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Chapter One

The pain is like the fire
and light of a thousand suns searing through my body. I scream, but
no one hears. I wait for it to burn itself out—or for me to plunge
into the abyss. Maybe I’m already there. Maybe.

It’s like my body has been
polarized and consumed by that fiery brilliance. I don’t know where
or who I am. I know only an inferno, and in that holy fire nothing
else matters.


Chapter Two

“Lev!”

An ebon-haired human leans
over me, her fingers probing my chest where blood plumes and
spatters, scatter-slick across my shirt. She’s crying, hysterical,
wrapped amid my mortal coil.

Why am I
bleeding?

I look closely at her dark
skin and eyes. Her face is long and thin, frozen in fear, and she
trembles; the turmoil roiling through her jostles me, yet I can’t
move. I can only blink.

I am trapped in this
revolting hide. And this mortal is grieving for me. I don’t
understand.

Then a great incandescent
bloom envelops all.

I stutter from slumber into
a wash of new brilliance. The world is filled with it as I look to
the endless light that seems to tug within me, reaching for the
deeply buried calm, yet some part of me resists—the part tangled in
my dream with the dark-haired human I don’t recognize. My heart is
racing. No matter how much I blink, her face remains—her features
as refined as though they had been born upon one of us. But she’s
human, isn’t she?

Human.

There is such an emptiness
within, stirring below the calm, like a fluttering of feathers amid
the blanketed numbness; there’s something I can’t
remember—something about her. But why? Why should I care? What does
she matter? Does she? And there is something about me, too.
Something troubling.

I blink away the last
fragments of sleep and dreams and sit up, staring at a brilliant
blue sky. My splayed fingers touch grass, soft and slightly wet
with dew. I struggle and stand, not expecting the jagged undercut
of agony at my chest that brings me to my knees.

 


“Lev? Can you hear
me?”

The voice is frantic and
forces me to open my eyes. Evan kneels over me, his hand resting on
my chest. Sunlight halos his head. “What happened?” I ask, my mind
swimming.

“You’re weak,” Evan
replies, leaning over me.

“Why?” I stare at him,
feeling the light ebbing through me, yet it is disturbed,
especially around my chest. It ripples inside, distorted;
that should not be. I’m
an angel. I’m not prone to pain and weakness. They’re beneath
me.

Disgusted, I try to break
away and rely on my own two feet, but even as Evan releases me, I
fall. Evan grabs my shoulder and eases me back to the lush
greenery. “You’re not as you were, Lev. A mark has been made, and
none of us can undo it.”

I close my eyes. The human
returns, her face some kind of iconic painting I have seen in
churches. Her tears smudge the hard lines, and even as I think of
her, some part of me aches, and my breath catches.

“What mark?” I finally ask,
unsure I want to know. I plumb the depths of my memory, but nothing
rises. What did I do yesterday? It’s a simple question, yet I can’t
answer it.

“What has happened to me?”
I ask, wondering what this human has to do with it and why her
memory won’t be pushed aside. Why is there such incredible
beauty in her
pain?

She shouldn’t
matter.

“Nothing that need be
spoken,” Evan says, kneeling beside me. Evan, my first mentor. He
refuses to meet my gaze, and that alone tells me my world has
changed. It’s all about what he doesn’t say, the words I don’t
hear. In the distance, I see mountains, the jagged edges hidden in
clouds. The huge mass of rocks are reflected in the ocean at its
base.

“I would rather know than
not,” I snap, staring at him defiantly.

“Perhaps you would.” He
shakes his head. “Then again, you were always one to walk blindly
into things. Trust me when I say you’re better off
blind.”

“I don’t want to be blind!”
I rage. Yet my raised voice has no impact on him. He looks at my
chest, searching for something.

“You’re insufferable!” I
snap, turning away as I prop my head with one arm.

“Perhaps,” he quietly
agrees, his tone filled with some foreign emotion. “Then again,
there are things I have learned I can’t bear, and this is one, Lev.
I won’t open your eyes. I can’t.”

That’s when he leaves me,
and I want to throw something to stop this mad fluttering inside. I
can sense nothing amiss, so I look at my hands, trying to find some
mark upon my body to explain this crippled feeling that plagues me
so. As I stare at my hand, I see another hand with that same
lovely, dark skin, drape my own, those fingers encircling mine, and
I feel it hold me.

I inhale sharply and blink.
That makes it vanish. From beneath the wall of nothingness, I feel
a small stab of regret, and it takes my breath away. Regret is a
human emotion. I’m an angel.

I don’t regret. I have never
regretted. It is a mistake.

I clench my fingers into a
fist, trying to forget that image, but no matter what, some part of
it lingers within me, and suddenly I hear the word “hesed”
whispered in a female voice—that
dream voice.

“Hesed.” She says it
again.

Love.

This time, the regret is
sharper, as though its wings have bones that have splintered into
jagged thorns raking at my insides. They cut. I see the blood
mingling with the golden light within. It starts out as a circle
about the size of my thumb and grows.

A movement to my left forces
my attention. Celia stands there, her long blond hair falling
around her face, but a frown mars the perfection. For a moment, we
just stare at each other, and in that moment, I sense that whatever
darkness blocks the truth, she knows everything, she and Evan
both.

“Out with it,” I growl,
breaking the silence that seems to weigh upon me so that even
breathing is difficult.

“I don’t know what you
mean, Lev.” She takes a tentative step and then another. Finally,
she sits on the ground beside me. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired of these games you and Evan play. I want the
truth.”

She stiffens and looks down
before finally turning back to me, a hardness gleaming in her eyes.
“Do you? Really? Somehow I doubt that.”

I rake my fingers through my
hair. I’d rip it out if I thought it would help. “You speak in
riddles—I want answers!”

She takes a deep breath and
forces her stare directly ahead. “I know what you want, Lev. We all
do. But sometimes it isn’t about our desires.” She reaches out for
the hand still lying uselessly on my chest, and her palm settles
atop it. Fingers encircle mine and softly squeeze in
reassurance.

At first, I want to snatch
my hand away, but I know that won’t change her stubborn streak.
Nothing can change that. So I shift to something that should be
much easier for them to answer.

“Fine. Since you won’t tell
me what happened, at least tell me when I am free to resume my
duties.”

Another look away to tell me
she is hiding more than I thought. Either I am not well enough to
complete my tasks or being in the Lower Realm has something to do
with my present condition. Or both.

She chews her bottom lip
while struggling to come up with an answer. “Perhaps we should talk
to Evan before any decisions are made.”

That’s it.
I pull away from her well-intended hand holding
and get up in spite of my earlier mishap. I have to put some space
between us before I lose my temper. Right now the fury is bubbling
just below the surface, and there is no telling how much longer I
can rein it in.

“We should talk to Evan?”
No matter how hard I fight to keep my voice even, it rises with the
frustration inside. “That’s part of the problem, Celia. Evan isn’t
talking, not about what matters—what made me like
this. So that means he
should automatically have say over what I do and when I do it?” I
feel myself standing before an invisible line and my feet are
poised at the edge. I know I should back off. Even though I feel
the chaos stirring deep inside, I know Evan is ever-constant. He is
older than I am—wise beyond measure. That is why he is among my
band, because Celia and I are neither old nor wise by righteous
standards. Evan knows what he is doing for the most part. I seem to
blunder more than I should, and for whatever reason, Celia looks to
me for guidance, perhaps because I first helped her with
sojourning.

But even if Evan is so much
more capable than I am, I grow weary of waiting. Thus the
line.

“You are still barely
recovered, Lev—if you are even recovered at all.” Her gaze falls to
my chest, the same place Evan touched me—the place I feel the
distortions within.

Gritting my teeth, I raise
my shirt and look at the area where I’ve seen them staring. Celia
tries to stay my hand and stop me, but I’m too fast for that. In a
split second, I see a round scar. Angels do
not scar. We are not bound by mortal rules. We are above
them.

I stagger back to the
ground, suddenly exhausted. My mind is churning, and the pain is
back, telling me I should sleep.

“Are you all right?” Celia
touches my face, her blue eyes troubled.

“What has happened to me?”
I whisper. “My being aches.”

She nods. “I know. Just give
it time. That’s what you need more than anything.”

I rest my head against the
wild clovers blooming in a blinding white and shut my eyes. As the
darkness starts to take me away, I hear low voices drifting around
me.

“I don’t think we can keep
this from him,” Celia says. “He’s going to figure things out one
way or another. And he’s smart enough to know that whatever might
be wrong with him isn’t physical.”

Another voice—Evan’s.
“Perhaps you are right. But until things settle a bit, we have to
keep up the façade. And making him think the wound is physical is
just to cover the true history. We both know that.”

Even in my drowsy state, I
find myself wondering what they are talking about. What wound do
they refer to? I try to drift closer to consciousness, but it won’t
have me.

“But taking him back so
far, Evan. I hardly recognize him with that distain for
humans.”

“I know. But that was the
only way to separate his existence from Elizabeth’s. I had no
choice.”

Elizabeth?
I wait for more, but silence lulls me to
sleep.


Chapter Three

I wake to a darkness that
cocoons my body with warmth. Above, there is an infinite blackness
punctuated only by stars. I still lie upon the ground, cradled in
soft grass. For just a moment, I close my eyes, and another image
jumps in my mind. I’m flying toward this darkness, holding a human
in my arms, the same one I saw earlier. Her head rests against my
chest, and in that fleeting glimpse, I feel a different kind of
warmth that is foreign to me.

Who is she?
Elizabeth?

Sensing motion, I turn and
find Celia standing there, watching me. “What is it?” I
ask.

She shakes her head.
“Nothing.” For a moment, it seems she might turn away but instead
decides to sit beside me. “How are you feeling?”

Hearing her voice triggers
bits and pieces of the conversation she had with Evan, and I have
even more questions I know she won’t answer. “How should I be
feeling?” I ask softly, wondering about the edge she says I have. I
am as I always was. What can she possibly be referring
to?

“I don’t know.” She won’t
meet my gaze. Just another ‘tell’ on her part. Part of me just
wants to jump right in with the questions, but I am smart enough to
know where that will get me. “So, Evan and I were talking last
night, and he seems to think that getting you back out in the Lower
Realm might actually help speed up the healing. I mean, it’s going
to probably be a little while before you are ready to sojourn
again, but some time away from here might do you some
good.”

The breath catches in my
chest, and I wonder if I’m hearing her right. “So what’s the catch,
Celia?”

“No catch, Lev. You need to
get back on your feet. Both of us can see that.” Her fingers toy
with the clovers, and she stares at them instead of me. “Isn’t that
what you wanted?”

No, I think. What I want is the truth,
not a concession to get me to stop asking. But even if I told her what I was thinking, it wouldn’t stop
her from hiding the truth. She’s already aware I’m not buying what
she is selling.

“Sure it is. After all,
what else could I want?” I purposely keep my tone light and even,
figuring once I get to the Lower Realm, I can do some nosing around
and see if that turns up anything. “So when do I get to start?”
Once again, I figure I’ll play on Evan’s timetable. It’s going to
get me down there a whole lot quicker than annoying him.

“We’ll go down this
afternoon.” She rises, heading toward ocean that shimmers in
darkness. Her wings splay outward, glowing white like pale ghostly
shadows.

“We?” This time, my tone is
sharper than I intended, but this wasn’t really in my plan and
could definitely hamper my efforts to get answers.

“Yes. Evan wants me to go
with you.”

Of course he does. There’s
no surprise in that. Part of me wants to
explode, and it pretty much takes everything I have to manage
restraint. “I guess this way we will see if I taught you
anything.”

She nods and licks her
lips—yet another nervous gesture. Frustrating, really. I never used
to make Celia nervous, and I guess if I’m going to unnerve her, I
might as well take full advantage of it.

“Celia? Who’s
Elizabeth?”

She inhales sharply, like
I’ve slapped her, and it takes a moment before she regains her
composure. In that span of time, I see a multitude of emotions
cross her face. “She was a human you were responsible for
sojourning.”

“And did I?” I ask
softly.

She slowly looks at me. “No.
Something…came up. Not that it matters now. Her charge has been
given to someone else.” Her voice is soft, but beneath that is
something else, something that suggests the balance she is trying
to fake is nearly falling apart, and as I look at Celia’s
expression, I find a sadness there. Once again, more of the
emotions that humans are so riddled with it complicates their lives
and makes great messes of small ones.

“Did you know her?” I ask,
pressing.

“I said it doesn’t matter,
Lev. What’s done is done and can’t be undone. We both know that.”
She closes her eyes for a moment, appearing fatigued in a way that
angels never get.

She doesn’t wait for my
response but strides toward the ocean and dives in. Still, before
she slips away, I sense the disturbance within her. It’s buried
deeply, and I find it only because it matches my own.

 


Hours later, Celia and I fly
to the Lower Realm. Both of us run toward the water and dive in. At
first, we both feel the cool wetness but as we keep going, it thins
until it tapers completely, leaving the underside of heaven and
clouds to drift through. Although my body, especially my chest,
feels sore, I keep thinking about the conversation between Celia
and Evan, wondering what Evan meant by the wound not being
physical. Angels aren’t supposed to be able to be wounded. So what
he is saying makes no sense. Then again, it hurts deeply, and the
pain troubles me. Perhaps I should add it to the list.

The rushing air against my
body is soothing, and there is no other feeling like flying. I’m
not sure why it seems like it’s been so long since I did so last,
but that’s probably just another part of the story I don’t have. As
we descend, I feel the sun burst through the clouds, warming me.
Below, an ocean covers the world, and I suddenly sense a call. It’s
a tightening that wraps about my body, guiding me toward a soul is
just before the body and spirit separate. The feeling is
unmistakable, like a lighthouse beacon in a cloudless
night.

Nodding to show me where to
go, Celia must think I’ve forgotten the feeling of being drawn
toward the dying, but I know my job. Nothing can fool me there. And
it’s just a matter of time before everything else comes out. I
follow her lead, not that I need it, but the last thing I want to
do is give her any indication something is amiss. Otherwise, I’m
probably going to have my wings figuratively clipped yet again. Not
an appealing process.

Another burst through the
clouds and I see a blue motorboat below. Two people sit in it,
probably a father and his daughter, judging by the ages. We are
still a ways from them and a red motor boat veers this way. I close
my eyes and sense the chaos of a single mortal mind, but there is
also a faint beacon coming from this blue boat. Confused, I start
to ask Celia, but she is already diving in anticipation of the
wreck.

I know I’m not supposed to
be sojourning, but someone is calling me as surely as if they knew
my name. How can I not answer that call when it surges through me?
And perhaps Celia is mistaken about how many deaths there will be.
I frown at the boats, how the trajectory is so complete. While one
driver is completely in control of his boat, the other is anything
but. His mind is disorganized, rather like he has been chemically
impaired. I imagine the wreck, knowing that nothing can be done to
change it. Nothing. I feel the shimmering in the air as the
universe braces for an impact which can’t be avoided.

And that is the way it
should be, I tell myself. But there is something stirring within
me, something I do not understand behind that wall. Regret? Is that
it? I am an angel, and I do not regret. I fly lower turn my
attention back to what is about to occur as I fly lower.

The red boat accelerates,
and the other driver finally sees him and senses that something is
about to go terribly wrong. He, too, tries to speed up and swerve,
but it’s like the boats are two magnets of opposite
polarity—nothing can stop them from drawing together. I close my
eyes when the wreck happens and block the sound.

Yet, now I sense the two
beacons even more strongly. Celia is already almost to the water,
heading toward the lone boat driver. The impact has thrown his body
yards from where it was, which is probably why his beacon was so
strong. Yet there is another, and I can’t ignore it.

I fly lower, staring at the
two fragmented boats bobbing amid a wash of debris like broken bath
toys. Yet my concern seems to be the girl floating there. It’s a
small miracle she’s still floating on the surface on her back with
her long hair drifting in the water like seaweed. Her arms are bent
at her sides, and she looks more like a mermaid than a
girl.

I’m about twenty feet away
when I see her face, so plain that it stops me in mid-flight. Her
dark skin glistens, and a silver bracelet adorns one wrist,
glimmering in the light. I don’t know what it is about this girl,
the one from my dreams, but the sight of her leaves me hovering
there, trying to make sense of things that should not be muddled. I
am an angel. I carry souls. Hers is calling to me.

That’s when I force myself
to start flying again. There is no one around as I slowly dip into
the water beside her. My body is shaking despite the fact that the
water is warm. I shouldn’t feel the temperature at all which is
strange. It’s like the nearer our bodies get, the more this human
radiates warmth.

A gash across her forehead
oozes blood that seeps into the water, the red diffusing in the
murk.

For a moment, I just float
there because it’s like my mind has gone completely blank beneath
the weight of staring at her. The act of sojourning, something I
have been doing for so many years, now seems beyond me, even though
I feel her soul calling to me. I’m at a loss as to how to act.
Didn’t Celia say Elizabeth had been relegated to someone else? That
doesn’t make sense. Why do I feel her beacon so strongly? Usually,
we only feel those in our circle of care.

It doesn’t
matter, I think. It has to be done one way
or another, and I’m already here. I reach for the hand that drifts
in the water, and the silver bracelet wrapping her wrist catches my
eye. It has a single word inscribed on it. Hesed.

My hand drops away. The
world turns to details: the brown of her skin under the bright
sunlight. The gleam of black hair. Her full lips open as she
struggles to breathe. Her body drifting in the water. This is
Elizabeth. She is silent, her body broken, but I would know her
anywhere. The questions are how and why it matters? And why, deep
down, do I feel as though I’m going to cry.

The mystery of what has
happened is tied up in these images which trouble me more than the
broken boat and driftwood.

Her long, dark eyelashes
flutter, and I realize she is coming around. Her eyes slowly blink
and open, allowing me to float in mocha brown eyes with flecks of
honey. For just a second, there is a moment of confusion on her
face, which isn’t really so unusual, considering what we are and
what we do. It’s when that confusion slowly shifts to a smile that
I really get nervous because I don’t know what is going
on.

“Lev?” Her voice is the
same as in the dream—freighted with hope. It wraps around my name
like there is no other way to say it, and without her voice, it
would be so common and useless.

“There’s no need to be
frightened,” I tell her. Yet somehow I am beginning to think I am
the frightened one. I should sense a swirl of conflicting emotions
in her, but instead, I only feel peace radiating from within her,
which does not make sense.

“Is it really you?” she
whispers, her hand reaching for my face. Blood trickles from her
forehead into her eyes, and just the sight of it turns my stomach,
another clue that something is completely wrong. Blood has never
affected me. Never. Yet seeing her like this causes a racing
feeling inside.

Lev? Where are you?
Celia’s voice. While she isn’t panicking
externally, I can feel an urgency within her as though I am a child
she has lost track of.

I’m with the other
one, I think.

The girl, Elizabeth, reaches
out and touches my face. Yes, I could shimmer away into water and
air, but for some reason I don’t want to do that. I sense that it’s
important she see me. I know it would frighten her, and that’s the
last thing I want to do. So I remain solid and let her fingers
gently touch my skin.

What other?
Celia asks.

In the other boat. There is
a girl here who also needs to be sojourned. I clench my jaw, wondering why she believes I have become an
imbecile. It’s one thing to think that I need watching over,
galling as that is. It’s quite another to have people
second-guessing my every move.

Do nothing. I am
coming.

I can handle this,
Cee. My body bristles with anger and
frustration. I’m so tired of being labeled an invalid.

Yet as the girl strokes my
face and tears pool in her eyes, I start to realize I can handle
everything but this. With her, I feel a great rush of emotions
swirling through me, emotions with no place and no reason. Or none
that I remember.

I gently grab her hand. “You
must stop.”

“No,” she says, her voice
thick with desperation and tears. “I have been waiting for you, Lev
Walker—waiting, and you didn’t come. You just left me.”

Her body is shaking. I can’t
address her words. I don’t know what she means or why she thinks
she knows me. I can only do my task, the one Celia seems to think I
can’t manage. I stare at her head, evaluating the wound. It’s
bleeding, but I don’t sense the beacon radiating from it. I search
deeper, trying to find the wound that acts like a glowing light in
my mind, but while I sense a few smaller wounds, there is no place
within her that should radiate within my attention
except….

I take a deep breath and
raise my hand. I expect she will fight me, but she just stares, her
gaze not quite focused, probably due to the bump to the head.
Although I know I should listen to Celia, I gently lower my hand to
the area just below her throat because that is where the distress
comes from. The moment my hand touches her, I feel it—so hot, it
burns my hand with her pain. Even as the waves roll over me, I
realize it’s not physical. There is no wound to the body. That
isn’t what is broken. Feeling what is broken, her spirit, cuts
through me, and it’s all I can do to break contact.

The feel of her emotional
turmoil leaves me drained, and her pain radiates through me as if
it were my own. What is going on?
I slump forward, feeling my body
weakening.

“Is that why you’ve come,
to carry my soul?” she whispers, the tears now flowing down her
face. She tries to take my hand, but I back away, still
reeling.

In that moment, Celia
touches into the water. Her soul isn’t
ready to be carried, Lev.

But the beacon!
I insist.

There is more to this story.
What you feel isn’t a beacon, at least not one to be
answered. Celia looks from me to the girl
and back again. The girl, however, refuses to look away from me, as
if she is afraid I will vanish.

You must conceal yourself,
Lev. And do not reappear, no matter what she says. It’s
important.

I give the girl one last
look. The agony on her face is palpable, and I find myself wanting
to reassure her, but Celia has inserted her body between us, trying
to cut off contact.

“Please, if that’s what I
must do to be with you, then go ahead. I won’t fight you.” She
reaches for me but can’t touch me.

Lev, vanish now!
Celia demands, glaring at me.

So I shut my eyes and force
myself to fade from the girl’s eyes. As I disappear, there is an
immediate reaction. She begins searching the water, her body
splashing in frantic movements.

“Lev? Are you
here?”

Her arms flap like unwieldy
branches, and I see her glazed eyes. Fatigue—and blood.

“Lev!” she screams again,
launching herself through the water in my direction. I skim
backwards easily enough, almost like the game I’ve watched human
children play—Marco Polo. Except her eyes are open and this is
anything but a game. I feel that draw toward her getting stronger
by the moment, and I don’t understand. If it’s not a beacon, then
what is it? And why does it only seem to hurt more and
more?

“Lizzie!” Another voice,
this one male, calls for the girl as he swims toward her. His
reddish-blonde hair is soaked, and I recognize him as the driver of
the boat that was struck. He appears less damaged than the girl and
reaches her quickly, his hands grasping her shoulders.

“Let me go!” she screams
and tries to break free. The effort causes her head to go below the
surface. All I see is a flash of two bodies struggling in the
water.

Celia’s expression suddenly
caves into the pain she sees on the man’s face, and she bobs under
the water. I follow her lead and see that she bolsters the girl
upwards to make sure she takes in enough air.

Why is Celia helping a
mortal? I wonder. She’s a sojourner. She carries the souls of the dead. Why
bother with the living at all?

What are you doing?
I ask her.

Saving her life,
she answers, making sure the girl stays
afloat.

Why does it matter?
I watch as the man latches onto her and draws her
into a lifeguard’s position, his arm firmly wrapped around her
midsection as he starts to swim with her toward the shore. Celia’s
head pops above water.

In that instant, Celia
really looks at me, her expression one of utter confoundedness. Her
mouth has dropped open, and her eyes are wide. In short, I don’t
think she can focus enough to answer my questions. She peers at me
like I should already know the answers, and for a moment I’m
thinking this will force her to let me in on the big secret, but
she never gets the chance. “I wish I could tell you,” she finally
says.

Elizabeth starts thrashing
wildly, trying to get free. The man grabs her tighter. His face is
familiar just like Elizabeth’s but I can’t place it either. Yet, I
feel like I know both of them, that I once had a place in this
world among them. That can’t possibly be.

“Let me go!” she yells. “I
have to find him! He’s here. I’ve seen him!” She’s trying to lunge
away, and if she isn’t careful, she’s going to strike her head on
the splintered debris bobbing in the water. Several jagged slices
of boat fragments float dangerously near.

“Lizzie, stop it!” I can
tell by his tight expression it’s taking everything he has to rein
her in, but her will is stronger.

This isn’t supposed to
happen, Celia tells me over the girl’s
violent screams. At that moment, she thrashes hard to the left,
throwing the man against a jagged piece of wreckage. His mouth
opens in shock before he passes out, his arms releasing her
completely.

Lev, listen to me. You have
to calm her down. Be kind. I don’t care that you don’t much like
for humans. This is important. She’s important, and if you don’t
help her, you will regret it.

There’s that word
again, I think. Regret.

She doesn’t wait for my
answer. Instead, she slips once again into the dark depths, leaving
me with Elizabeth, who now flails wildly, as though her body has
forgotten how to swim. She, too, is sinking fast. While I do not
believe Celia’s talk of regret, I don’t have anything else to do,
so I force myself to dive after the girl. By the time I find her,
she’s gasping for air and sucking in water instead. Her time is
limited if I don’t get her back to the surface.

Her eyes widen as again she
sees me, her hands frantically grasping for me. Calm yourself, I think, knowing she
will hear my words. Yet that does little to stop her frantic
motions. Her eyes blink slightly, and I can feel her giving in to
the water and hurl both of us to the surface where to my dismay I
realize she isn’t breathing. The shore isn’t far, and I can see
Celia already dragging the man that way. She’s just about reached
the seam where water and earth meet.

Unsure what else to do, I
force myself to swim quickly and tow her limp body toward the
shore. Even at angel speed, it seems to take forever to get her out
of the water. I lay her in the damp sand and quickly push the long
hair from her face to see if she is breathing. While part of me
wonders why I’m doing this, saving this girl, part of me feels how
right it is, and that’s a first. She shouldn’t matter.

But she does.

Her arms splay uselessly at
her sides, and I quickly begin giving her CPR, trying to expel the
water from her lungs. In my peripheral vision, I see Celia has
succeeded in her task: the man is sitting up despite her intention
to keep him on the ground.

“Lizzie?” He scans the
area, and the sunlight burns amid the fresh blood on his head. I’m
in the middle of a set of compressions when he spots
her.

“You need to lie down,”
Celia tells him. “There’s nothing you can do for your daughter like
this.”

That doesn’t stop him from
struggling to get upright. Celia sets her hand atop his chest and
whispers, “Calm down, sir. Please.”

He struggles to get from
under her, but the pain in his head must be kicking in as he starts
to fall. Celia is right there to catch him. As I watch her tend to
him, I lean over and breathe for the girl, wondering if she will
pull through this. The moment my lips touch hers, I feel a
familiarity, as though we have been this way before, many times. I
lose myself in her nearness, and I struggle to remember to breathe
for her; it takes everything I have to pull back and start the
compressions again.

This isn’t right. She’s
human. I’m not.

I find myself lost in her
expression. I can sense the warmth of it. It makes me think I have
seen her smile many times, and I find myself unable to concentrate.
I complete another set of compressions and lean over to breathe for
her.

My mouth fills her body with
air, and I whisper, “Breathe, Elizabeth. Breathe.” Had I not been
around so many humans, I would scarcely have recognized the
emotions in my voice—desperation, fear, longing. I feel myself
drawn toward her, and now, sitting so close, I can feel Celia is
right. Whatever beckons me to her has nothing to do with being a
sojourner, and everything to do with a connection of the most
sacred sort—a covenant.

I try to understand why I
would give her any promises and why she should matter, but why is
of no consequence. The only important thing is seeing her coughing
up water and breathing on her own. As I thought, she has taken in
much water, and I’m afraid if I leave her on her own, she’ll choke,
so I gently turn her onto her side and lightly pat her back between
her shoulder blades. Both hands instinctively grip my forearm, and
she shivers, suddenly cold in the middle of a very warm summer. Her
teeth chatter noisily, and I close my eyes, shielding her with a
bit of warmth. Once, I wouldn’t have let a human get so close, but
this time, I manage not to react.

“Lev,” she says, and Celia
looks up at me worriedly as I hear the first strains of sirens cut
through the silent world.

We must
go, Celia says in my mind.
These two will be well looked after.

All right,
I think. Let me detangle
myself.

“You’re going to be fine,”
I whisper and lean forward. Before I know what I am doing, I kiss
her forehead. “Now sleep.”

As she senses me pulling
away, she tries to fight, but she is weak and tired. “No,” she
says, her fingers trying to hold on even tighter, but her grip is
no match for mine. “Please don’t leave.” Tears pool in her eyes.
“Please!”

I tug harder at her fatigue,
unable to leave her struggling as she is. Her eyes grow heavier
until, at last, they close. Two EMTs head this way, and I look at
Celia and nod toward the sky. Seconds later, we both head back from
the Lower Realm, but I feel so much heavier, more encumbered.
Whatever connection I have with Elizabeth, it troubles me. I sense
the fine tuning of her balance is off, and I don’t know why or even
how to fix it for her. Or why I should. Still, I sense somehow that
failure in precision has something to do with me.

Yet another
mystery.

I keep finding myself
thinking about Elizabeth lying on that ground, waiting for the EMTs
to take her away. I still see her face, her long eyelashes touching
her cheeks just below the eyes; she doesn’t look healthy. Closing
my eyes, I remember my name tangled in her voice, and I can’t deny
the brokenness of the sound. It seems like I have done her some
kind of irreversible damage. And yet I remember nothing at
all.

How can that be? How could
Evan have wiped everything away so completely? That question makes
me burn with fury; I have no possessions, nothing to lose except my
memory, which has now been stolen. I can feel Celia watching me,
and I wish I knew what she was watching for and why. But then Evan
has told her to keep quiet. Dutiful, dutiful Celia.

It’s then the pain seizes my
chest and stills my flight. I dip momentarily, but she is there,
her hands ready to catch me.

“Lev, are you all
right?”

Why should she care? Is
this my torment—torment for a mistake I can’t remember? Perhaps she
should let me fall.

I nod slowly, wishing I
could hold onto this fury. It’s easier than feeling the mysterious
ache and all these feelings I don’t understand which should have no
place in my existence. Yet for the moment, I am grateful to Celia
for her help, and by the time we have made it back, I am sweating
profusely. My shirt clings to my body, and I stagger to the ground,
grateful to lie there and wait for the blackness. The darkness.
Perhaps that, too, has already come.

Of course, Celia must believe that I sleep, because when Evan joins
her, I hear them converse in low tones again. This time, I am not
so near the edge of sleep.

“It was a disaster,” she
says. “I thought we would be safe in a different state, but of all
the people who had to be involved in that wreck, he found
Elizabeth.” Her tone is worried.

“Their spirits are bound by
a covenant, Celia. No matter how much we fight to keep them apart,
even for the greater good, we are fighting a battle that we may not
be able to win.”

I open my eyes slightly and
watch as they stand together. Celia chews her bottom lip. It would
appear she does not know what to do. “It wasn’t just that. It was
the callous demeanor he had toward Elizabeth. It crushed me to see
it, and I ached for her. He mistook the covenant for the call to
carry her soul, and had I not arrived back in time, he might have
actually done it.” She looks down despondently. “It breaks my
heart, Evan.”

Frowning, Evan quickly draws
her into his embrace and rocks her. Even from here, I can feel the
growing turmoil and fear inside of her.

“I know. Who would have
thought one such as Lev could ever have learned such compassion and
love only for it to end like this?” He rests his chin atop her
head.

“But does it not seem
strange that in all the sojourns I could have taken Lev on during
his first trip back to the Lower Realm that it should be one where
Elizabeth finds him? What are the odds, Evan, and why now? Why
re-break his heart?” She pulls back and peers at him, searching for
answers.

“I don’t know. Did he seem
to recognize her at all?”

She shakes her head. “Not
that I’m aware. Then again, we both know there is only so much of
Lev that shows. What he feels, he keeps buried.”

Evan turns toward me, and I
close my eyes, hoping he hasn’t spotted my ruse. “All we can do is
try, Celia.”

“But what happens when he
remembers? And he will, Evan. We both know that.”

Evan steps nearer. I can
feel him lingering by me, acting more like a human father than
ever—a ludicrous thought, under the circumstances. Or not. But,
then, Evan is an angel. What does he know about being a father?
What do I know?
This is madness, all of it. The truth can’t be hidden. So why try?
So human, this new Evan. So….weak. Perhaps Evan has spent too much
time in the Lower Realm. But then again, so, too, it seems, have
I.

Evan clears his throat.
“We’ll have to cross that bridge when it comes, Celia.”


Chapter Four

I don’t know whether it is
hours or minutes later when I stir from a nightmare. Nor do I
remember exactly what it is about, only that the girl is in it.
Sweat dapples my body, and I sit up, trying to push the dream away;
whatever it might have been about, I don’t want to know.

The world is dark, and I
slough away the confusion of the dream and force myself to get up.
The dream has left me restless, and I know I should just let it
drift from my thoughts, but I can’t. Elizabeth is ever there,
waiting…for me, and I don’t even know why. She isn’t supposed to
know I exist, and if she does know, she should be afraid of
me.

But she isn’t. And whatever
it is I don’t remember, she is the key to everything. Until I
understand that, I’m groundless and grounded. No one will tell me
anything. Still, the truth often lies in the unsaid. Words, all too
often, confound it.

For a moment, I stand there,
trying to figure out what to do next. The ocean shimmers in
moonlight and I walk to its shore, well aware I’ve come here many
times to think. For all of my existence, all I remember, I have
been a sojourner, and yet I mistook that call with Elizabeth and
would have taken her soul without realizing it was a mistake. If I
can’t sojourn, how can I do anything? What is it, then, that I
should do?

Why do I feel this way—this
connection I can’t shake? And how could I have ever have loved a
human enough to forge a covenant between us? Why?

I look out at the stars amid
the blackness, and I struggle to understand how this universe seems
to spin without control, and the only way I know to right this is
to go to Elizabeth.

One moment I am standing
there, and the next I am diving into the water toward the Lower
Realm. Part of me wonders if I can find her, but surely if I am
anywhere close, I will sense her. She is unmistakable.

The darkness blurs past as I
fall through the clouds, and the moment I get near land, I feel her
inside me, calling. I focus on the beacon, wondering how I could
ever have mistaken it for a call to sojourn. Now that I study it, I
feel the subtle nuances that make it distinct. As I head toward her
calling, I make myself one with the world around me, blending so no
human will see me. The question is, can I blend well enough so
Elizabeth won’t be able to detect me?

The calling leads me to a
hospital, and I enter behind a couple rushing into the ER. The
woman is crying, and I sense that a sojourner will be called soon
for her. That feeling takes me back as I try to distinguish between
the two different beacons and what they mean. Were I not in the
middle of one task, I could answer that call, but my last attempt
to sojourn was anything but stellar, and I can’t focus, not with so
much I don’t know hanging over me.

The closer I get, the
stronger I feel the draw. My heart races even despite the mental
wall there, holding back all the things Evan doesn’t want me to
discover. I step into the dark room and see the human lying there,
her slight form lost in the bed, her long, dark hair splayed across
the pillow like strands of black silk. She rests on her back, one
hand propped on her abdomen. An IV tube snakes from the post to her
wrist.

Although the room is dark,
when I look at her, I see a light emanating from within her,
casting a glow around Elizabeth’s prone form. Unable to fight the
draw, I keep moving until I stop at her bedside. From this
perspective, I see her body shiver. She feels a coldness I can’t,
yet the sweat glossing her face paints a different
picture.

Staring at her, I realize
that for a human, she is beautiful, and it troubles me to see a
pain-ravaged expression, and without realizing I’m doing so, I
reach for her hand. Although she shouldn’t be able to see me, she
moans, and her fingers twitch, taking me aback.

What is this covenant
between us?

I do not know why I am
tempted to speak her name or why the word feels so familiar, and I
shake it off, wondering why I am here, what I hope this will
accomplish. Or is it just enough to see her, to validate the
missing moments of my life?

She shudders, her body
shifting in sleep. “Lev,” she whispers. “Where are you?”

The thought of answering
tempts me, but I know better. Suddenly I wonder if Evan is wiser
than I in what he hides. Surely he has a reason for this, and I
can’t see the path nearly so well as he can because I travel
it.

Her eyelashes flutter
slightly, and her eyes open. The glow within her dims as she
startles into wakefulness, and a look of torment crosses her face.
A louder moan that sounds like my name escapes her lips, and hot
tears quickly pool in her eyes. In that instant, I feel my control
on blending snap. I am right in front of her, and she can see
me.

I’ve witnessed every
expression on a human’s face. Somehow death brings them out. But
this—this is completely new, and I feel her pain in a way I’ve
never felt another’s in my existence. She reaches for me, clutching
desperately at my arm, and I don’t have the courage to back out of
her reach because I honestly don’t know what it will do to her. I
feel the covenant between us, but I also feel the beacon which
wasn’t there before I came this close. Is this what Evan
fears?

“Lev?” she whispers, tears
spilling down her face in thick runnels that glow in the remaining
light of her beacon. “Is it really you?”

That’s when I guess I can
escape. Perhaps if she really doesn’t believe it is me, there is a
way for her to feel what she has seen is a trick, a manifestation
of what she really wants. So I blend again. I should never have
come.

“Lev?” Her voice is
shriller, and inside of it, I hear the panic; the beacon is louder.
“I know you’re here,” she says, sitting up. “I can feel you no
matter what you do.” Her gaze happens down at the IV. “Are you
waiting to carry my soul? Is that how the next round is supposed to
go? Well, if it is, then come. If that’s what it takes, I don’t
care.” She glances at the IV, and begins clawing at the tape. Once
the tape has been ripped away, she pulls out the cannula and tosses
it on the bed, ignoring the sudden gout of blood on her hospital
gown.

“Don’t you hear me?” she
says. “Lev?” She stands and whirls, looking for me, but the
blending holds. She doesn’t realize I am with her. The beacon is
even stronger, and that’s when I realize perhaps the lure I sense
of wanting to sojourn with her soul is based on how strong her tie
is to this world.

That thought staggers me,
and I finally realize perhaps my presence in her life is damaging,
and maybe Evan has been trying to keep us apart for her own good
because her soul is nowhere near ready to be taken, even though she
may be willing to part company with her body.

The question is why my
presence hurts her so greatly. What have I done to her?

“Lev?” Her voice is louder,
and I sense any moment she will only up the volume. “Where are
you?” She turns so fast her hair spins wildly, and she runs into
the rolling table, knocking both her and it to the floor. Just
before she hits the ground, I start to catch her. But then she will
find me again, and I know that’s a mistake; it will only prolong
the brokenness inside her, and even though I do not understand it,
I feel that same brokenness stirring within me, responding to her
pain as if it were my own.

Instead of reacting, I watch
the slow descent of her body. Her knees hit the linoleum first,
followed by her palms. Her long hair flies around her face and
waves in the air for a moment before stilling. She draws one long
breath and many shorter ones, her gaze constant on the floor. Then
she looks up.

“Lev?” Her voice is
desperate now, and tears stream down her face. “Please?” She
screams, and I know what is comes next.

The door bursts open, and a
nurse comes in and flips on the light. She strides to Elizabeth and
kneels. “What happened?”

Elizabeth doesn’t answer.
She just keeps staring ahead to where I am, even though I know she
can’t see me. I’ve made sure of that. But it’s hard to tell,
considering her expression. Does she know I’m here? How could
she?

How, indeed?

The nurse looks at her IV
site. “You pulled your IV loose, baby. We need to get you back to
bed.” She tries to grab Elizabeth’s arm, but she jerks away and a
low, keening sound comes out, more like an animal than a human, and
I recognize it; I’ve heard it enough from the people who are dying
when their bodies and their minds and their souls reach a breaking
point at which they can no longer take the pain.

“Take it easy.” The nurse
glances toward the doorway and then gets to her feet. She reaches
over and pushes the nurses’ button for back-up before returning to
Elizabeth’s side.

“He’s here,” Elizabeth
says, her eyes meeting mine. “I can feel him.”

“Who?” The nurse, too,
turns her attention toward me, but I can tell she doesn’t sense me.
Instead, she just keeps looking, seeking to find whatever Elizabeth
is so focused on.

Concern creases the woman’s
forehead, and she turns back to Elizabeth as a couple of male
orderlies appears in the doorway. She nods for them to come closer
before speaking to Elizabeth again. “Elizabeth, we need to get you
off the floor and look at your IV site. Your arm is bleeding.” With
a deep breath, the nurse reaches out but Elizabeth jerks
away.

“Leave me alone!” she
snaps, still staring. “I don’t want to get back in the
bed.”

The nurse looks at an
orderly and nods. He withdraws a syringe and prepares it before
nodding back to her. The nurse reaches for Elizabeth again, her
fingers cinching her forearm.

This time, Elizabeth doesn’t
say anything. She tries to jerk away so savagely it knocks the
nurse off-balance. Elizabeth is struggling to her feet when she
feels one of the orderlies grab her arm. More struggling.
Elizabeth’s whole body tenses with it, and she’s pulling so hard
that when she does break free, her body crashes against the wall
before the other orderly intercepts her. In that instant, the two
men immobilize her.

Now she screams and watches
in horror as the one with the syringe draws up her sleeve and slips
the needle deep in her arm. For just a few seconds, it seems as
though the drugs have no effect, and Elizabeth keeps wailing. I
stagger backwards, horrified by the way they are handling her. Her
expression has the disbelief of an assault victim, and part of me
wants—no needs—to save her. I step toward them, my reaction almost
instinctive. It’s then the drug glosses her eyes, and all the
tension bulging in her body seeps away as she drifts into
unconsciousness. The orderly holding the syringe nods to his
partner as if to say, “Have you got her?” He waits until his
partner nods back before releasing Elizabeth. As his hands fall
away, her body slumps, and the orderly lifts her into
bed.

The beacon has quieted,
leaving a disturbingly foreign void. Once again, that is how I know
Celia was right. If she were dying, the beacon wouldn’t weaken or
stop; it would remain constant. It is in that moment of watching
the nurse restart Elizabeth’s IV I realize I’m witnessing the
difference between the body dying and the spirit seeking
death.

I stiffen.
Why should it matter what I have to do with it?
I’m an angel, and she’s human. If she wants to die….
At that thought, I feel my wings slip from my
control and flutter slightly. Sometimes, it’s like they have a mind
of their own, and I can’t control them.

My shoulders sag under the
weight of that bravado. Such arrogance is
misplaced, and
part of me aches with guilt over things I still don’t
remember.

“Lev, what are you doing
here?”

I turn to find Evan standing
nearby, his arms dangling useless at his sides. Although his wings
are extended, they are only half-materialized, giving that part of
his being a ghostly impression. It’s always strange to see humans
scurrying about their business as though we don’t exist. Then
again, to them, we don’t. Except Elizabeth.

“How does she sense me?” I
point at Elizabeth, watching as the nurse struggles to get a fresh
IV going.

“She’s really dehydrated,”
I hear the woman say, shaking her head. “Good thing she isn’t awake
for this. She’d be a little upset with all the jabs.”

Evan, too, looks at
Elizabeth. His face is full of sadness, and even though I know he
has a soft spot for humans, this goes beyond that. I can sense it
with both Celia and Evan. They genuinely care for Elizabeth, and I
know there are feelings there that go beyond the empathy a
sojourner should have. Troubling, I know, because I used to be able
to sojourn without mixing it up with humans, really. It’s called
compartmentalizing. Now, there’s something going on. I just don’t
have a clue what.

“I told you to leave this
alone.” He reaches out to touch my shoulder, and I know he wants to
lead me from here—that he’s worried—but it doesn’t matter because
all the things he does to try to hide the truth won’t change what
Elizabeth knows and what I feel. There’s nothing that will change
that. Period.

“As if that is possible,
Evan,” I snap, feeling myself spinning out of control—as if I were
ever in control, really. I start to argue with him further, but he
shakes his head to cut off any future arguments. I know why. While
it’s not difficult to maintain control of the blending in most
situations, when there are emotions at work, it’s much more
difficult. So it probably isn’t a good idea to start this here
unless I want to startle three humans in the medical profession
into believing in the divine.

Not so bad, really, but I
rather think God would prefer to be the one calling the miracles,
all things considered. So I don’t really fight Evan when he tries
to grab my arm and suggests, “Let us leave this place.”

There’s lots of ways I could
interpret “this place,” but I know what he means. The Lower Realm.
I’m not so ready for that, so instead of completely following his
cues, I go outside with him and stay grounded while he starts into
flight. I’m not foolish enough to think he’ll go far without
looking back. While Evan is an angel, he’s also a very stubborn
angel.

All in all, I’m only sitting
on the bench outside the hospital about five minutes before I see
the glow of his entity approach, his wings cutting through the
midnight sky with grace and fluidity as he comes to rest next to
the bench.

“What are you
doing?”

“Waiting for answers.” I
stare at the hospital instead of him, wondering what will happen
when Elizabeth wakes.

“This isn’t the place for
them, Lev. You know that. Let’s talk about it elsewhere.” His gaze
turns towards heavens filled with slowly moving clouds like dark
velvet rubbed the wrong way.

“Isn’t it?” I say,
standing. “It appears that much of my existence is tied with a
human girl. When I first found Elizabeth Moon, I thought her body
was sending off the call for a sojourner, and I almost answered it.
At first, I was confused, considering how long I have been ferrying
souls, but then, tonight, I understand why they are so similar.
Elizabeth isn’t dying, but that doesn’t mean part of her doesn’t
want to die. So whatever it is that has affected me also affects
her. Still saying I won’t find answers down here?” I shifting my
weight, I try not to let the chaos get the best of me.

“It doesn’t matter what you
want, Lev. The answers won’t help you. They might, in fact, hurt
worse than you can imagine, if you want the truth.” He peers toward
the hospital, and I know he’s looking at the windows, his gaze
choosing the one he expects Elizabeth to be in and a frown tugs at
his lips, making him look more stern than usual.

“Why can’t you just tell
me?” I snap. “What is going on?”

A soft sigh passes from him.
“If I knew it would help, I would tell you, Lev. I’ve always tried
to be the best model I can, and I know what the truth will do to
you.”

Although I try to meet his
gaze, he looks away, yet another part of Evan’s code. He’s all
about doing the right thing, regardless. Frustrated, I clench my
fingers into a fist. “What if you’re wrong, and the secret is worse
than the truth?”

Evan nods toward the sky.
“We should get back. You’re not really fully recovered,
Lev.”

It takes everything I have
not to say, “Yeah, but I was never really injured, now was I?” I
look up at the dark sky, and while I know that it used to bring me
comfort, I don’t feel that anymore. The closest I come to quieting
the chaos inside is when I am near Elizabeth.

“Lev?” Evan frowns at me.
“Let’s go.”

“I’d rather stay here for a
while.” At first, I wonder if he will try to force the issue and
escort me back to the Upper Realm, but instead he just nods. Even
though he’s not arguing about what is best for me, I can feel the
chaos swirling within him as well. “I know you don’t agree with my
choices, Lev. I can’t make you understand, and even if you knew the
truth, it wouldn’t help. You have to trust me on that.”

I want to trust him, I
think, shoving my hands deep into my pockets as I watch an
ambulance pull up. Two EMTs quickly get out and unload a gurney
they rush inside. Even from here I sense when death has come
unannounced. Evan, too, senses as much. I can feel that he is torn
between dealing with me and going onto his duties.

“You should take care of
that,” I say, nodding toward the body now disappearing through the
glass doors of the ER. “We can talk about this later.”

One more glance back at me
before he finally nods. “Perhaps you’re right. No matter how bad
the timing, there’re things which must be taken care of, and I’m
the sojourner being called.”

He starts toward the
ambulance before turning back one last time. “Take care with
Elizabeth. She walks a thin line between this realm and ours, and
she still feels wounds you must not reopen…for both your
sakes.”

Another warning. It would
appear Evan is full of them. If only he would just give answers
away that easily. I know he wants me to promise him I won’t cause
problems for Elizabeth, but I learned a long time ago not to give a
vow that I don’t know if I can keep, so I purse my lips and wait
for him to tend to the dying.

His eyes narrow slightly.
He’s trying to understand the chaos within me, but there is no
understanding it. He has all the answers, and he still doesn’t get
it. If he can’t understand that, how does he expect me to be okay
with it?

Then he turns from me and is
gone, leaving me to sit beneath a sky that seems to go on forever.
It’s only an illusion, but it’s a beautiful illusion sometimes, and
the clouds are the perfect hiding place when the Lower Realm seems
to spin out of control from all the human messes there are never
enough angels to clean up.

So what was Elizabeth’s
mess? I wonder, slowly turning back toward
the window. And what was my role in all of
it? It only takes a moment of focusing in
on her until I know from the outside which room she occupies. If
only all the other mysteries were so quickly resolved.

“Lev? What are you doing
here?”

At first, I think Evan has
returned, but in turning, there is another angel standing there. We
are of similar build, but the darkness in his hair and eyes do not
match mine, and even though he seems to know me, I can’t say the
same thing. Is that another of Evan’s ways of taking care of
business?

I should think of something
to say, something to conceal the fact that my memory has seen
better days, but nothing comes to mind, no matter how badly I want
it to. He frowns and does a double-take, surprised.

“You seem strange. Are you
all right?” He tilts his head to the side, trying to figure out
what exactly is wrong with me.

“I’m fine,” I
say.

“But you don’t remember me,
do you?” He cocks an eyebrow in a way that strikes me as more of a
challenge than a question.

I shrug. “No, I guess I
can’t say that I do.”

He nods. “Okay. I’m Kane.”
He offers his hand to me, and we shake. Yeah, it’s strange custom
that usually goes with being human, but we are standing in the
Lower Realm, and it’s all part of fitting in, I guess. Never mind
that no one can see either of us. It’s just a habit. Then I step
back, disconcerted by the fact that the closer I stand to him, the
worse the chaos seems to be inside me.

The chaos seems to eat away
at me from the inside and weaken me. It tears at me, and I want to
rid my existence of it but I can’t.

“What are you doing
here?”

I nod my head toward the ER.
“Evan is on a sojourn. I came with him.” It’s a safe answer, and
safe is exactly what I’m looking for until my memory
returns.

“Don’t tell me you’ve
forgotten how to do that as well.” He’s not smiling, but it seems
like he wants to, and that makes me all the more
uncomfortable.

“No, I do remember that.
Why are you here?”

He sits on the bench and
drapes an arm across the back. “I spend a lot of time down here. It
would appears I live in a really great neighborhood for sojourning.
Never mind it’s really bad for humans.” He shakes his head in
disgust. “Then again, what can you do about the choices they
make?”

Again, I feel like there is
something hanging in the balance between us. It’s not his words,
exactly, but something about the way he stares at me with narrowed,
expectant eyes.

He abruptly sits up, and a
frown crosses his features. “Speaking of sojourning, looks like I’m
up. Gang shoot-out—you know how well those go. Humans never learn.”
He makes a big show of standing.

He turns. “See you around.
Good luck getting your memory back.”

I wait until he’s gone
before I turn my attention back to Elizabeth’s window. Then I close
my eyes and mentally travel back to her room to check on her one
last time. Part of me wonders if I should have left her alone, but
I know whatever haunts her, I’m probably going to make things
worse.

She’s lying on her back, the
hand with the newly replaced IV draped across her stomach. The
covers are pulled halfway down, and even in the darkness, I can see
the REM movement of her eyes beneath the lids. It doesn’t take much
for me to know she’s dreaming about me. Whatever I have done to
her, I can’t undo it.

I watch her for a few
minutes, comforted that even though she dreams, she isn’t calling
out. It’s a small consolation, but I’ll take it. Not that I should
care. She is a human, after all. But part of me, a big part,
doesn’t really care about that. It agonizes over Elizabeth’s
suffering, and I have no doubt that when my memory finally does
return, that part which seems so enamored of Elizabeth will
definitely be at war with the part of me that has no feelings for
humans in the slightest. Not sure what the outcome of that will be.
All I can do is hope for the best.

Satisfied, I open my eyes
and turn my gaze heavenward, knowing there isn’t anything else I
can accomplish tonight.


Chapter
Five

For the next week in human
time, I wander between the Upper and Lower Realms, trying to find
my place. I knew it at one time, but now I am adrift, torn between
a past I can’t remember and a future that seems to make no
difference.

It would appear I am unable
to complete the tasks of a sojourner, and without that, my identity
seems completely undone. The only place I feel any sense of purpose
is with Elizabeth, and that isn’t wise, at least according to
Evan.

I stand at the edge of the
ocean, looking at the clouds reflected in the smooth surface,
mesmerized by the darkness that consumes the sky. Below, the world
rotates at its own speed, and while I feel the celestial pull, I
fold my arms across my chest as though that will anchor me in the
moment so I might forget the gaping holes in my past and accept the
future will work itself out. It has to.

“So how does it feel,
Lev?”

I turn to find a woman
standing there, the light flowing through golden hair that hangs
past her shoulders and flutters in the soft breeze. Although she
has a smile on her face, her eyes are cold, and I can tell that
while she may know me, our relationship is far from positive. Not
that I can tell what, exactly, that relationship is.

“Do I know you?” I finally
ask, unsure what else I could say.

She steps nearer, and
venture from the water’s edge to meet her. She laughs, but it is
hollow with venom. “You really don’t remember, do you?” Shaking her
head, she takes my hand. At first, I want to jerk it away, but I
can’t seem to move. I think it has something to do with the hard
expression on her face.

“What should I remember?” I
ask. “It’s clear you know something I don’t.” I step back, and I
pull my hand free.

“How could you forget me,
Lev? You made me who I am.” She keeps staring at me with those hard
eyes, waiting for something, though what I’m not sure, and when I
can’t stand the weight anymore, I look down.

“I don’t remember you.” I
run my fingers through my hair, trying to focus.

“Of course you don’t,” she
says, a forced pleasantness in her tone. “You see, I was never one
of the important things on your list. And you never really cared
about much.” Her face is pale, and the breeze casts strands of her
hair across her eyes, yet her hands remain at her sides, fingers
curled into fists.

“What is that supposed to
mean?”

“That you should be damned
with all the rest of the Fallen.”

Tears flow down her face,
and as I peer into that blue brilliance, I feel that chaos rise
again, and this time there is no wall between me and the emotions I
can’t get rid of. I feel the tremors within me. I try to remember,
but no traces of the past surface to help.

“I don’t know what you are
talking about.” Yet even as I say the words, I feel my heart speed
up, and I can’t figure out how to fight what she is saying. “You’re
wrong,” I say. Yet I wonder if the words are more for me than
her.

The forced smile quickly
dies to nothing. “I was wrong about many things, Lev, but that…that
wasn’t one of them. Just what you are capable of.” She grits her
teeth. “How is it you still have your wings and are among his
favored? How is that possible when I don’t think you even have a
soul anymore? If you ever had one.”

“Perhaps you should go,” I
suggest coldly, sensing it is only going to get worse if she
stays.

Instead of leaving, she
strides toward me and shoves at my chest. “Oh, so that is the way
you handle things now? You just try to brush everything you can’t
handle under the carpet and hope it stays hidden? Did you forget
about your mortal love so easily? Out of sight, out of mind, as
humans say.”

Mortal love?
Who is she talking about? Suddenly Elizabeth Moon’s face flashes to mind and suddenly I
feel angry chaos rushing through me. I step back, trying to break
the contact between us. “Leave Elizabeth out of this.”

She steps toward me again.
“Oh, so you do remember her name, at least. How about that she
loved you? Do you remember that? And the fact your leaving
destroyed her. Got any memories that deal with the kind of pain you
inflicted upon her?”

She prods me with her
finger, and again, I step back, even more unnerved. Unable to take
her hard expression and prodding finger anymore, I catch her hand.
“I don’t know what your problem is. I don’t even know who you are,
but keep your distance.” My voice is low and menacing, and suddenly
I realize just how many emotions I’m keeping hidden below the
surface, and how bad it’s going to be if they get the best of
me.

Although she steps back, I
can tell it’s not because she feels intimidated, but rather
repulsed—yet another clue that whatever happened between us really
didn’t go well. She gives me a baleful stare. “You always were the
golden child, Lev, and even Evan wasn’t aware of your mistakes, but
they were there, tangled in your deceit. You can lie to yourself
all you want, but I know you,” she sneers, again stepping closer
and thrusting her hand at my chest. “You are one of the fallen, or
will be. It’s just a matter of time.”

This time I grab her hand
and clench it tightly. “I told you to stop, and I meant it.” I
squeeze harder, hoping my abrasive attitude will send her
packing.

Her lips part, and I can
tell she’s feeling the pain of my grip, but she says nothing. Her
eyes widen, and a groan escapes her throat. Although I know I’m
squeezing hard, what she is reacting to goes far beyond that.
Still, I thrust her hand away and take a step back in time to see
her stagger.

She laughs, a hard, raucous
sound that grates on me. Then she surrenders to tears. “You did
this to me, not that you remember. Saint Lev. You cursed me and
Jayzee to a pain neither can bear, and I hope one day you fall for
it.

“Sarah?” I look up to find
an angel with long auburn hair speaking to the woman. “Are you all
right?”

I lower my arms and take a
step back, giving Sarah her space. Suddenly weak, Sarah manages to
get to her feet and glare at me. “I’m fine.”

Another man stands in the
background, and he quickly takes the blonde angel’s arms and leads
her away while her friend keeps staring. “I thought I told you to
stay away from Sarah, Lev.” She glares at me
caustically.

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t the
one who approached her. She came to me.” I rub my chest where she’d
pressed her finger. “And you are, by the way?”

Another round of loud
laughter as she watches her two friends leave before fully turning
her attention to me. “So it’s true your memory has been lifted.
What a unique surprise.” She cocks her head to one side, studying
me. “I’m Jayzee. You could say we go back a long way.”

“How?” I don’t know what
else to say.

“That’s for me to know and
you to find out. I just wouldn’t consider sojourning any time soon
if you know what is good for you.”

I feel myself bristle. “Are
you implying that I don’t have a clue how to do my job?”
Frustrated, I surge toward her, trying to understand just what her
game might be.

“Oh, you’re perfectly
acceptable at your job, according to certain standards. You are so
much better at working with the dead than with the living; the dead
don’t try to argue semantics. They don’t try to make you understand
when you’ve done things wrong, things you already know.” The air
stirs around her and fans her hair into her face.

Once more about my faults
and how glaring they really are. I look
away. “Perhaps you should leave,” I mutter, hoping she will
actually consider it and spare me this conversation.

“Why? I thought you could
handle anything.” She folds her arms across her chest and waits for
me to say something. “Don’t you have anything to say?”

“Somehow I doubt you’ll
listen to anything unless it’s what you want to hear.”

She laughs. “Even without
your memory, you’re still you, Lev. You haven’t changed. More’s the
pity for that.” She turns.

“And what is that supposed
to mean?” I call after her, infuriated.

She jerks around. “The only
things you leave behind are confused souls and broken angels, Lev.
That’s all you’ve ever left behind.” She gives me one last glare before stalking
away and leaving me in emptiness.

Did I do that with
Elizabeth? Is it really
my fault that she seems so broken?
That question weighs me down until I can’t take
it anymore. I fold my arms across my chest and try not to think so
much about it, but it refuses to leave me.

I walk to the ocean and
kneel so I can dip my hands in the wetness and stare into the
blackness spread below, feeling more lost now than ever. The chaos
swirls deeply within me until I am swimming in it. The environment
seems to mimic what I feel as lightning lances the clouds,
exploding in bursts of violent light. I smell the rain coming, and
that’s when I let myself dive, my body soaring through the water
until I come to heaven’s underbelly. I feel myself push through the
clouds, and once I fall below them toward the Lower Realm, rain
spatters my form—cold, stinging rain. I know that I can stop it
from touching me, but I don’t. I let the cold soak through me,
preferring it to the emptiness I face or the chaos that wants to
take over.

I throw my arms out, and my
wings burst wide. The sudden shift from falling to flight sends my
body soaring in a different direction. I shut my eyes and think of
Elizabeth Moon’s face. The wall is there, as usual: Evan’s gift. No
doubt, he sees it as necessary, but I do not. I reach for a memory
with her, anything that will guide my flight. Lightning sears the
sky, branching in two different directions just above. I feel the
electrical pulse of the discharge, and the current seems to swirl
around me, mimicking the distortions within.

What have I done to her? At
one time, I would have believed I bore no responsibility, but I
sense my own failings as surely as I feel the rain.

The spattering of drops
suddenly breaks in a deluge, and I let the sky pour around me. Even
with my eyes closed, I sense the brilliance of lightning
transforming the sky, and I squint even harder, seeking the
memory. Where are you? I think of Elizabeth’s face, her eyes—these are things Evan
can’t blot away; they are burned into memory.

The blackness suddenly
lifts, revealing a house—her house. I focus on it, seeking some way
to find it—a landmark to orient myself in flight, but there isn’t
anything I recognize. For a moment, I open my eyes, struggling with
the knowledge I have come so far only to falter now, but I must not
give up.

I shiver in the cold rain
contrasting with the summer air, and I feel the chaos that once
only stirred in me now shifting around me. I cannot contain it. I
don’t know what that means to the other angels or whether it means
anything at all. I look over my shoulder at the sky, searching for
some sign that will guide me, but all I see is rain. For a moment,
I reel in the chaos, feeling like a bird who has one wounded wing
and now spirals toward the ground. I have no control.

Whatever has transpired
between Elizabeth and me, I know it has left a mark on me. Even
Celia has said that much to Evan. That mark might be able to take
me where I need to go even though I can’t remember it.

I focus on that house. My
arm stretches out, my hand reaching for it. Suddenly my body
shifts, and I feel the flight take a quick change I haven’t
committed. That’s when I realize some part of me is on autopilot,
leading me to that house—Elizabeth’s house.

Part of me stiffens as it
always does. It’s like looking in a mirror in which the reflection
has any number of flaws that mar what I see, and I wonder what is
truth and what is damaged glass. What have I done? When will I
remember?

There are no answers, only
more questions.

Whatever is inside knows the
path. Yes, I could block it out, but instead I want to feel
something, anything besides this wall I can’t surmount. Evan is
skilled, I will give him that.

Moments later, my feet touch
ground. It’s an old house that matches those around it, and it’s
obvious this whole town has seen better days. Everything is dark,
and I stare at the second floor of the house, immediately latching
on to the window on the far right as Elizabeth’s.

The dark yard is full of
puddles I ignore as I pass a beat-up old truck on my way to the
front door. Inside the house, the television is on, and a man with
reddish-blond hair sits in a recliner, only half- watching the
colors flowing across the screen. Part of him has drifted away into
the warm tangle of dreams. I glance away to the stairs ahead and
tread up them, keeping my body hidden. I make no sound. Of course,
it occurs to me to wonder if there is a connection between us that
is so strong will Elizabeth see me even in this alternate realm. At
one time, I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but around her, I’ve
noticed the impossible tends to change unexpectedly. Maybe nobody
else can say no to Elizabeth Moon, either.

At the top of the stairs, I
let myself be led by instinct. I feel the beckoning within me, and
I follow that warmth, calmer now I know it has nothing to do with
being a sojourner. I am not here to take her soul. In fact, I’m
really not sure why I’m here. Perhaps if Evan had been more willing
to fill in the blanks, I wouldn’t be here, taking things in my own
hand. But that’s a mute point. He’s unwilling, so here I
am.

I walk down the hall and
find her door shut, forcing me to slip through into that door and
emerge on the other side. Elizabeth’s bed is right next to the
window I viewed from outside. The full moonlight spills around her
curtains, illuminating her averted face. A sign,
perhaps?

One hand splays near her
head, the fingers twitching, reacting to whatever dreams occupy her
mind. Curious, I ease down on the bed to watch her sleep. Most of
my existence, I haven’t much cared for mortals. They are too
impetuous and needy, so willing to be broken or do the breaking,
but the one thing that intrigues me is the way they sleep. The
world around them ceases to exist. For angels, it’s not like that.
In fact, I never really needed rest until I found myself waking
without my memory. And I even overheard Evan say the need for rest
wasn’t based on the physical but some other ailment, not that I
could get out of him what that ailment might be.

I stare at Elizabeth’s
parted lips and the uneasy breathing that tells me she can’t escape
from the ties that draw us together even in her dream world. While
I’m tempted to enter her dreams, I know it’s not a good idea. It’s
easy enough to conceal my presence in this realm, but I’m not so
sure I could enter her thoughts and do so there. To my knowledge,
I’ve never done it before, and I’m not sure just how much control I
would have, so I really don’t think this is the best time to
attempt that.

“Lev!” She whispers my name
urgently. I turn my attention to her expression, making sure that
she is still weighted beneath sleep’s blanket. Can she sense
me?

Part of me wants to rise,
afraid she’ll discover me again, yet even if I stood, I don’t know
if I could force myself to leave. I keep telling myself I’m coming
for answers, but I’m starting to realize that while I’d love
answers, I’m not venturing into Elizabeth’s world just for them.
I’m coming here because I can’t minimize the ties that bind us
together, and since she can’t come to me, I come to her.

Strange that Evan would have
gone through so much work to alter my memories but not change the
beckoning I feel from her—unless he couldn’t. A bond that Evan
couldn’t disguise or sever. That is troubling because, if it is
that strong, I won’t be able to break it, either, and this chaos
will always have its way with me. I will never be whole.

Her head turns toward me and
she begins to shift in the bed. Her fingers grip the covers tightly
as though she is fighting something I can’t see.

“The gun! Lev, he has a
gun!”

Now she screams. Even in the
moonlight, I see the sweat dappling her skin. The sound that comes
out of her mouth isn’t quite human, filled with a pain I can’t
fathom. It seems bottomless and possessive, and that tortured cry
seems to go on forever.

I hear footsteps in the
stairwell, and I rise, knowing that the man in the chair, someone
I’ve just realized looks familiar, will fly through the door. I
stand there, watching, making sure neither he nor Elizabeth will be
able to see me.

A moment later, he enters
and his fumbling fingers reach for the light switch; a harsh
florescence glares to life. Even with the light on, she still
thrashes beneath the covers, screaming.

“Lizzie? baby?” The man
flies to her bedside and begins shaking her. At first, his grip is
light as he tries to stir her, but he quickly realizes the dream
isn’t willing to relinquish its grip. “You’ve got to wake
up!”

The screaming continues,
hiccupping every time he shakes her, and it’s only when his
shouting matches her screams she finally falls silent and opens her
eyes. Tears and sweat mingle on her face, and she looks around. I
can swear her gaze lingers on me a little longer than elsewhere,
but it’s only a fear; she collapses against his chest.

“It’s just a dream,” the
man says and clings tightly to her. Yet the painful expression on
his face doesn’t match his words. He knows that whatever Elizabeth
has experienced is far from just a nightmare. It’s something that
has so completely transformed her dreams she’ll never be the same,
and therefore he’ll never be the same.

I don’t know how long I
stand there, watching them. I don’t even know why, considering all
the moments I’ve spent with humans just before and after death.
This should be insignificant, but some part of me feels. Even
though I should be impartial, tears pool, and I blink, thinking I
can drive them back. No, they keep coming and run down my face.
Even though I stand as still as a statue in a cemetery where death
has taken me numerous times, I am anything but
unaffected.

“It wasn’t supposed to be
like this,” she whispers. “He wasn’t supposed to die, Jimmie.” Her
fingers tangle in his shirt, desperately grasping the fabric. “That
bullet was meant for me!”
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