, walking around the studio, finally ending up in front of the point of impact.
“And he’s really okay?”
“Better than,” Brian said. “It’s like nothing ever happened.”
Barrett turned and looked at him, brows knitting. They all knew Mike’s condition when he’d left Afghanistan, and now he’d fallen out of nowhere, through a skylight, and trashed the back of a glass studio without a scratch to show for it. He shook his head.
“That’s impossible.”
Brian nodded with a little half smile. “That may be, but he’s in there taking a shower right now to get the debris and blood off him.”
“Blood?”
Brian told him the whole story, beginning to end in detail, and was about to tell him about the feathers he’d found when Mike strode out in the bottom half of his damaged uniform, toweling off his hair.
“Bear...” he breathed, and the two men rushed toward each other, ending in a warm embrace.
“Brian told me... well... his story.” Barrett was loathe to say “told me what happened” because it certainly had to be fiction. Their youngest brother sighed.
“I told him exactly what happened. Show him.”
“Show me what?” Barrett lifted an eyebrow, unsure if he wanted to be shown, considering that blood had just been mentioned a few minutes prior. But Mike nodded, then picked up a piece of glass and sliced his bare arm.
“MIKE!” Barrett grabbed his brother's wrist and looked at the cut in horror. Before he could say anything, however, the wound neatly closed itself up in front of his widening eyes. He dropped Mike's arm and backed up, his middle brother calmly brushing away the line of blood. The skin below was perfect. Their eyes met.
“What just happened?” asked the elder Mason.
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know? You just... and it...”
Mike nodded. “I don’t know. But that’s how I survived that fall.”
Barrett looked between his arm and his face and the window, a pregnant silence falling over the room. Finally Brian couldn’t stand it any longer.
“And I found these,” he said, grabbing the soft near-black feathers from the pencil cup and holding them up like a trophy. “Because, dammit, I know what I saw. There were wings under him when he first hit the ground. Just exactly this color.” Mike rolled his eyes, but Barrett found himself staring at them, fascinated.
“Those are huge.” He took a step closer, almost as if drawn to them. He took them from his brother’s hand and examined them, feeling their surprising softness. Mike couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
“You cannot tell me you’re believing any of this. Please tell me you didn’t just lose your mind. Both of you. Both your minds. Lost. Because I’m not...”
His brothers both turned to look at him in unison.
“No. You’re crazy.” Mike’s disbelief was turning to slight panic.
“I know what I saw,” said Brian firmly, then he pointed to the stained glass window. “You looked like that.”
Without a word he turned his back on them, but then stopped. Where was he going to go? To the loft to watch the news of how he’d miraculously saved a woman, himself unharmed? Was he going to go out the door and start walking to Sacramento? Stare at the pile of debris that should have killed him?
“That is pretty crazy, Bri,” Barrett said finally, and Mike let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. He turned, mouth open to agree, when he was cut off. “But so is the ability to instantly heal.”
Mike was growing more miserable by the second. “Seriously. You guys. You can NOT be saying what I think you’re saying. This is impossible.”
“Yep,” they both said in unison. Mike hesitated.
“Yep... you’re saying that, or yep it’s impossible?”
“Both,” said Brian. Stunned at last into silence, all Mike could do was just stand there, feeling like a bug under a magnifying glass, the outcome uncertain.
“I told him I thought maybe he was dead,” started Brian, but Mike exploded at him.
“I’m not dead! And I’m not a ghost! And I’m not a goddamn ANGEL!”
The word seemed to echo and bounce around in the vast space of the room, the sun starting to set, the sky through the hole where the skylight should have been turning a darker blue.
“I’m just... I’m just Mike,” he said softly, sinking again to the floor, defeated. His brothers joined him there, and they all just looked at each other, Barrett idly running the feathers through his fingertips. Mike looked at them pleadingly, then turned to his older brother.
“Bear, come on. I know you can’t be thinking... this is crazy...”
“It’s absolutely crazy. But...”
“But what? Help me out here, I mean...”
“But something about it...” Barrett shook his head and stared at the feathers in his hand.
“Just feels right. Gut feeling,” put in Brian. He nodded a little. They all knew how Barrett trusted his gut, and how it was rarely wrong. Mike shivered and rubbed at the gooseflesh on his bare shoulders.
“Getting... getting chilly,” he muttered, and went up to the loft, pretending to get a blanket, but staying there instead. The TV was turned off and the silence was deafening. His brothers picked themselves up off the floor, Barrett handing two of the feathers back, but keeping one for himself, still stroking it thoughtfully. Brian opened up the streaming news radio station he usually listened to.
“And we continue our special report on the terrorist bombing of flight 237,” said the reporter, “with some new information on Roberta Hall, the woman who miraculously survived the fall from that mid-air disaster. We now have a statement from her family.” The voice changed to that of an older man, rough with emotion and nerves.
“She’s doing all right, stable condition, they’re telling us she’ll be fine. She wanted me to read this to you all, so I hope that’s okay.” A brief murmured consent was heard among the reporters assembled in front of the hospital, and he continued after clearing his throat.
“Okay, this is from Roberta. ‘I want to thank my guardian angel for saving my life, whoever you are, wherever you are, because I’m sure if you hadn’t helped me I’d be dead right now. He was in a military uniform, short dark hair, and I hope he survived. I pray he did. If anybody knows what happened to him, please tell me.’”
The two brothers down below looked at each other. Mike had heard it all from the loft, but chose to continue laying on the futon and staring at the low ceiling.
“You should visit her,” Barrett called up toward the loft, but got no response. Brian shrugged.
“He needs a minute, I guess. And some clothes. God only knows what happened to his luggage, and He ain’t telling,” he joked. Barrett cracked a little half smile.
“Yeah. He’s more my size than yours, but I didn’t bring anything. Hey, Mike,” he called up again to the loft. “You want to go shopping?”
The futon creaked and he appeared at the top of the stairs, then sat on the top step. “Not really. Now everybody’s going to be looking for me. That lady’s... what... goddamn guardian angel. The clothes kind of give it away.” He leaned against the wall next to him and closed his eyes, just wanting all the weirdness to go away. But he was also infinitely grateful that he was no longer in constant pain.
“All right,” said Barrett, “then give me your measurements and I’ll go get you some stuff. You can’t wear that forever,” he said with a nod in Mike’s direction. His middle brother nodded and wrote down some numbers on a scrap of paper, balling it up and tossing it to him.
“Yeah. Thanks, Bear. I think I’ll get up on the roof and see if I can do something about the skylight. Can’t leave it like that all night.”
“I’ve got some plywood out back in the alley,” offered Brian. “I think that’ll work. The skylight’s only six feet wide, so if we lay a few sheets across it...”
Barrett nodded. “Sounds like you’ve got it under control. Be back in a few.” He hugged his youngest brother and then zipped off to the nearby mall that he’d passed on the way over to the studio. Mike sighed, making his way down, and the two went out to get the plywood.
The studio was located in the midway point between the better side of town, marked by the golf course and condos, and the dangerous side of town where most of the calls on the emergency scanner came from. Brian’s studio hadn’t been broken into, but his walls had been tagged by various gangs numerous times and he was on his third car stereo. After the last time, he’d considered just skipping the break-in part and leaving car stereos on the sidewalk to avoid the ongoing damage to his car.
Brian rounded the corner to the alley and crashed straight into a wall of a man in a dirty denim jacket that reeked of alcohol, sending the stranger sprawling into the other two that were there with him. Brian froze, eyes wide, then stepped backwards into another man with a yelp. Fortunately, the other man was his brother.
“Hey. No problem, we’ll come back later,” Mike started to say as the men hastily tucked cash and packages into their pockets. But they were drunk, or high, or probably both, and the one that Brian had knocked over glared at them, then gave Brian a shove.
“Tell your little bitch to look where he’s going, faggot.”
Mike bristled, then stepped in front of Brian protectively. “He’s my brother, and you’re going to find some other alley to do your deals in, comprendo señor? Get the hell out of here.”
“Mike, don’t. Let’s just...”
But Brian’s older brother was already figuring how each of them would go down, three steps ahead of the enemy. That’s when one of them pulled a gun.
“No, señor, you’re the one that’s gonna get the hell out of here, either by you walking, right now, or the cops carrying your body later,” the gang-banger growled at him. Mike put up his hands.
“Hey. No need for that. We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Your choice. Bottom line... you don’t belong here, and we do. And you need to leave.”
“I don’t think so,” said the man, and then fired off a shot.
Knocked backwards by the impact to his chest, Mike cried out and sprawled on the ground, the gun turning next toward his younger brother. Instantly he was on his feet with a snarl and grabbed the man’s arm, the second shot going wild. As they grappled, one of the other men swore something in Spanish, his eyes widening. Mike took the opportunity to snap the first man’s elbow backwards so that he dropped the gun, then realized what the swearing had been about. The gunshot was nearly done healing itself, the bullet rejected from his body as the plate from his rib had been. Only a powder burn remained.
“All that did was make me mad,” Mike said in an unnervingly quiet voice, a dangerous light in his eyes as a smirk crept up on his face. The three men backed up, the smell of fresh urine apparent, and bolted for the opposite end of the alley, disappearing around the corner at last. Mike started laughing softly, then turned to say something to Brian, but stopped at the look on his brother’s face.
“What?”
Brian was white as a sheet, eyes huge, one hand over his mouth, the other pointing behind his older brother. Mike looked over his shoulder to see what the problem was, figuring maybe the gang-bangers were back, but couldn’t see a thing. A massive dark gray wing blocked his view.
He turned toward it, not quite understanding what he was seeing, and found himself turning completely around in a circle until he was back face to face with Brian. Then his stomach dropped and he felt faint.
“No.”
He closed his eyes, took a few deep breaths, and ran a shaking hand over his face.
“No. Brian. This is not happening. I’m going to wake up in a military hospital in Afghanistan. Any second now. I’m not here. You’re not here. None of this is real. Right.” He nodded firmly, took another deep breath, and opened his eyes.
Brian was standing there staring at him, biting his lip, still deathly pale. “Uhm...”
“No.”
“Mike...”
He found himself leaning against the wall, his head against the hard bricks, his naked back brushed with soft, dark feathers. He shivered uncontrollably, holding himself, eyes dark and pleading, as if Brian could do something to fix it.
“I don’t... I don’t want this...”
“Mike...” Brian started again, but didn’t know how to finish. He looked around to be sure nobody else could see, then turned back to his older brother. “Maybe you can make them go away.” He nodded encouragingly with a weak smile, still shaking a little himself.
Mike nodded back, not having any better ideas. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate on feeling the wings behind him, managing to move them a little in the process. Brian almost managed to suppress a gasp of awe. Mike ignored him, biting his lip hard enough that it bled a little before healing again.
He cocked his head a little, eyes still closed, and moved his wings a little more, tracing the sensation through his back and body. It seemed to connect deep inside him somehow, more than flesh and blood and sinew and bone could. His brows knit with concentration, and he felt them fold back behind, then move inside, following that connection. It was both a physical and mental sensation, energy tingling at his shoulder blades, and he felt more full somehow. He could feel them there now, inside himself, waiting to be brought back. And, somehow, he knew exactly how to let them out. He slowly opened his eyes and met Brian’s gaze with a long breath.
“Whoa,” Brian said with a shaking breath of his own. Mike grabbed him into a hug, needing to feel something solid and real and normal. Brian stopped himself from pulling away from the apparition, and instead gently held his brother, understanding that he needed all the support he could muster at that moment.
“What am I gonna do?” Mike said in a shuddering voice, still trembling a little. “This isn’t... I’m not...”
“Shhh. Don’t think about it right now. Let’s go back inside.” Brian’s voice was surprisingly calm and soothing, and he put an arm around his big brother, leading him back into the building. He closed the door and leaned against it quietly, Mike choosing instead to pace around the room nervously, chewing on a thumbnail.
“Hey, how about that tea I promised? I’ll make some fresh,” Brian said softly, and Mike nodded.
“I’ll come with you. I... don’t want to be alone right now.”
Brian smiled a little and motioned for him to follow, the two of them quietly making tea together in the little kitchenette. Simple. Normal. Both their thoughts were racing, but the peace of the little ritual of making tea helped them both to keep things together. At last, Brian broke the silence as Mike sipped his tea.
“When Barrett gets back...”
“Yeah,” said Mike with a nod and a defeated sigh. “I’ll show him.” He took a few more sips, then gave a soft chuckle. “He keeps missing all the good stuff.”
Brian broke into a grin. “No, he just keeps coming in late to the party.” Mike couldn’t help but smile a little. They quietly finished their tea and sat back in their chairs. Mike ran his fingernail along a seam in the wooden tabletop.
“So...” they both said at the same time, and smiled at each other.
“Jinx,” said Brian.
“Owe you a Coke,” said Mike, the room falling silent once more. At last he spoke again. “Why, though? That’s what I don’t get. Am I dead? I don’t feel any different, other than... I can feel them there, now.”
“What, like ghost limb syndrome?”
“No, like... inside. Waiting.”
“Huh.” Brian nodded, only sort of understanding. “I don’t think you’re dead. I think you’re right on that, what you said before. You bleed, you’re sitting there having tea, you’re solid and warm...” With a sigh, he picked up the mugs and started washing them in the sink.
“I wish Bear was here, I want to get this over with.”
“Yeah. Hey, are you gonna go see that Roberta woman?”
“You know, I just might.” Mike pressed his lips together and looked out into the studio space, the light gone outside, cold air falling in through the ruined skylight hole. “We still gotta fix that.”
“What? Oh, the skylight. Yeah, let’s get on that before he gets back.”
They were fitting the last piece of plywood into place as Barrett drove up, and they called down to him. He waved back, pointed at the car, and pulled a surprising number of bags out of the trunk. Brian rushed down the ladder to the ground, Mike following with a chuckle. Leave it to Barrett to take care of his brother by overcompensating like usual.
“There’s gotta be a month’s worth of stuff in there,” he called over as he approached, pulling his older brother into a hug. “Thanks, man. I’ll pay you back once this new job...”
“Don’t worry about it. On me. You’ve been through hell and I want to...” Barrett noticed the funny look on his brother’s face, and cocked his head a little. “What’s up?”
“Why don’t we go inside,” offered Brian, taking some of the bags.
“My job. How am I gonna...” Mike closed the door behind them, the bags ending up all over the desk, knocking over the pencil cup and a few other things.
“What’s wrong with your job?” Barrett asked, confused.
“Am I supposed to have one now? I don’t know. I don’t know how all this works.”
Barrett squinted at him and opened his mouth to ask what the hell he was talking about, when Brian interjected.
“Show him.”
Mike’s gaze darted between them, suddenly reluctant, but then took a deep breath and nodded, biting his lip.
“Show me?” asked Barrett as his middle brother’s eyes closed in concentration. “Oh, god. Don’t tell me there’s something else besides the healing th...” His voice trailed off as he noticed the look on Mike’s face, and he braced himself for whatever was about to happen, taking a few steps back just for safe measure.
After a moment, the massive deep gray wings unfurled behind his brother. Barrett staggered backwards into the desk, the feathers that had been set there falling to the ground. They were a perfect match in both size and color. Mike opened his eyes and looked between his brothers, face reddening, the room silent once more.
Barrett started to approach, a hand out to touch them, but Mike backed away. “Don’t. It’s already weird enough.” With a thought, easier this time, he put them back away inside and hugged himself, feeling very alone. Barrett froze, nodding a little, but Brian somehow understood what his older brother was feeling and held him tight.
“So... are you... you know... dead...?” Barrett asked softly, making Mike roll his eyes with exasperation.
“No, I’m not dead, for crying out loud! Well, as far as I know, anyway.”
Brian related the entire alleyway story, Barrett listening carefully.
“I keep coming in late to these things,” he said with a sigh, and Brian chuckled.
“Yeah, that’s what we said. Tea?”
A smile quirked at the corner of their oldest brother’s mouth. “Sure. What the hell. Wait, can I say hell around you?”
“Hell yes,” chuckled Mike. “I’ve been saying worse than that, and nothing’s burst into flames or been struck by lightning yet.” It felt good to be able to shoot off a joke, just like old times, the other two smiling with a mix of amusement and relief. When Mike started smarting off, things were looking up. Brian brought them all into the little kitchen for Barrett’s tea, and threw some popcorn in the microwave for good measure, Mike’s stomach growling at the scent of it.
“So...” Barrett began slowly, “...does that mean you can fly?”
Mike blinked at his brother. It hadn’t even occurred to him.
“I honestly have no clue.”
“Well, logically...” said Brian, letting it hang there. Barrett shrugged and nodded. Mike was half lost in thought.
“Uh, I don’t think...”
“Well, why not?” said Barrett. “That’s what angels are supposed to be able to do right?”
“I’m...” Mike started to protest, but then realized his ongoing denial would sound even more stupid than the idea that he was one, at this point. He rubbed at his face. “Supposedly. I guess. But I’m sure as hell not going to test it out right now.”
“Why not?” asked Brian, disappointment in his voice.
“Because I’m damn tired, and I’ve had enough freaky shit for one day, thanks. I just want to crash. And no, not like that,” he said with a nod toward the ceiling. “A real bed, with a real pillow, and real peace and quiet for once.”
“Hotel room?” offered Barrett, and Mike nodded.
“Sorry Brian, but...”
“Oh, no problem, all I’ve got is my futon. I understand. You need comfort tonight, and I ain’t got it here,” he chuckled. “But, tomorrow? Maybe we can all drive out to the desert where nobody can see, and...”
“Maybe,” said Mike, a little more tersely than he intended. There was something else on his mind.
“What is it?” asked Barrett. Mike tapped his fingertip on the table for a while, then looked at them.
“If I’m like this, and I’m not dead...” He looked down, thinking for a moment, then nodded to himself and looked back up at them. “You guys know how we are. Coincidences follow us around. Things click. We’re connected like nobody else I know. What if... what if I’m not the only one of us like this?”
Barrett nearly choked on his tea.
“Okay, now you’re the one talking crazy.”
“No, listen to me.” Mike reached across the table and gently grabbed his older brother’s wrist, meeting his eyes, dead serious. “I had no idea myself until earlier today. Maybe all three of us are...” But he couldn’t bring himself to say the word. Brian did it for him.
“Angels...?”
Mike nodded, still looking into Barrett’s eyes, almost pleading. He hadn’t been alone in anything in his life, and he wasn’t about to start now. It was all three of them or nothing, just like it had always been.
Barrett stood up and paced. “But I don’t feel any different. There’s nothing there to bring out, Mike.”
“It was when I had to, both times,” he replied. “First time was to help that woman and then save myself, the second time was protecting Brian in the alley out back. Both times, it just... happened. Now I know how to bring them out myself, but I didn’t even know they existed when I woke up this morning. I didn’t feel anything either.”
“You can heal, though. We can’t.”
“He’s right on that one. I cut myself on stuff all the time and it doesn’t heal up like you do,” put in Brian.
“But on the plane I had to pop a Vicodin because I was in so much pain. I couldn’t heal from any of this,” said Mike, running a hand over his scarred left side. “It was only after the first time the... the wings showed up that I started healing. Something happened. Something changed.”
Barrett continued pacing, thinking.
“So you’re saying that we just haven’t changed yet?”
“I guess? Maybe something has to trigger it. Or the time’s right for some reason. Stars are aligned or something. I don’t know any more than you do.”
“Huh.”
Brian watched the pacing, then spoke up. “What’s your gut say, Bear?” His brother looked over at him.
“Gut says... makes more sense than I really want to think about right now. See you in the morning.” And with that he abruptly went out the door and drove away, leaving them both blinking with surprise.
“Well. Shoe’s on the other foot, now,” said Mike with a snort. “As soon as it’s him, it’s not such a fun thing to think about.”
“I think... I think it’s amazing,” said Brian softly, a dreamy little look of awe in his eyes. “Do you really think all of us...?”
“I hope so, because I really don’t want to deal with this alone.”
“Never alone, Mike. You’ll always have us, no matter what.”
Mike looked down, his lip trembling a little, and finally broke, sobbing quietly into his hands. Brian put an arm around him.
“Hey... let me get you to a hotel, okay? You need rest. And some dinner.”
Brian drove him to a decent mid-range hotel, made sure all his new clothes and toiletries made it up to the room, waited for him to change into something decent, then took him to dinner. The food did help, as did two glasses of wine. The youngest Mason got his brother into the room for the night, closed the door, then stood outside it in the quiet hallway for another minute or so before driving home. He sent Barrett a text to let him know where Mike was, then turned in, the night a restless one for all of them.
“You have the gift, Brian.” The old man’s gaze seemed to look right into his soul, the teen looking down nervously at the broken antique stained glass window on the work table.
“I don’t know if I...”
“Don’t doubt yourself. Doubt leads to fear, which makes it impossible to breathe and be who you are. You have to feel what the glass is saying it needs to be. Like a sculptor sees the shape in the stone or clay. It’s the same here. Empathy. And when repairing an old piece, like this one, you have to be able to feel what the creator intended, or the pieces will never match. Do you see?”
Brian nodded slowly. He did see. He understood completely what his mentor was saying, and cocked his head at the design. The man took a step back, letting his student see for himself without any influence. Brian held the long edge of the artwork and lifted it up so the light shone through, looked at the samples on the table, and smiled.
“This one. The hand-blown amethyst,” he said, holding up a piece of the antique imperfect purple glass. Old Mr. Jefferson’s face lit up.
“Yes. The hand-blown amethyst. You felt it, didn’t you.”
Brian grinned back. It felt strange to be talking about cold, hard, sharp, unfeeling glass in such a way, but he had to admit that the window had told him what it needed. It felt strange, but completely right. He nodded.
“You’re the first in a long, long time. I felt it when you...” The old man was interrupted by a particularly deep coughing fit, Brian helping him to a chair. His dark skin turned a little darker under the strain, the younger man watching him carefully. They both knew it was the lung cancer taking its toll, and that he only had a few more weeks. There was a bit of blood on the cotton handkerchief this time.
“This is yours. You have the gift,” he rasped.
Brian jerked awake on his futon in the loft, confused for a moment as to where he was, half his mind still in the dream. But unlike a normal dream where things are somewhat distorted, this was a crystal-clear memory. Everything was exactly as it had happened on that day long ago.
The light didn’t look right in the main room of the studio, and he sat up with a sharp gasp. The skylight. Had it really happened, everything with Mike the night before, or was that a dream as well?
He scrambled to the top of the stairs and saw the tangle of debris all over the floor, plywood covering the hole where the skylight had been. Shivering, but only half from the morning chill, he cautiously descended into the silent studio space as if something else was about to happen. The morning sun was still at the back of the building, not quite making it around to the end where the front door was yet. The old man had a sense of humor, and had placed a huge stained glass rising sun above the door, the first thing that would catch the morning light every day.
Brian hugged himself and strode over to the two remaining gray-black feathers that had been forgotten on the floor – Barrett had apparently kept the third. He picked them up and studied them, then looked once again at the mess at the back of the studio. It was real. All of it. And he began to wonder if there was anything to what Mike had said. Could they all be the same?
He looked up at the image of Michael once again, trapped in stained glass, just as the phone rang.
“Hey, did you sleep as crappy as I did?” Mike’s voice was still gravelly, but had a taste of humor in it, always a good sign.
“I don’t remember, I was asleep,” Brian quipped back with a chuckle. “But seriously... I did have a vivid dream about Mr. Jefferson for some reason.”
“Yeah, well... at least I didn’t dream about either combat or drowning for a change,” said Mike. Brian could hear him making coffee in his hotel room in the background. “But I tossed and turned all night. I feel like ass. You want to get some food later?”
“Yeah, sounds great,” he said, twirling one of the feathers between his fingertips. “Hear from Bear yet?”
“Nah. He said he’d see us in the morning though, so I don’t think he bolted. But I can’t tell what the hell he’s thinking. He seemed to accept all this so easily, and then he tours.”
“Who knows. He’s always been a little... wait a second, he’s calling now.”
“Okay. No surprise there, I guess.”
Brian nodded, coincidences being more than commonplace for them, and clicked over to the other line.
“Morning, Bear.”
“Morning. You want to get something to eat in a bit?”
“Yeah. I’ve got Mike on the other line. Breakfast together? He says he slept like crap.”
“Yeah, I didn’t sleep that great either. Unfamiliar hotel room and all that.”
“Sure.” Brian smirked to himself. He knew damn well that Barrett traveled enough that unfamiliar hotel rooms never phased him. The room wasn’t what had kept him up.
“How does 10:30 sound?”
“Great. There’s a place a few blocks from here that’s really good. Their gingerbread waffles are amazing.”
“See you at 10:30.” Barrett hung up abruptly, making his youngest brother sigh before clicking back over to Mike.
“He says he’s meeting us here at 10:30, should I go pick you up now?”
“Yeah, it’s only... what the hell time is it? 8:40... I want to help clean up the mess over there and that gives us a little time.”
“You got it. See you in a few.”
Brian threw on a ringer tee and some jeans, didn’t bother with coffee, and met his brother in the hotel lobby. Mike had showered again and had on a casual button-up cotton shirt and black jeans. He actually looked like any ordinary man except for the military haircut and well-muscled yet scarred arms which were currently crossed over his chest. He looked a little nervous, but smiled slightly when he saw Brian.
“Hey, you look good,” said the younger man, and Mike smiled a little more.
“Feel pretty good. Edgy, gonna need a nap or caffeine later, but okay, considering.” He pressed his lips together and looked around as if everyone in the lobby somehow knew what he was. “Let’s get out of here,” he muttered, and led the way to the car.
Once inside and on the way back to the studio, Brian spoke up. “Want to talk about anything?”
Mike fiddled with a button. “Maybe in a minute.”
The rest of the drive was in silence, Brian’s mind wandering a bit, but as he drove into his usual parking space, something glinted in the alleyway behind the building and caught his eye. Once out of the car, he strode over and squatted to get a better look. Brows lifting, he tried to get up quickly to block his brother from seeing it, but Mike was right on top of him.
“What are you looking at?”
“Nothing, just didn’t know what something was in the alley. Come on,” Brian said, taking his arm to lead him inside. But Mike spotted the cylindrical glass shape and pulled away gently to have a look for himself.
“Oh that’s just perfect,” he muttered with a sigh, running his hand over his face at the sight of the Archangel Michael novena candle, a tiny flame still burning in the red wax inside it.
“Come on,” urged Brian softly, and Mike followed him inside.
“That’s the same one as on that window,” Mike said, nodding at the life-size stained glass image with the red robes and flaming sword. “Who is it?”
“One of the four archangels. He’s kind of God’s general. Divine retribution and all that, but also helps protect people, and sometimes helps them get to heaven safely.”
“Huh.” Mike nodded, getting a little mesmerized in the intricate patterning of the feathers. Brian had been careful not to mention the angel’s name, and his brother hadn’t thought to ask, much to his relief.
“Coffee?”
“Already had some.”
“Oh, right...” Brian cleared his throat and strode over to the broom closet, retrieving various brooms, dustpans and some heavy leather work gloves, handing a pair to Mike.
“Don’t really need ‘em,” he said with a little chuckle.
“Still hurts when you get cut, though, right?”
“Well, yeah,” Mike had to admit, taking the gloves and putting them on. Brian pulled over a large metal trash can and a padded rolling cart.
“Okay, keep anything larger than about three inches, because sometimes I need small pieces. Everything else, well...” he trailed off with a sigh.
“Sorry,” said Mike, wincing again at the damage he’d caused.
“No, hey, it’s not like you did it on purpose. It’s okay.”
“It’s not okay. You told me you have a lot of antique glass in here. Or had.”
Brian blinked at him a little. “How did you remember that?”
“I read your emails about a hundred times,” Mike replied with a smile. “Every one meant so much to me. Word from home, word from my brothers. Of course you wrote me way more than Barrett did.” He started pulling larger pieces of glass out of the rubble and placed them carefully on the cart. Brian smiled.
“Thanks,” he said softly, joining his brother.
“For what? For reading your emails?”
“No, for actually caring about what I do.”
It was Mike’s turn to blink at his younger brother for a moment, then he nodded a little, understanding. Barrett was usually so caught up in his own stuff that he failed to notice or remember details about other peoples’ lives.
“It’s interesting. And beautiful. It’s incredible, what you can do.”
Brian looked up at his big brother with surprise. Such gentle words of praise coming from a man who had been through war and now...
“Not as incredible as you,” Brian said softly. Mike blushed and busied himself with the glass rescue job. They both knew exactly what he meant, and they simply worked quietly together for a long time, sorting usable glass from the rest of the debris.
“I think... I think I’m okay with this, kind of,” said Mike at last. He stood up and cracked his back, then looked around at the windows filling the western wall of the old brick building. A landscape of orange California poppies hung next to a pane depicting St. Peter holding the keys to heaven, next to that an elaborate peacock, and next to that an angel with luminous white wings in a sky blue robe healing someone with his touch.
“Who’s this one?” he asked. Brian looked up and nodded.
“I think it’s Raphael, but I’m not sure. If it is, he’s another archangel. A healer, see?” He strode over and pointed at the familiar pane where the hand-painted details showed the graceful hands touching an injured woman who was laying on the ground. “Iconography’s not quite right on this one, though, that’s why I’m not sure who it is.”
Mike nodded. “Well, you know a hell of a lot more about this stuff than me. Impressive.”
Brian chuckled. “You get familiar with all this stuff when you work on church windows all day long. Hey, how about a soda? Or juice? I think I have some orange juice.”
“Ice water would be great, if you have any ice cubes. Hey, what time is it?” Just then, Barrett’s car drove up and they laughed. “Barrett time, apparently.”
“Apparently. Let him in while I get us both some water.”
Mike grinned and nodded, opening the door for their older brother.
“Hey, you look like a new man,” said Barrett, clapping him on the shoulder as he entered. “Shirt suits you.”
“Thanks,” Mike said with a little wry smile. Of course Barrett would think that – he’d picked it out. “Bri’s getting some ice water, you want any?”
“Sure, sounds good. Then there’s some waffle house or something he wants to take us to.”
“Walking distance,” called out Brian, coming into the room with three glasses of ice water, anticipating that Barrett would want some too. He did, in fact, and sipped it as he inspected their clean up efforts.
“How much is going to cost to replace all that stuff?” he asked. Brian shrugged.
“Haven’t really checked out what’s left. Some of it’s antique stuff, so...” He cut himself off, realizing that if he went on about how some of the glass was irreplaceable, it would only make Mike feel bad. “Why, are you offering to help?”
“Sure,” Barrett said. “But what about insurance?”
“Does it cover acts of God?” Mike said with little snort. He couldn’t help but smirk a little at his own joke, even if he tried to suppress it. Brian grinned at him.
“Sort of. I don’t think this kind of thing counts, though. So... waffles?”
“Waffles,” said Barrett, and held the door open for them.
Three blocks away was the little café, their local claim to fame being unusual waffles and pancakes, such as gingerbread, orange cranberry walnut, banana pecan, and carrot cake with a thin sour cream icing one could drizzle over them like syrup. While waiting to be seated, Mike found himself looking at the whiteboard listing the day’s desserts, one of which was angel food cake. Ironically, he didn’t like angel food cake.
“Mike..?”
“Sorry, what?” He shook himself out of his thoughts and looked around, his brothers being led to a table. He strode a little faster to catch up, and soon they had ordered and were waiting on their tea.
“So after this, what do you want to do?” asked Brian. Mike had a pretty good idea what he was getting at, and chewed on the inside of his lip.
“We’ll take a little drive.”
Brian grinned, a little thrill going through him. Mike seemed unsure but mostly all right. Barrett glanced between them.
“I woke up this morning, and that feather was on my night stand,” he said in a low voice. Mike said nothing, but looked like he wanted to say a million things. He merely kept chewing on his lip, wondering where Barrett was going next. “And I can’t tell if I’m glad it was there, or wish I’d never seen it.”
“I know what you mean,” Mike said quietly, looking down a little.
“Especially if we’re all...” The waitress came with their tea, Barrett a little relieved at the interruption and excuse to busy himself for a few minutes.
“But will we know? What’s going to happen?” said Brian, not that interested in making tea. “Because...” He looked between them, then closed his mouth and blushed a little.
“You want it to be real. You want it to happen for you too, don’t you,” said Mike. Brian looked into his eyes and nodded slightly.
“How did you know that’s what I was thinking?” he asked softly. Mike shrugged.
“I just... I just did.”
Barrett licked his lips a little nervously and sipped his tea. Both his brothers caught it, and he looked between them.
“Well I don’t,” he said firmly. “I’ve got enough going on in my life without something like that. It’s crazy anyway. I mean... fully half my brain is screaming at me that I’m completely out of my mind, feather on my nightstand or not, and that everything I saw last night was only a weird dream. Maybe more than half my brain. Two-thirds at least.”
“Tell me about it,” said Mike, leaning toward him. “Do you think I asked for this? That I would have if I’d been given the choice? Hell no. But... it’s there. I can feel it. I could do it right here and now in front of everybody if I wanted...” Barrett’s eyes widened and he looked like he was starting to panic. Mike held up a hand. “Well obviously that would be stupid, wouldn’t it. So after this we’re going to take a little drive, and we’re going to find some stuff out. Because, for one thing, I can’t handle the way you guys keep looking at me. I’m still your brother, not a carnival freak, thanks.” Barrett looked into his tea. Brian nodded, a little ashamed.
“I didn’t realize I was doing that. Sorry.”
Mike put a comforting hand on his little brother’s shoulder. “I know you don’t mean it, Bri. We’ll figure all this out together, okay? Please?” Mike’s look was slightly pleading.
“Of course we will. Like always,” Barrett said softly, smiling a little.
Waffles consumed, they all went back to the studio, then piled into Barrett’s car and started driving east, Brian giving a few directions to a secluded area in the desert without a building around for miles. The tires crunched to a stop in the gravel lot, and Mike realized his leg was jiggling from nerves. They got out and looked around.
“Nice bit of desolation you got here,” said Barrett with a chuckle.
“I could have done a serious faceplant in this stuff,” said Mike, kicking at the gritty dust under his feet. “I figured that’s what was going to happen when I was falling out of that plane. And do you know what I thought about?” They looked at him, shaking their heads slightly. “I thought about you guys, and how I wished I could have died more honorably.” A tiny smile flashed at one corner of his mouth, but was gone as fast as it came. He squinted at the mountains in the distance, and started taking off his shirt.
“You don’t have to... do you want us to turn away or anything?” asked Brian. Mike shook his head.
“No. It’s okay. If I can’t do it in front of you guys, what kind of wuss does that make me, right?” The little smile was back, more of an ironic smirk, and he balled up his shirt and tossed it into Barrett’s face. His old brother caught it with a chuckle. Then they looked at each other, faces turning more serious. Brian moved over to stand close to Barrett, and they waited.
Mike nodded and closed his eyes. He dropped his shoulders and took a deep breath. It was so much easier to feel them now, waiting there inside him, physical yet not physical, connected to the core of his being. To the inner light that was his soul. His own personal connection to the divine.
Like throwing open a pair of French doors to a spring morning, he let out his wings with a shiver and a breath. He heard his brothers gasp, and somehow felt them shiver as well. Mike opened his eyes.
As he figured they would, they were staring at him wide-eyed. But there was something more to it than just what they were seeing. Barrett chewed on a lip, his arm around Brian, who looked a little faint.
“I felt something,” breathed Brian. “Something... I dunno. Something inside, like... something’s starting. I wish I could explain it.”
“You sure it’s not just wishful thinking?” asked Mike, studying him carefully in the harsh desert sunlight.
“No,” put in Barrett, his gaze meeting his middle brother’s. “Because I felt something too.” The look on Barrett’s face told Mike to leave it alone. He simply nodded a little, then took a few steps backwards.
“Don’t want to throw dust in your faces,” he explained. He stretched out his wings to their full span, getting a better feel for how they worked. Brian’s eyes misted up, his breath coming a little faster, Barrett sitting him gently down before he fell down. They sat together in the dirt, simply watching the phenomenon in front of them. The heavenly apparition. Their brother.
Mike had experimented once or twice in the hotel room, almost breaking a lamp in the process, but getting to stretch them out to their full twelve-foot span felt amazing. Like getting to stretch ones legs after an overly long car trip. A little unsteady at first, but sorting themselves out.
He backed up more and took a few experimental sweeps of them, noting with a hint of wonder that they seemed to know how to move as if he’d had them his whole life. Graceful, coordinated, strong. He folded them back, then out, then simply held them at a comfortable resting position, partially spread and loose.
With a nod, he looked at them, something unspoken passing between them. Their lives would never be the same. With a muscular push of his legs and sweep of his wings, Mike took off.
His new muscles strained, but it felt good. He concentrated only on gaining altitude, some kind of instinct taking over and helping his body know what to do. But it was more than that, too – he was nearly 200 pounds of solid Navy SEAL muscle and brawn, and his wings alone could never have pulled that much weight cleanly into the sky, or even gotten it off the ground. He could feel it. Other forces were at play and helping to send him aloft. Some kind of power of flight was combined with the wings, the two helping each other.
He circled back around and carefully angled himself, feet first, near where he’d taken off. Years of parachute landings helped him touch down with only a little stumble and slide in the gritty dirt, his wings fanning and sweeping wide to help slow him down. He tucked them back behind, studying his brothers’ reaction. Barrett was trying to remain stone-faced but there was a light in his eyes. Brian was openly weeping, eyes wide with awe like he was five years old on Christmas morning. Mike put his wings away and knelt down with them.
“You were...” choked Brian, but Mike pulled him into a tight embrace before he could finish.
“...Beautiful.” whispered Barrett, much to their surprise. Mike blinked at him. A little slow smile started to cross their faces at the same time, Mike even letting out a small choking laugh.
“I’m all scarred and messed up,” he said, starting to protest, but Barrett shook his head.
“It’s part of who you are. Doesn’t matter. What we saw just now...” Then it was Barrett’s turn to fall silent. Mike bit his lip, understanding.
“Must have been a hell of a thing to watch,” he said with a little chuckle. “Wish I could have seen it.”
“Wish I could have been there with you!” Brian blurted out with a gasp. “It was... I’ve seen a real angel in flight...” He turned another shade paler and Mike gripped his hand.
“I brought some sports drink, it’s in the car. Get it please, Bear?” Their older brother nodded and scrambled for the bottles, bringing them over. Mike opened one and handed it to Brian, who blindly drank some while Barrett stood over him to offer some shade, Mike still holding his little brother. It took another minute, but his color started returning.
“Sorry,” Brian said weakly, but Mike shook his head.
“We should get back. It’s getting hot, and we’ll all be burnt to a crisp soon.”
“Yeah... we should... we should get back...” Brian stood up shakily with Mike’s help, and stared at the road a little blankly. “We need to get back,” he said a little more firmly.
Barrett cocked his head a little at his youngest brother’s odd behavior. He seemed a little dazed, yet focused on something unseen. Mike looked at him, a little concerned about potential sunstroke, and helped Brian get into the car. They all felt something needle at the back of their minds, however, even if they didn’t say anything about it to each other.
Several miles back up the road, where it took a turn into the mountains, the road forked and went off into a narrow, steep track that some locals used as a shortcut to one of the swimming holes.
“Turn there!” Brian said suddenly, pointing at the other road.
“Turn? But...” Barrett protested weakly, but Brian gripped his shoulder. Mike looked at them and nodded, knowing that they all felt something, even Barrett, who did as he was told. Less than a mile down, they saw a pickup truck overturned down the side of the hill, a little smoke or steam or both trailing up from the engine.
Before the car had even stopped, both Brian and Mike had their doors open and were scrambling down the hillside toward the wreck. Someone’s arm was hanging from the open window, gratefully still attached to the woman inside the vehicle. The same could not be said for the man who had been driving, who was obviously quite dead.
Brian paled again, but focused on the woman, swallowing down a shudder. Mike checked her vitals, brow creasing with concern. Barrett tried to call out on his cell phone, but got no signal.
“Gimme the phone,” Mike called up to him urgently, and Barrett tossed it down without a second thought.
“It’s not like you’ll get any signal down th...” he started to say, but his breath caught in his throat as the huge near-black wings unfurled, Mike launching himself skyward quickly. All Barrett could do was watch, stunned, leaving Brian all alone with the injured woman.
“Please don’t die... please don’t die... please don’t die...” Brian kept repeating like a mantra as he held the woman’s hand, barely noticing what his brother had just done. His entire focus was on the crash victim, his stomach turning over, back tingling with gooseflesh, hair on his neck standing up. He touched her face and she gave a soft moan, opening her eyes a tiny bit. Brian looked back and, with every fiber of his being, willed her to be all right and make it. He gasped with the effort, a tear falling onto her arm, and he felt something shift inside himself. A new clarity, a feeling that everything would be all right. Almost some kind of peace. He concentrated on the feeling, and tried to pass it along to the woman somehow. His eyes widened as the cuts on her arm began to heal.
With a rush of air, something landed heavily next to him and he looked up to see his winged brother standing there with Barrett’s cell phone in his hand and a look of awe on his face. Brian smiled up at him.
“I think I healed her!”
Mike knelt down and examined the woman again, then turned to meet Brian’s eyes.
“Yeah. I think so. Congratulations, you got your wish.”
“My wish?”
Mike answered by giving the new white feathers of his younger brother’s wings a tentative stroke of his hand. They twitched of their own accord at the touch, Brian nearly falling over in shock, eyes huge as dinner plates. His mouth worked but nothing came out. Mike softly chuckled and looked up at Barrett, who was leaning against the car, unable to do anything but stare.
“Am I dead?” came a soft voice from inside the car. The woman was more lucid now, her wounds healed, but her mind still reeling. “Are you an angel?”
“You’re not dead,” murmured Mike soothingly. “You’ll be fine. The ambulance is on the way.”
“But you’re...” the woman started to protest, but Mike lead Brian away from the car and tossed the cell phone back up the hill. Their youngest looked up at Barrett with a pleading expression, then at Mike. Barrett nodded.
“Go. I’ll wait here for the ambulance. I’ll meet you back up the road a little ways.” His brothers nodded back, Brian’s eyes shining brightly, his expression still stunned. Mike held onto him and took off back toward the desert, knowing that Brian wouldn’t be able to do it on his own yet. All Barrett could do was lean against the car and watch them go. Watch them go and wonder if it would happen to him too. What would bring them out. Not if... but when it would happen. His gut said soon. He closed his eyes and sighed deeply.
Once again, Barrett found himself simply leaning against his car. The desert terrain reflected in his aviator sunglasses as he waited for his brothers to return from... wherever they’d gone. Flown off to, he reminded himself. A shiver went up his spine and ran over his shoulder blades.
A few more minutes of scanning the skies and he spotted them, Mike leading and calling over to Brian, the few words Barrett caught sounding like landing instructions. Near-black wings finally swept just above the surface of the ground, braking Michael as he landed 20 feet from the car, but this time he used the gritty soil to his advantage and his feet slid underneath him in a half-circle so that he was facing his incoming brother, arms out to help catch him, wings wide and perfect and beautiful.
Brian nodded to himself, doing as Mike had said, but he ended up coming down nearly on top of his brother, grimacing with effort as he tried to brake himself. Mike merely chuckled and caught him, taking a few steps backwards to compensate as Brian’s feet hit the ground.
“Not bad for a beginner,” Mike said with a grin. Brian, eyes bright and color high, grinned back. Barrett took off his sunglasses and studied them, his mind still having trouble believing what his eyes were seeing. But there they were, large as life, familiar yet unfamiliar. And he knew without a doubt, not a gut feeling but a firm knowledge somehow, that soon he’d be the same.
Mike put his wings away and set his hands on his younger brother’s shoulders, meeting his eyes and speaking quietly to him. Barrett had been staring at Mike’s back since he’d done his 180 upon landing, mesmerized, studying the point at which the tiniest of his feathers ended and his shoulder blades began. When the wings disappeared right in front of his eyes, he blinked, then blinked again as he watched it happen. But there was nothing to see... yet there briefly was. He saw how, in the literal blink of an eye, they got tucked back and then seemed to almost evaporate into thin air... or so he’d seemed to see. Maybe that was the problem, he thought to himself – he’d blinked at the wrong moment.
“Can you feel how to do it?” Mike asked his little brother.
Brian’s brow creased, but he nodded, his look growing a little unfocused as his mind explored how it worked. He closed his eyes for a moment, the white wings disappearing behind him, then he looked up and grinned.
“Got it. They’re still there, but inside.”
Mike nodded. “Exactly. Hard to describe, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, it’s... wow...”
Barrett chuckled softly but slightly nervously, interrupting them a bit. “Unfortunately, I still have to drive. So get in before we all melt in the heat out here. It’s only gonna get worse.” They smiled at him and nodded, both doing as they were told, but Brian caught the “unfortunately” part of his statement. Did that mean his oldest brother’s mind was changing at all? Or was he reading something into it that wasn’t there?
Mike was buttoning up his shirt, then stopped and looked at his younger brother as the car moved along the road.
“Waitaminute. You never took your shirt off.”
Brian cocked his head, then blinked, belatedly understanding what he was getting at. “You’re right. But I’m not like... feeling a breeze or anything.” He turned his back to Mike, who smoothed his hand over the fabric. It was perfect.
“Huh,” Mike said absently. Brian turned back around and looked at him questioningly. “Looks normal. I don’t get it. But...” He snorted softly and shrugged. Brian smiled.
“But it’s not like any of us are suddenly experts on this stuff. When we get back to my place we can check it out more. How it works.” Mike nodded in agreement. Barrett remained silent, driving, reflective sunglasses back in place, a slight hardness to his jaw.
They all piled back out at Brian’s studio, Barrett leaning against the open driver’s side door, arms crossed along the top edge.
“Look, I need to get back. It’ll take longer and cost more to get another charter plane, so I’m just going to drive and return the rental car tomorrow. Are you guys all right? I mean... going to be all right...?” His voice trailed off, unsure what to say. He felt like he was being left out of something, but he didn’t want any part of it either. Barrett was torn in several directions, but one fact remained – where one Mason went, they all went. That was just how it worked.
Mike nodded, then went over to hug him. “We’ll be fine. There’s some stuff I need to do before I go to Sacramento. Call the new boss, for one thing,” he said with a weak chuckle. He hoped Barrett wouldn’t ask about the other things.
“It’s okay, Bear,” said Brian softly, moving over to hug him as well. “It’ll be okay.” Barrett hesitated, looking between them, then pressed his lips together and nodded slightly. They watched him drive away, looking into the empty street for a time before finally going inside out of the heat.
“Gotta fix that,” Mike said, nodding up at the skylight. Brian put his hands on his hips and sighed, nodding.
“I don’t know what I’m going to tell the insurance company.”
A smile spread slowly across his face, then he looked over at Mike. The smile was infectious, and Mike found himself smiling back, then they were grinning, then chuckling, then laughing until they cried. They sat down on the makeshift sofa next to the windows, made from a salvaged pick-up truck bench seat, and continued to giggle at each other for a full five minutes, wiping laugh tears out of their eyes.
Mike tipped his head back, the afternoon sunlight just starting to make multicolored patches on the plain cement floor through the stained glass above them. He gazed upside-down at the colorful panes above him, train of thought jumping from one track to the next, then got up and strode across the room to have a better look at them. The archangel with the flaming sword and black wings was there, the flowers, the peacock, Saint Peter, the healing angel...
“What about that one?” he said, pointing at a panel at the far right of the row of windows. A third angel was there, leading people and other angels up a mountain, a walking staff in one hand and a builder’s square in the other. He held his head up with confidence, wings an iridescent pearl gray.
“Oh, that one,” said Brian, leaning forward to see which one he meant. “I have absolutely no idea. Weird, huh? I’m thinking it must be some Masonic thing, based on the square in his hand. See it?”
“Yeah,” said Mike softly, studying the image.
“Thing is, as far as I know, Mr. Jefferson wasn’t a Mason.”
The word hung in the air until finally they both looked at each other.
“Mason,” echoed Michael. A chill went up their spines
“I wonder,” said Brian at last, getting up to stand with his brother, “what he knew. What he saw in me. He told me once that he was guided to do these windows. That they weren’t any part of a commission or job. He made them because the glass told him to.”
All Mike could do was nod. After the events of the morning, it sounded perfectly reasonable and sane. He looked again at the three windows.
“Brian? What’s the name of that first one?”
His brother hesitated, then relented. “Michael.”
He closed his eyes with a tiny flinch and a nod. “Do you think that third window shows...”
Brian looked at the three works of art, the afternoon sun shining more strongly through them by the minute. They were luminous. Almost alive. The warrior, the healer, and the leader. The backgrounds were similar enough that they could almost be a matched set if placed side by side in a triptych.
“Yeah,” he said in a near whisper. “I think this is us.”
Mike looked up at them again. “Me first, then you, then Barrett. In order, left to right.”
“In order...?”
“Manifesting.”
Brian chewed on his lip and nodded. Then his brow furrowed a bit as he looked at the backgrounds again. If they were placed in order of age, him first, then Mike, then Barrett, they matched perfectly. The figures were even all facing the right direction toward each other. He pointed this out to his older brother, who nodded mutely.
“I wish Bear was here,” Brian said at last.
“I wish he was too. I feel like we should be together right now. I don’t want him going through this alone.”
“He belongs with us,” said Brian with a firm nod. Mike found himself nodding in agreement. They needed to be together now more than ever, that much he knew. They could both feel it in their bones.
Meanwhile, Barrett was just driving. Cell phone headset in place, music on softly, hand draped over the top of the steering wheel, aviator sunglasses. He was the very picture of a successful VIP, but his business was the last thing on his mind as he zipped down the southbound freeway back to San Jose.
Why?
He idly glanced around at the traffic. All those people in all those cars, most of them alone. Did they know that angels were real? Had they ever seen one? Did they even believe angels existed at all? Did they believe in anything?
Why us? Why now?
Something had changed inside him, he could feel it. Nothing like what his brothers were describing, but something...
His daydreaming screeched to a stop with the traffic ahead of him, Barrett slamming on the brakes just in time to avoid clipping the car ahead of him. With a groan, he realized there was a sea of brake lights ahead of him, and turned up the radio as he prepared to wait.
A half hour of stop-and-go later, he passed the accident, the ambulance still on the scene. A yellow drape covered the driver’s seat of one of the cars. A fatality lay inside.
His mind went back to earlier in the day, to the woman that would have been a fatality if not for what his brothers had done. He glanced over at the cell phone in its caddy, the phone that an angel had carried skyward and made an emergency call on. Barrett shook his head. It was all so damn crazy, but it was real. All of it. He glanced at the large near-black feather that was tucked into the trim over the windshield.
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