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Dedication

 


To Britney. There is always
magic. You just have to look for it. And for Robert Rheinlander who
really is with angels.


Chapter One

Five minutes ago, I
died…again. In another moment, I’ll stop screaming. Right now, the
screaming and the rocking are all that keep me from fleeing into
the blue-black night. Tears stream down my face, and I grab a
pillow to wipe them away. I’ve had the same dream for as long as I
can remember.

I can still hear the mad
gallop of horses amid a winter’s thrall on snow-blanketed plains.
It’s not a home I’d recognize in waking, not considering the
buffalo hides stretched taut over smooth wooden poles to form the
lodges I walk among.

On my way to gather wood
for the fires, I see other girls in deer-skin dresses like mine,
dresses with uneven hems that form an alternating pattern of
fringed v’s. I see that some share my labor, scrounging at the edge
of the camp, looking for anything to burn. Others stoke dying
fires, preparing meals for children who have had little because,
when winter comes, the game all but vanishes.

As I walk, my breath
escapes in steamy wisps and lingers, then dissipates. In this
dream, I hear a driving drum beat, and my hand sways and pats my
leg as I walk farther from the teepees. It’s then I see the sea of
horses erupt from amid tall, withered grass, spurred by white men
in long blue coats, all brandishing rifles. For an instant,
everything stops, and they’re looking at me. I’m barely more than a
girl—-unarmed, terrified, and rooted to the spot.

The lead horse stamps its
foot, whining, and he tosses his head, moisture dripping from his
mouth and nose. The rider jams the spurs against the animal’s
flanks, and immediately it lurches forward. The other horses
follow, their massive hooves kicking snow into the air.

The drumming continues,
ever louder and faster, and that drumming is my heart. The world
seems to slow. At first, the riders press on, past me, toward the
camp, and I wonder at this miracle. Perhaps I’m just a girl, not
threatening enough to worry about, but it’s an illusion. I know
because as the riders drive into the center of camp, their rifles
echoing across the plains like thunder at the heart of a storm, one
rider breaks off, aims his rifle, and fires, a gout of flame
blazing from the muzzle. The pain hits. My knees buckle, and I
fall, my blood spattering snow not firm enough to pack. The world
tilts, and the last horses rush past. There are screams from the
camp, rushing feet, the squalling of babies. Dirty snow sprays my
body. The soldier who fired the bullet stays, watching. Behind him
is another dressed not in blue but brown. There are no stripes on
his sleeves, no crossed rifles on his breast. His blond hair
sparkles amid the snowfall. He stands stone-faced, waiting. I
blink, and my faltering breath spurts steam.

The blue man rides on. The
blond moves toward me, his arms outstretched. His feet, I note with
no little wonder, leave no prints. His blue eyes stare, and I see
myself in them. They’re not the same shade as the officer’s
uniform. They’re a deeper, more penetrating blue, like the color of
the sea at dusk. His mouth twitches, his expression breaking for
just a second. He reaches to gather me to him, and I cry without
tears.

That’s my nightly dream,
and it terrifies me. I shake uncontrollably amid the twisted knot
of the bedclothes and glance at the nightstand where I have set a
framed picture of my mom and dad holding me when I was a toddler.
Even then, my bronze skin made my mother look like an albino, yet
next to my father I’m a lot lighter, the mark of being the
“half-breed” some have called me. My short, spiky hair is the same
glossy black as my father’s. My dark eyes match his. Next to the
photo is one of me and Jimmie Abram, my guardian, taken five years
ago at a zoo—long after the family I’d known as a child was
gone.

“Lizzie, you’d better get
a move on or you’re gonna be late!” Jimmie yells from downstairs.
He’s probably just gotten off his shift, or the screaming would
have brought him up here in a hurry.

“Argh.” I look at the
clock—7:15—and jump out of bed, sliding into a pair of jeans and a
black sweater. I grab a clip and wind my hair into it, turning to
my reflection; the dark shadows beneath my eyes make me look sick.
The hair piled atop my head tumbles in black waves as I jerk the
clip free. No sense calling any more attention to my sleep disorder
than necessary. Besides, with any luck, everyone will assume it’s
from being nervous about transferring schools.

“Lizzie?” Jimmie says,
knocking lightly. “You awake?”

“Yeah,” I yell, a little
more loudly than intended.

“Breakfast?”

“No time.” I grab my
handbag and open the door. As I’d expected, he’s still wearing his
uniform. His security job pays only a little over minimum wage, but
it’s all he could find in the spit town he didn’t want to move back
to, the same town he and Dad grew up in. The one Jimmie says took
his best friend. There’s been no proof, of course; after all,
Indians run off all the time, right? But Jimmie’s never believed
it, and in the years since, he’s tried to take care of me like I
was his daughter.

I sling my handbag over my
shoulder and traipse down the stairs.

“Lizzie,” he yells, still
watching from the top of the stairs. “Be careful.” One hand grips
the rail, the other holds his hat.

“I will.
Promise.”

I grab my keys from the
hook over the phone, slip on my jacket, and fly out the door. The
cold air slams into me, and I gasp. Above, an endless gray canopy,
heavy with snow, shuts out the sun. I trudge down the drive and
climb into my Jeep. Okay, it’s not the best vehicle for this place,
considering that in winter the cold condenses more inside than out,
something Jimmie has promised to fix. This morning, I just hope the
defroster works. Jimmie’s often commented about getting me a new
car, but I love this one, even with its flaws. They’re what gives
it character.

“And me a cardiac arrest,”
he’d once muttered, shaking his head while looking at the paint
job, something else needing to be redone. “I promised your parents
I’d look after you. I never should have let you talk me into
getting this thing.”

“I like this thing!” I
retorted, patting the hood. “She’s perfect.”

“If you say so,” Jimmie
replied, folding his arms across his chest.

As if to prove her worth,
she defrosts in about ten minutes. Rather than going inside and
listening to Jimmie worry, I shiver inside the Jeep. Once the
windshield has cleared, I push the clutch and ease the gas pedal.
The Jeep lurches forward unexpectedly. I sigh. Six months of
driving it, and I still haven’t totally acclimated myself to its
weird little quirks. Maybe I never will. I drive the two miles to
an old brick building nestled in a hollow next to the cemetery
where light steals across the landscape. Okay, c’mon. Who in his
right mind puts a school next to a cemetery?

Taking a deep breath, I
edge into a lot filled with vehicles spread far and wide across the
economic spectrum. Most are like mine, old hand-me-downs which have
definitely seen better days. There are also what appear to be a
handful of construction trucks and vans. Students mill around the
parking lot, congregating as they talk about their weekends. The
minute I step out of the Jeep, I feel eyes on me. From what I can
see, I am the only Indian. Another big surprise. I’ve been the new
girl before, but never at such a small school. I’m used to having
five hundred in my class, not fifty. Then again, this is Hauser’s
Landing, a town with a booming population of 5,321.

Talk about an exciting
place. Probably this weekend they’ll all gather at the one
stoplight in town and watch it change, then maybe lunch and tossing
burning hay bales from the back of somebody’s pickup. And then?
They’ll roll up the sidewalks and it’ll be like Salem’s Lot around
here. Small-town way to kill a vampire? Bore it to
death.

Dodging eye contact, I
grasp the only notebook I’ve brought and step toward the school,
which appears to be two vastly different buildings joined at the
ends, kind of like a chimera. The front end seems much newer, the
bricks more appealing than its rust-colored counterpart. Some
windows are so old, peering through the glass distorts whatever is
on the other side. Charming. I crane my neck to take in more of the
building and quickly realize there is construction going on near
the back.

A tall, blonde girl with
too many teeth strides beside me as I head to the entrance. I feel
her silently watching. Her friends also stare, noting my every
move. Should I break into a dance and start making noises like
everybody sees in the movies? Do they want to play Cowboys and
Indians already? I grit my teeth and grab the front door, wishing
my shadow would leave.

“You’re Elizabeth Moon,
aren’t you?”

“Yep,” I
mutter, walking faster. Where is the
office?

“I’m Shelly Roberts.” She
must have caught my lost expression because she points down the
hall. “There’s the office just ahead.”

“Thanks.” I step toward
it, wondering if she will follow, but her feet stay put. Biting my
lip, I resist asking how she knows my name. It’s irrelevant because
if she knows, so does everyone else.

As the tardy bell has yet
to ring, I watch a flurry of parents and students requesting
appointments for the upcoming parent-teacher conferences and
registering complaints about an unfair teacher. Sensing things will
ease at the start of first period, I stand back and let the chaos
happen, figuring the secretaries will eventually see me. It delays
the inevitable.

“May I help you?” a woman
asks, sitting behind a desk with a nameplate that reads “Beth
Adams.” I can tell by her nervous frown she is trying to place me,
and she figures it should be easy, but I’m not familiar. I’m not
white enough.

“I’m Elizabeth Moon.
Jimmie Abram called last week.”

“Just a second,” Ms. Adams
finally says, consulting her computer. “Yeah, we did get your
schedule worked up. Did you bring your shot record and birth
certificate?” I can tell she thinks I’ve forgotten. Then again, she
doesn’t know how seriously Jimmie takes school.

“Yeah, I’ve got them,” I
say, tugging them from my binder and handing them to her. I’m
weirded out by the way she reads over my birth certificate. Her
index finger scans like she’s reading Braille. The smooth pace
abruptly stops when she comes to my father’s name. An uncomfortable
frown contorts her features—just another brick in the
wall.

“I’ll be right back,” she
manages, walking to the copier. On the way back, she stops by the
printer and pulls a single sheet off the top, scans it, and hands
all three items to me.

“Here’s your schedule,
hon.” She turns and calls, “Gail? Come here.” A short brunette
steps into the room, eyeing me as she goes to Ms. Adams.

“Gail, this is Elizabeth
Moon. Can you show her to Mr. Maguire’s room?” Ms. Adams glances at
the clock above her desk. “At least she won’t be too late.” She
grabs a pad of slips from her desk and quickly fills one out before
handing it to me. “Give this to your teacher.”

“Thank you.” I take the
slip and follow Gail down the hall.

“So, you’re the new girl,”
Gail says, sizing me up. As we walk, we pass a few students. Most
have the same reaction, staring openly at me. I’m used to having
guys stare. While they don’t especially care for the fact I’m not
like them, they do appreciate what the difference does for my face.
And I know to stay away.

“How did you know there
was a new girl?” I ask, trying not to seem suspicious.

“It’s a small
town.”

Before I can edge out a
response, she stops in front of a closed classroom door. “This is
Mr. Maguire’s room. American History.”

I look down the hall to
where it appears a makeshift wall cuts off part of the wing.
“What’s down there?”

Gail turns. “More
classrooms being added on, a few old rooms being converted. It’s
been like that for months, so there’s no telling how much longer
we’re going to deal with the hammering and stuff.” Gail turns back
to the door and knocks. She waits for the teacher to acknowledge us
before opening the door.

“Yes, Ms. Bellows.” He
stands at the chalkboard, his back to the notes he’s been neatly
printing.

“This is Elizabeth Moon.
She just transferred.”

Sensing this is as good a
time as any, I try not to think about all the people staring at me
and hand Mr. Maguire the slip. I’ve had enough of being on
display.

“There’s only one empty
seat, Ms. Moon.” He gestures to the back of the room, and in order
to get to it, I have to pass every aisle. I bite my bottom lip and
head that way. Gail’s gaze is fixed on a boy in the last row, in
the seat next to mine. His long hair appears slightly wild in a
sensual way, as though he’s just gotten out of bed. While he’s not
particularly attractive, he definitely has money, which tends to
make everyone think he looks better than he really does. While most
everyone else appears to be wearing casual clothing, his sweater
hints at GQ rather than Wal-mart.

Even as he takes in my
face, his eyes widen, his full lips purse, and I can almost hear
the whistle he’s barely holding back. A seductive smile lights his
face, and I force myself to look away as I take my seat. My heart
races, and I half stumble. Laughter erupts, and I tell myself it
doesn’t matter. They’ll forget I’m the new girl soon enough. Amid
the laughter, Gail slips out.

Mr. Maguire steps to the
lectern. “Okay, yesterday we talked about The Sand Creek Massacre;
now let’s follow the trail of the Cheyenne another four years. By
this time, where were Black Kettle and his people living?” He peers
through thick glasses at the students, looking for volunteers. Me,
I’m cringing because even though I’m only half-Cheyenne, people
assume I know all things Indian. It’s like expecting all the people
who live in China to be on a first-name basis.

No one holds up a hand.
He’s still looking. Then he turns to me. “What about it, Ms. Moon?
This topic probably has a lot of significance to you.”

“The Washita River in
Oklahoma.” I guess it’s a good thing I know my history because I
sure don’t know nearly so much about my heritage. It’s not that I
haven’t tried, but in the eyes of the full Cheyenne, I’m only
partly complete, and where the traditionalists are concerned,
that’s not enough. Besides, even a lot of full bloods are raised
white. Despite the ancestry, they know about as much as I do, which
isn’t much. It’s one thing to act the part—the braids and shades
Indian. But it’s another to know—to really, really know. No matter
how hard I’ve tried, I’ve never fit in. I look enough like a Native
American to whites, but to Indians I’ll never be accepted, so
pretty much what I know of my heritage comes from a lot of books. I
just wonder how different things might have been if my dad were
still around. I wonder what kinds of things he would have taught
me.

“And what was the
significance of November 27, 1868?”

My whole body stiffens, and
I don’t want to think about this. If I close my eyes, the residue
of the nightmares surfaces. I open my book, trying to distract
myself.

“Ms. Moon, do you know why
that day is important?”

“Yes,” I snap. “Custer
attacked the camp, killing Black Kettle and many of the others
there—mostly women and children.”

“Very good.” He turns to
the board to point out the notes he wants us to remember, but I
block it out, hating the way everyone is staring, like I’m some
kind of museum exhibit. I pull out some paper and a pen, hoping to
focus on what he’s saying, but his voice is so monotone I find
myself drifting, eyelids fluttering, and finally snapping shut as I
merge into sleep.

 


“Wake up!” a voice
hisses.

I jerk upright. Panic
seizes me as I realize I’m not at home. All eyes are on me,
especially the brown irises of the guy next to me, his mouth still
twisted into a smirk flashing white but uneven teeth.

I wipe my face and sit up
as Mr. Maguire stares at me. I can tell he’s debating on whether to
call attention to my behavior or let it slide. The bell rings
before he can decide, and mostly everyone is out of his seats,
heading for the next period.

“Hey, dream girl. Time to
move on.” The dark-headed guy gently pushes my arm from atop my
binder so he can read my schedule. “We’ve got the same class next
hour.”

I stand, wondering if I can
find the next period by myself. Then he thrusts his hand toward
me.

“I’m Griffin
Hauser.”

I stiffen. “As in Hauser’s
Landing Hauser?” I feel panicked, as though I can’t
breathe.

“One and the
same.”

We’ve almost made it to the
front of the room when I spot him—the blond guy from my dream. He’s
about 6’4, and his black sweater accentuates his pale blond hair
and golden skin. Even in this harsh florescent light, he is
beautiful. My throat catches, and my knees buckle, but Griffin’s
quick wrist pulls me upright.


Chapter Two

“You’re strange one,
Elizabeth Moon. You light-headed or something?”

“No,” I say, my voice
breathless and trembling. “Who is that?” I point to the guy from my
dream. The world is spinning, and I feel woozy, like the first time
I gave blood.

“Nobody. Lev Walker. A
weird guy who lives on the grounds of the cemetery.”

As we head to the door, Mr.
Maguire steps in front of me, frowning. “Are you all right, Ms.
Moon?”

“I’ve just been up late,
unpacking,” I manage, swallowing hard. “I’m sorry I fell asleep. It
won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t.”
Then he turns towards Griffin. “Perhaps you should turn your paper
in from last week. I don’t think your parents will appreciate a
deficiency slip in the mail.”

“Yes, sir,” Griffin
says.

“Good.” Mr. Maguire nods,
and I slip into the hallway. Griffin follows, something I am not
entirely comfortable with, but I can’t exactly exert my
supernatural ‘native’ powers to make him stop. Unfortunately, I’ve
no such powers. I’m pretty sure nobody else does, either. So, as
much as I hate the idea, I will have to endure Griffin. What I
really want is to find Lev, not that I have any idea what I will
say. Possible scenarios might include “Hey, Blondie, why are you
always in my dreams, watching me die?” Or even better, “Do you have
a thing for me since you seem to spend every night with me, at
least in my dreams?”

I sigh. No, distance is
better. At least until I can figure out how to phrase these insane
thoughts into questions he might be able to answer with something
besides threats of committing me.

I try to read my schedule
and puzzle out my locker’s location, but my thoughts are still
scrambled from the nightmare. Griffin points to the left. “Your
locker is that way, in case you’re looking for it.”

My body stiffens as he
leans over my shoulder, his face inches from mine. His chest bumps
my back, and I nudge forward, trying to regain personal
space.

“So I guess you’ve met our
newest addition to Hauser High.”

I half-turn to find Gail
and another dark-haired guy next to her. His grayish eyes look over
me, lingering in places he really has no business seeking
out.

“But I haven’t,” the guy
says, smiling. “I’m Matt King.”

I nod. “Hey.”

Gail looks from me to
Griffin, her caustic expression none too pleased with his overt
attention to me. I want to tell her I’ll gladly slip away if she
can distract him, but Griffin is having none of that. In fact, he
steps closer so our shoulders brush while I read the combination
number for my lock and start twisting the dial. His hot breath
whispers across my cheek. My fingers fumble, pushing the dial too
far, messing up. Matt and Gail walk down the hall.

Shaking my head, I reset the
lock and try again to open it. After three attempts, the lock
finally gives. I’ve only just opened it when the tardy bell rings.
Can it get any better?

A rectangular mirror
affixed to the door greets me, and I gasp—not at my reflection, but
at the words scrawled in red on the glass: “Half-breed.”

The notebook tumbles from
my hands. Bile slithers up my throat, and I wonder if I’m going to
be sick. It’s not like this is the first time, but it usually takes
more than one day for someone to decide they don’t like my skin
color. Biting my lip, I keep staring until my face clears and the
words fuzz over. The coppery taste of blood tells me my teeth have
sunk too deeply.

Who
writes that anymore? I try not to panic,
but the fear keeps making my heart race.

“You might need this.”
Something touches my shoulder. I whirl, my hand blocking whatever
has made contact.

Griffin
stands there. In one hand, he holds my notebook, the pages sticking
out from where they’ve come loose. For a moment, I just stare,
unsure what to say, wondering if he shares the sentiment on my
mirror. Who can I trust?

“This is yours, isn’t it?”
He looks at the notebook.

“Yeah,” I manage in a
breathless voice. “I’m pretty clumsy these days.” I take the
notebook. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” He
points to my mouth. “Your lip is bleeding.”

Crap, I think and turn toward the
mirror, trying to ignore the red letters, but they act like a
filter, making both our reflections blur in the background. Still,
I dab my finger at the torn skin, hoping to stop the
bleeding.

“Who wrote that?” he asks,
tugging the door open wider so he can get a better look.

“I…I don’t know.” I take
the door out of his hand and close it. “I just hope it will wash
off or, if it doesn’t, I can yank the mirror out.”

“Get to class,” Mr.
Maguire snaps, watching us from his doorway. The hall is empty, and
I feel the weight of the teacher’s gaze resting on me, those
piercing blue eyes measuring me somehow. It makes it hard to
breathe with my heart doing all this crazy acrobatic stuff. He
looks at his watch.

“We’re going,” Griffin
says. He glances at my notebook.

“Come on. Let’s get to
class. We both start walking, and when we get to the classroom, he
reaches for the door handle.

Across from us, I see the
janitor, a tall, blond guy, sweeping the floor of some crumbled
pastries. He senses my gaze and glares back. His badge says Roy
Henley.

“How does everyone know
who I am?”

“You’re new, and that
makes you a hot topic. The girls all see you as their worst
nightmare because you’re different— exotic, as it were. And to the
guys, well, you’re the only new blood they’ve seen in a very long
time—me excluded, of course.”

I stiffen. “Of
course.”

The janitor still glares,
and I shudder. I’m unsure what to make of Griffin, but there’s no
time to figure him out as the door opens, leading me to my worst
nightmare besides dying:…math.

 


By lunchtime, I’ve learned
one thing about this town: no matter how hard I try to isolate
myself, people find me. Three out of four of my morning classes
include Griffin, Gail, or Matt. Not that I really have anything
against them. I just don’t know them well enough to trust them, and
trust is a big thing for me.

Unable to face my mirror, I
avoid my locker and drift to class with the other students. More
than once I spot Lev. Although he’s much more beautiful than
Griffin, he downplays his appearance. Considering his casual brown,
long-sleeved, button-down over a white tee shirt and jeans, he does
not have the financial reckoning of Griffin, but there is something
about him that both frightens and attracts me. How can I express
the familiarity my dreams have given me to a total stranger? In
what kind of world would it make sense? Certainly not Hauser’s
Landing.

Although I don’t really
feel like eating, I tend to have low blood sugar, and I know that
skipping lunch might make it worse. The last thing Jimmie needs is
a wake-up call from the school because I’ve passed out. So, I grab
a tray and steady my gaze on unappealing food to distract
me.

Apparently, the novelty
still hasn’t worn off, as everyone still stares, especially
Griffin’s cluster. Griffin aims his ‘devilishly handsome’ smile at
me, but I look away before he can wave. As I make my way to find a
seat, Shelly appears, a salad in her hand.

“Hey, I’m sitting over
there. Want to join me?” Her smile seems genuine compared to
Gail’s, so I figure it’ll be okay. Until I establish the social
clicks, it’s going to be trial by fire.

“Sure.”

On the way to Shelly’s
table, I avoid eye contact with Griffin while scanning the
cafeteria for Lev. Considering his height, he should be easy to
spot, so it’s safe to guess he’s elsewhere, probably hiding from
the weird, clumsy girl.

We sit by another girl
Shelly introduces as Bree Matthews. Bree has her blonde hair
cropped into a short pixie cut. It’s clear from her sweater, nail
polish, and lipstick she’s into pink. Her shirt reads, “Boys are
trouble, and I like trouble!”

“So,” Shelly begins,
mixing the salad dressing around on her lettuce. “So, how is Hauser
High so far?”

Complicated, I think, but instead of
voicing that answer I shrug. “Okay, I guess. My last school was
huge, so it’s going to take some getting used
to.”

“You’ve definitely got the
guys stirred up,” Bree says, grinning at Griffin’s constant
stare.

I shake my head. “It comes
with being the new girl, I guess.”

Shelly nods. “Yeah, well,
Gail is having a conniption over there, just so you
know.”

Gail gives me a dirty look,
as if any of this is my fault. “So what’s the connection between
them?”

“Depends on who you ask,”
Shelly replies, pulling the tab on her Coke. “Gail is so sure she’s
Ms. Right for Griffin, but he’s just not smart enough to appreciate
her. If you ask Griffin, he’d tell you Gail just isn’t his type and
never will be.”

“Ouch.” I toy with the
spaghetti on my plate. “That’s got to hurt.”

“Sure, if you actually let
it sink in, which Gail doesn’t—or didn’t until you showed
up.”

Lucky
me, I think. “Okay, so how do I get rid of
him?”

Both of them burst out
laughing like I’d just delivered the punch line of a hilarious
joke. “What?” I demand.

“You don’t get rid of
Hauser. His parents buy him whatever he wants, and if he wants you,
he’s not going to give up, Lizzie. We’ve seen this movie before,”
Bree manages between fits of giggles that cause tears.

“I don’t think so!” I
snap, wishing they would can their enthusiasm. After all, the sole
root of my current discomfort is taking an extreme interest in the
conversation, and I wonder how long it will actually take for him
to come to our table.

“So what do you know about
Lev Walker?” I ask, taking a bite.

“He’s weird, all broody
and intense,” Shelly says. “Spends lots of time with his nose in a
book but sure doesn’t know how to relate to people.” She takes a
bite of her carrot stick. “Unlike Griffin,” she adds, renewing
their outburst of giggles.

“I’m glad you find this
funny,” I snap, shaking my head. “That makes a grand total of one
of us who isn’t amused.”

“That’s what friends are
for,” Bree responds.

“So what’s wrong with
being quiet and keeping to yourself?” I ask.

“It’s not so much the
quiet that seems strange,” Bree says waving her fork. “It’s the
lack of attention he pays to girls. It’s like we don’t even exist.
None of us.”

Although I understand the
implication, I don’t believe it. Maybe Lev just hasn’t found anyone
interesting enough to shake up his world. I start to argue my point
but grow silent, hoping by not saying anything I might find out
more about Lev.

“He is really hot,
though,” Bree says, toying with her food. “I don’t think I’ve ever
seen anyone with that shade of blond hair before. It shimmers in
sunlight. So weird.”

“So where does he usually
spend lunch?”

“Who cares?” Bree spears a
bit of lettuce onto her fork and takes a bite. “With guys like
Griffin fawning all over themselves to get to you, you want Lev?”
She shakes her head as though I am completely hopeless, and maybe I
am.

“Besides, we’ve all been
down that road with the golden boy, and look where it got us,
sitting at a lunch table giggling over Griffin as he makes like
you’re the only one for him.” Bree sets the back of her hand
against her forehead in a terrible southern belle imitation. “How
lucky you are.”

“Yeah, right,” I mutter,
the horrible taste of the spaghetti sitting sweetly on my tongue.
Yuck. I push my tray back and sigh. Blood sugar or no blood sugar,
I am not eating that. Period.

“I could’ve told you not
to get the spaghetti,” Shelly says, smiling. “It’s
awful.”

“Yeah, friends don’t let
friends eat school spaghetti and all that,” I mutter, thinking the
food had looked better and actually smelled appetizing. So what had
they done to it?

“Don’t look now,” Bree
whispers, leaning toward us, “Golden boy heading to the salad
bar.”

All our gazes turn toward
Lev as he grabs a bowl and fills it with salad, his long, slender
fingers handling the tongs like expensive tools.

“See,” Shelly smirks.
“Even he knows better than to eat the hot stuff.”

I can tell she’s waiting
for a response, but I can’t help staring at him, feeling my heart
leap into my throat as I try to discern cracks between what I’ve
witnessed in my dreams and the guy now grabbing the dressing
ladle.

“I’ll be right back,” I
manage, rising with my tray. Maybe I’m seeing things, I think. It’s
all in his eyes. If I can just look into them, I’ll be able to put
all this behind me, and the dreams will fall by the
wayside.

As I drift to the salad
bar, the world stills and quiets, leaving only the light, Lev, and
me. He sets the ladle in the dressing bucket, and in that moment I
notice a silver monogram bracelet glittering in the
light

I dump the tray and set it
amid all the other dirty ones, still watching as Lev sits at a
table by himself. He stares ahead, contemplative then begins
eating; all the while, my gaze lingers on the bracelet.

I stand
there, willing his gaze to meet mine, but he continues eating,
oblivious. Look at me, I mentally command, the breath aching inside of
me.

“Excuse me,” a dark-haired
girl says, trying to get to the trash can.

“Sorry,” I mumble and move
so she can get through. He knows I’m here, waiting. Right now I
feel as though my chest is going to explode and I grip the table
nearby. He know but doesn’t turn.

 


I’m finally getting used to
small classes by my sixth period, the last one of the day. It’s
twenty minutes to go until school is out. Still, I’m trying to get
something out of dissecting a frog, something I’m really not fond
of. The only good thing about this class is that none of Griffin’s
triad shares it with me, and I’m grateful. Shelly and Bree,
however, sit two seats back. I’m getting used to them.

I wonder what class Lev has
this hour.

Suddenly the loudspeaker
buzzes my name. Apparently someone in the office wants to see me,
so Mr. Richards suggests I take my books with me, figuring I won’t
have much time before school’s out to come back for
them.

The practically empty halls
greet me as I hurry toward the office. As I pass my locker, I see
Roy Henley, the janitor, standing in front of my open locker,
cleaning the mirror. From the back, his blond hair is grimy. Again,
he must sense my stare because he turns toward me and shakes his
head.

“You’re not even here a
day and you’ve already made a mess,” he reproaches gruffly, the rag
in his hand a bright red.

I hurry past him to the
office, and this time Ms. Adams waves me toward the principal’s
office. “Go right in, dear.” Then she turns to her computer. I see
Lev at the copier making copies, but he doesn’t even look at me,
which answers my question about what class he has this hour. I keep
staring, but nothing. So all that’s left is to go into the
office.

As I reach the doorway, the
principal, Arnie Williams, looks at me. Jimmie sits across from
him.

“Please come in, Ms.
Moon,” Mr. Williams says. “And close the door behind
you.”

Nodding, I step into the
room and close the door, looking from one face to the other,
waiting for someone to break the silence.

“Is this because I fell
asleep during first hour?”

“You fell asleep in
class?” Jimmie asks, his irritated gaze snapping to my face. As he
sits, his fingers clench the armrests of the chair.

“Guess not,” I mutter,
wishing I hadn’t said anything.

“No, Ms. Moon, you aren’t
in trouble.” The two men exchange pointed glances. “I was just
informed that your locker has some defacement in it, and I felt
obligated to call your guardian.”

“Oh,” I say, “It’s no big
deal.” I shrug my shoulders, trying to pretend it hasn’t upset me.
Who would have told the principal? Griffin? He was the only one who
saw it. Or was he? Gail and Matt were there, too.

“It damn sure bothers me,”
Jimmie all but yells. It seems that only his fingers clenching the
armrest hold him in place. “What I want to know is what you plan to
do to make sure the harassment stops. You don’t have a clue who the
idiot is, do you?”

“Mr. Abram, I assure you
this will be handled satisfactorily, and your charge will be looked
after. We do not tolerate this kind of behavior here.” Mr. Williams
stiffens, and I can tell by his rigid posture he’s struggling not
to lose control. “The janitor is cleaning the mirror as we speak,
and if the words cannot be removed, I will replace the mirror,” he
says, turning to me. “And then I will find out who is responsible
and deal with them so it won’t happen again.”

“Yeah, sure. I grew up in
this godforsaken town with Lizzie’s mother and father. I saw just
how much of this kind of behavior was tolerated, thank you so
much—and I won’t stand for it. I never would have moved back here
if I hadn’t had so much trouble selling my mom’s house, and I can
tell you that once that happens, we will be leaving because Lizzie
deserves better.” He rises and starts to the door before turning
back and waving a warning finger. “And one more thing. If this
doesn’t stop, or if Lizzie gets hurt, I’ll make sure the lawsuit is
so big your district will shut its doors. Do we understand each
other?”

Jimmie’s talking about the
year Mom died in a car wreck and Dad disappeared a few months
later. Jimmie tried to get the law involved, but it’s pretty
amazing sometimes how skin color gets in the way. My father was
never found.

“We understand each other
perfectly,” Mr. Williams says in a tightly restrained voice. He,
too, stands, and shoves his hands into his pockets, probably
because he isn’t sure he can be responsible for them if he doesn’t
occupy them. His smoldering eyes glance at me, and I can feel his
frustration centering on the half-breed this town would have been
much better off without. I always wanted to be like my dad. Guess I
got my wish.

The final bell rings, and I
grit my teeth, barely restraining my own frustration. Mr. Maguire
enters the office, carrying his plan book, and I notice Jimmie’s
looking at him strangely, and my history teacher awkwardly meets
his gaze.

“Jimmie, is that you?”
Maguire speaks first, his eyebrows furrowed in a frown.

“Yeah, Barry. It’s me.”
Jimmie extends his hand and they shake.

“Been here
long?”

“Not very. We just came
back.”

Maguire looks at me. “Is
this Anne Selby’s little girl?” His gaze seems to center on me in a
different way. I’d say with more interest and warmth, but his
pleasant expression doesn’t really seem to reach his
eyes.

“Yeah. This is
Lizzie.”

“We’ve met. In first
period,” I say, turning to Jimmie. I shake my head. Everybody knew
my mother. From what I hear, she was so beautiful she could have
had any man—and she settled for an Indian. Was it possible Mr.
Maguire even had a thing for her? Uncomfortable, I shake away that
thought.

“Are you ready?” I ask
Jimmie.

“Yeah.” I can feel
Maguire’s eyes burning into me, and I’m waiting for the
conversation that’s coming once we clear the building and get away
from all these people. He holds it together until we reach my
Jeep.

“Why didn’t you call me
when you opened that locker door?” he demands, standing in front of
the driver door so I can’t get in. Usually Jimmie is pretty good at
keeping private things private, but right now he’s angry and
worried. He hates this town as much as I do. So he doesn’t notice
Griffin hovering at his own vehicle nearby, a Porsche. Should have
known.

“It was a joke, Jimmie. A
stupid joke.”

“Like hell,” he spits.
“It’s an attempt to see how you’re going to react Lizzie. They need
to know it’s not okay. Maybe I couldn’t do anything about your
parents and the things they had to go through here, but this time
it will be different. If I have to go up there every day and wreak
havoc on all the school board members’ lives. Whatever it takes,
you will not have to face that.”

“No harm, no foul,” I
mutter, raising my hands in surrender. Griffin is now peering with
open amusement at Jimmie’s rant, shaking his head as though he
can’t really believe anybody’s parents actually do this.

“Any ideas who did
it?”

“No. I met a few kids, but
I don’t really think any of them hate me. So your guess is as good
as mine.”

He forces himself to take a
calming breath and try to shake off the anger. “Sorry, Lizzie. This
small-town hatred just sends me over the edge. I wish we’d never
come back to this place. So what’s this about you falling asleep in
class?” He arches one eyebrow, demanding an answer. “I thought you
were sleeping okay.”

“I am. It’s all the
unpacking and moving, Jimmie.” From my peripheral vision, I see
Griffin get into his car. He revs the engine loudly, causing us
both to face the noise.

“Let me guess, a Hauser
kid, right?” He nods toward the Porsche, open disgust on his
face.

“Yeah, Griffin—stud and
all-around gift to women.” My tone is laced with enough sarcasm so
even Jimmie laughs.

“I guess I don’t have to
worry about you with stupid teenage guys. You act just like your
momma. God help the first jerk who gets on your bad side.” He pats
my shoulder. “Let’s go home, Lizzie.”

“I’ll be there in a few. I
just want to go by the cemetery and see Mom’s grave.”

A frown hoods his eyes, and
he’s looking at me very strangely, like he’s not happy about my
newfound interest. My mom’s been dead so long, he’s sure that’s not
it.

“You’ve never been to her
grave before. You want me to come?”

I shake my head. “No, I’ll
be fine.” I’m not about to tell him I’m looking for a teenage boy,
not my mom’s grave. I want to see if Lev is there. It’s a
long-shot, but it’s definitely worth freezing my butt off for. I
shove the key into the door and unlock it.

“Just be careful.” I can
tell by the hard set of his jaw and his stiffness, he doesn’t feel
comfortable leaving me to my own devices. Although Jimmie’s not my
dad, he’s the only father I can remember, and he tries hard to do
all the right things, which tells me that if he’s this nervous
about this town, he’s got a good reason, and maybe the graffiti
isn’t just a joke.

I climb into the Jeep and
start the engine. He’s still standing there when I pull out of the
parking lot and drive to the cemetery. Although I don’t know where
Mom’s grave is, I will look. After I find Lev.

As I climb out of the Jeep,
I see the first hesitant snowflakes gently tumble from the sky,
gracefully dotting the landscape. At first, I think I’m just
imagining them, so I look harder. Nope, it’s really snowing, and
judging from the puffed-out clouds, these first few flakes are the
beginning of the snowstorm Jimmie has threatened.

A cold wind cuts through
me, and I zip my coat, tucking my long hair into the hood I draw
around my face, trying to retain all the warmth I can. Here goes
nothing, I think. My hands are freezing. The harsh breeze chaps my
dry lips, and for a split second I contemplate going back to the
Jeep and picking this up before school tomorrow.

That’s when I spot the
house just past a bridge at the border of the cemetery, almost
completely hidden amid a line of bushes. Curious, I head toward a
single-lane bridge over a frozen river, probably pretty deep in
places. It’s hard to tell because of the ice covering it. Although
most bridges have safety rails, this one is old enough so that
besides the support beams, there is nothing blocking the water
below. Holes in the wood beams suggest a rail might have been there
at one time but it has been removed. The bridge itself is slick
with ice, and in a smarter moment, I would have thought twice about
crossing it. This isn’t that moment. Desperate to explore, I scurry
across. My feet hit a patch of ice, and though I try to regain my
balance, I fall. I reach for something to hold onto but grasp
air.

I plummet toward the river,
thinking it will be cold, but I’m not expecting the slam of my hip
and shoulder into the ice. Then the cold. Shocked, I inhale
sharply, trying to flail upwards. The water is deeper than I
thought, and I can’t breathe.

 



Chapter Three

Something grabs me, yanking
me upwards. I’m cold. So cold. My body shakes violently, and my
teeth chatter. I have no control over them. Arms lift
me.

“Elizabeth? Can you hear
me?”

The voice is strange. Deep
and rich.

“Open your eyes.” The
voice is more desperate.

I blink. Lev. He exhales in
relief and shakes his head. “Only one river, and you fall in.”
Another heavy sigh. “Let’s get you inside.”

He’s carrying me. My head
rests against his chest, and his clothes are just as wet as mine.
My eyes are heavy and want to close.

“Hey!” he says, jostling
me. “Nap time was history class. You’ve got to stay
awake.”

“It’s c-cold.” I look at
him, expecting his face to be flushed from the cold water, but his
complexion is golden. Even his breath is slow and calm.

“I know. The house is just
ahead. Then we’ll get you warm and dried, but you have to stay
awake.” He frowns and swallows hard, his dark blue eyes full of
something I can’t read. Whatever emotion it is, it hurts, and it
seems as though it’s aimed at me.

“I-I know you,” I whisper
as we reach the house. He twists the doorknob with one hand and
pushes it open with the other.

“‘Course you do. We have
history together.” He offers a smile and shifts his attention.
“Celia? I need help!”

A girl with the same golden
blonde hair appears. She’s much shorter than I am, her body so
demure she looks like a delicate ballerina. Her hair falls in tight
ringlets around her oval face, framing soft, perfect features. It
hurts to look at her. His sister?

“What
happened?”

“She slipped off the
bridge. She’s freezing.”

“Take her to the bathroom
while I get a change of clothes. Start her a warm bath and I’ll be
right there.”

“Okay.” He carries me
through the house to a hallway and turns into the doorway on the
left. Once inside, he looks me in the eye. “I need to set you on
the counter so I can start the bath, okay?”

The moment he releases me, I
feel the shudders ripping through my body grow more desperate. In
the background, I hear water running. Everything blurs and feels
funny. The world starts to tilt. Then his hands grip my
arms.

“Hey, there, no falling
off,” he says. I can hear a forced calm in his tone.

“Okay, I’ve got her,”
Celia says.

“I’ll be right outside.”
He squeezes my arm. “Cee will take care of you.”

I open my eyes and find his
mysterious blue ones staring at me, a worried frown tugging at his
lips. Then he strides out and closes the door. Immediately, Celia
tugs the saturated coat from around my body. I try to help get the
wet clothing off, but my fingers cramp and fumble
uselessly.

“You look absolutely
blue,” Celia says. Once the wet clothing has been removed, she
helps me into the warm water that at first feels burning hot now,
as it washes over me, my internal body temperature
adjusts.

She pulls the curtain closed
to afford me privacy. “Will you be all right by
yourself?”

“Yes,” I manage, the
chatter in my teeth slower, quieter.

“Once you’re ready to get
out, there’s a clean towel to dry off with and a set of Lev’s
sweats. You’re probably too tall for my clothes. I’ll be right
outside in case you need anything.”

“Okay.” I focus on my
breathing as I hear the door shut, leaving me with my thoughts. I
drift in the warm water until I feel warm enough to get out. I draw
the curtain back and find myself standing in front of a full-length
mirror. The walls are a light blue, and a framed print of a beach
at sunset hangs on a wall. A basket of shells sits in the counter
by a cluster of white candles.

Stepping out of the tub, I
see large, red areas on my shoulder and hip where I crashed into
the ice. As I run my fingers over them, pain explodes beneath the
skin, confirming the bruising that will show in a few hours. Still
trembling but ever so much closer to warm than I was, I towel
myself dry and stumble into the fresh clothes. As the comfy fleece
covers my body, I realize just how big Lev is and how small I in
comparison.

My hair is wild, and I try
to brush my fingers through it, but that does nothing to tame it.
My face is flushed, my lips chapped, and I look ill. Because I
didn’t eat lunch, I can feel my stomach reeling. If I don’t get a
snack or something, Celia is going to find me on the
floor.

Dreading the embarrassment,
I open the door and slip into the hall to find Celia standing next
to the bathroom door and Lev just across, one shoulder leaning on
another door, his hands deep in his jeans pockets. He wears a white
knit shirt and different jeans. His bare feet seem pale against the
wood floor. He straightens when he sees me and pulls his hands
free.

I step into the hall, my
feet as unsteady as my muddled thoughts. Immediately, his hand
touches my arm, bracing me. Our eyes meet, and he reads my
face.

“You don’t look so good,
Elizabeth.” He guides me into the living room and eases me onto the
sofa. One wall has a massive bookshelf with lots of leather-bound
books. An old framed map hangs on another wall. On the fireplace
hearth, scattered amid all the pictures of Lev and Celia, I see an
old compass and an ancient camera.

Celia brings a bowl of
chicken soup. “Sorry it’s instant, but at least it’s warm,
right?”

“Right.” My trembling
hands take it, and Lev hovers, probably expecting Ms. Graceful will
dump it.

“What a day to take a
swim,” Lev says, raking his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know
what you Texans do, but we generally discourage swimming on snow
days.” As he moves his hand, I see the bracelet even clearer, but I
can’t tell what it says, at least not until I catch his wrist and
read it for myself. Expecting to find his full name, the word
etched in a cursive font it reads, “hesed.” I stare at the bracelet
for a moment longer, trying to recognize the word, but I don’t. So
I look up at him perching on the armrest of the sofa.

“What does that
mean?”

“Love.” He nods to my
soup. “You should get some of that down before it gets cold.
Nothing like chicken soup after it’s lukewarm.”

Nodding, I pick up my spoon
and fill my mouth. As soon as the broth and noodles hit, the warmth
suffuses through me. I continue eating, with Lev and Celia hovering
near, her blue eyes vigilant.

“Where am I?” I ask, as
Lev takes the empty bowl from my hand and gives it to his
sister.

“Would you like some pound
cake?” Celia asks, taking the empty bowl. “We just picked some up
from the store.”

“No, thanks.”

Lev gives her a strange
look, shakes his head, and turns back to me.

“The house by the
cemetery. Are you warm enough?”

I nod. “Yeah. How is that
possible?”

“My father is the
groundskeeper.”

At the mention of the word
father, I all but jump up. “Oh no. My guardian is probably freaking
out. How long have I been here?”

“An hour or so.” He
shrugs, as though he’s not sure. “Your clothes are in the dryer.
They should be dry for you to take home, except your parka. But I
have a coat you can use.” I look at the sweats, and Lev catches my
drift. “Don’t worry about changing right now. You can bring them to
school.”

“Thank you. For
everything.”

Lev chuckles and stands. “A
‘thank you?’ For everything no less? I figured after school you’d
be ready to kill me when you found out I was the snitch about the
mirror.” He reaches for my hand to help me up.

“So it was you.” I look at
the sweatshirt, bothered by the length of the sleeves. Lev also
notices this and rolls up one first and then the other.

“Yep.” He arches one
eyebrow in a challenge. “Still, I owe you one. You falling in the
pond was my fault, actually.” He looks over my head, out the window
where the snowfall has picked up considerably, confirming Jimmie’s
promise of winter in Massachusetts.

“Your fault?”

“I was supposed to have
fixed the handrails last summer but didn’t. So you slid right into
the river and I had to fish you out.” Our gazes lock, and as I
stare at his beautiful face, which seems to glow of its own accord,
I feel my heartbeat pick up.

“Lucky you.”

“Yeah, sure. This is me
complaining. Can’t you hear all the whining?”

“No,” I say, laughing.
“You’ll have to whine just a little louder.”

He nods to the window. “You
should probably get home before the roads get nasty and your father
goes nuts. Celia bagged your clothes, and I’ll get one of my coats
you can use. The last thing you need is to go wandering around in
this frigid weather without something warm on.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.
But Jimmie isn’t my father.”

“Oh.” He looks away as if
embarrassed. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay.”

He peers at my bare feet,
and I wiggled my toes in embarrassment. “I’ll find you some boots,
too. Can’t guarantee they won’t swallow your feet,
though”

I stand and look around,
searching for my purse as Celia approaches me with my bagged
clothing and shoes.

“I’ll get the coat back to
you tomorrow when it’s dry, if that’s okay.” She offers me the
other stuff.

“Did Lev put my purse
somewhere?” I ask, knowing that without my keys I’m not going
anywhere.

“It’s probably at the
bottom of the river, Elizabeth.” He hands me a coat. “Truthfully, I
was more worried about getting you home and warm than seeing if you
had everything you came with, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah.” I slip the coat on
and then take the rain boots he offers, careful not to balk at the
huge size. “Umm, I think this just got a little more
complicated.”

“How so?”

Blushing, I shrug. “I think
my keys are probably at the bottom of the river.”

“Looks like I’ll need a
coat, too, if I’m driving you home. So just hold that thought.” He
walks back to the coat closet, pulls out a thick, black leather
coat, and slips his arms into it. “Are you ready to go?”

For a moment, I find myself
gazing into his blue eyes, breathless as he towers over me. His
arms dangle at his sides, and he stands perfectly still, seemingly
as mesmerized by me as I am by him.

“Shouldn’t you get her
home?” Celia asks, touching his arm.

“Yeah, I guess I should.
Your guardian will be worried.” His voice is a rough-silk whisper,
the ends unraveling. Lev blinks and looks away. He reaches into his
jeans pockets and pulls out his keys. His hand touches the small of
my back, gently guiding me toward the door. Though I try to walk as
normally as possible, my feet constantly trip over each other while
Lev and I walk outside and start toward his pickup. My left foot
tangles with the other, and I start to fall. As Lev’s arm remains
wrapped around me, his hold tightens, anchoring me against him. My
head presses against his chest, and I inhale sharply at my own
clumsiness.

“You all right?” he
whispers, his grip steady, unwilling to release me.

“Yeah. It’s just been a
long day.” I close my eyes, so tired.

“All right.” Without
warning, he sweeps one arm under the bend of my knees and lifts me.
As he touches my hip, I flinch, and a gasp of pain rattles through
me.

“What happened?” His
hands, once so sure, waver, and his step falters.

“I hit the ice when I
fell. That’s all.” Too tired to fight, I lean against his chest,
savoring his warmth. “Why are you carrying me?” I murmur, feeling
sleep reaching for me.

“You fell off the bridge
with your shoes on. I don’t want to take a chance with boots that
are too big. I need to get you home in one piece.”

The fluid motion of his
steps halts, and I realized he is opening the passenger door of an
old brown truck. Once it has swung wide, he carefully slides me
onto the seat. Already, I feel myself in the twilight of
unconsciousness, bordering on the place where dreams find me almost
every night, but right now the exhaustion is so great I don’t care.
I crave sleep as my head leans against the headrest. Through
half-shut lids, I see him lean over me, his face close to mine, and
buckle my seatbelt.

He stands upright, staring,
a wistful expression on his face. Then, his mouth switches back to
the neutral frown while he closes the door and walks to the other
side. Shoving the keys into the ignition and starting the engine,
he asks, “You still awake?”

I can hear him somewhere on
the fringes of consciousness, but I can’t answer. Blackness comes
with the soldiers.

 


The images are fluid and
relentless, like a movie being fast-forwarded. This time, it is in
black and white, all exceptfor me. My blood is red against the
snow. The pain is intense. It steals my breath. Lev is there in the
distance, watching me with those hooded eyes, standing as blood
ebbs from my body. I know he can hear my scream.

I’m begging for help, but
my words are strange syllables that are unfamiliar. It is my Native
tongue, the language no one has ever taught me. Lev just stands
there, watching.

His body is so bright, and
the air ripples around him. I feel myself dying, and I scream
louder. Why won’t you help me? He does not speak. The world grows
hazy. Then he grabs me. I scream louder.

 


Hands grab me, shaking
me.

“Wake up. You’re having a
nightmare.”

My eyes open widely, and I
look over. Lev is there, concern all over his face. My heart rams
my chest, and I look around. We’ve pulled off to the side of the
road. The last of the sunlight dwindles beyond the horizon, and in
five minutes I’ll be in the dark. With Lev.

“Elizabeth?” His frown
intensifies.

At this moment, all I can
think of is the Lev in my dreams who watches me die. The eyes are
the same. His body is huge, and I feel trapped.

Gasping, I throw the door
open, running just as soon as my feet hit the pavement. The boots
suck at my feet and almost come off. Then my feet tangle, causing
my body to tumble, adding new bruises.

“Elizabeth!” Lev screams,
running after me.

Despite the pain, I
stumble. I have to get away from him—get away from the eyes that
burn through me. The mouth that frowns at my pain. He should not be
here. I should not be dying.

“What is wrong with
you?”

I hear his voice close to me
before I feel his arm around my waist, tugging me to him. I throw
my weight against him, trying to break free.

“Let me go!” I scream. My
heart races, and I can’t take in enough air. I’m so tired, and
everything is blurry.

“Not until you talk to me.
I don’t know what’s going on.” He firmly holds me, but his arms are
non-threatening. Still, all I can think about is the
dream.

“You were there. You
watched me die!” The words sound crazy, but I can’t stop them any
more than I can stop trying to escape.

“Calm down.” He
effortlessly stills my body as his fingers gently stroke my arm in
soothing circles. “Now tell me where I watched you die.”

“I just want to go home.”
I’m bordering on tears, and I’m so frightened the world is
spinning.

“And I was taking you
until you started screaming and jumped out of the truck.” He waits
for a few seconds longer before he offers, “Now if you’ll just take
it easy, I’ll let you go so we can get back in the
truck.”

Shaking, I look at him and
find my reflection in those blue eyes. I don’t recognize the girl
trembling with fear, her mouth too slack and her eyes too wide. She
knows only fear.

Lev clenches his jaw and
shakes his head. “I’m not going to hurt you. I swear. Maybe you
cracked your head on the ice or something. But I won’t hurt you. I
need to get you home.” He slowly releases me, still hovering as
though he anticipates I will run, forcing him to catch me again. I
rub my hand where he touched me, my fingers trying to understand
all the emotions and panic swirling around me.

I draw a shaky breath,
trying to reconcile the Lev of my nightmares with this guy. He
frowns, and his hands remain close, as though he desires to hold
me.

“I want to go home’” I
whisper.

“Let’s go to the truck,
and I’ll take you.” He gently moves his hand toward my back, but I
force myself to hurry so he won’t touch me. It all blurs together,
and I need some sleep. I want to make it go away. I can feel him
behind me, ready to reach out. He follows me to the passenger side.
When he’s sure I’m inside, he closes the door and strides to the
driver’s side.

The rest of the way home, a
silence flourishes between us. His hand rests on the gearshift, and
he keeps looking at me.

“Why are you in my
dreams?” I whisper, staring at his perfect profile, his golden hair
shimmering in the headlights of a passing car. His frown deepens,
and I know he’s hiding something, especially when I see his hands
clench the steering wheel.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t
have a clue what you’re talking about.” The words come out through
tight lips, and he stares at the road, not at my face. “What
dreams?”

Knowing I’m not going to get
anywhere, I shake my head and look away. “It doesn’t matter.” I
want to close my eyes, but I know the dreams will be waiting, and
so will the Lev I don’t understand, the dangerous gleam in his
eyes, not this person who is warm and seems to care. How can I
reconcile the two?

Without directions, he
drives right to my house and pulls into the driveway where Jimmie
stands on the porch. As the vehicle pulls in, the headlights’
flickering arrests his pacing, and he’s already striding down to
the pickup before I even open the door.

“Lizzie?” He cranes his
neck, checking both the driver’s side and the passenger
seat.

“I’m right here, Jimmie.”
I step away from the truck. Even in the shallow street lamp light,
he notices the baggy clothing draping my form. And then his gaze
settles on Lev.

“Where have you been?” he
demands. “I was worried sick about you when you didn’t come right
home or answer your cell. I was just about to drive to the
cemetery.” He stares at Lev. “And who are you?”

“Lev Walker, sir.” He
offers his hand to Jimmie for an introductory shake. Jimmie stands
back until Lev lowers his hand.

“What happened? And whose
clothes are those?”

“Mine, sir. Elizabeth
slipped on the bridge at the cemetery and fell into the river. My
father is Evan Walker, the cemetery caretaker. We live on the
property, so I took her to my house where my sister helped her into
a warm bath and gave her some of my dry clothes. She was soaking
wet and freezing.” He swallows hard, probably wondering if Jimmie
is going to come unglued. Instead Jimmie grabs my arm.

“Are you all right?” he
demands. Worry lines crease his forehead, and his grip cinches down
on me almost painfully tight.

“I’m fine, thanks to Lev
and his sister.”

“Where is the
Jeep?”

“At the cemetery. I lost
my keys and purse in the water, so I thought maybe you could drive
me to it in the morning right before school.” Jimmie stares at us
both, weighing our words against his better judgment.

“All right,” he finally
concedes. “I can do that.” He slips his arm around me. “Let’s get
you inside.”

I let him lead me, aware
that Lev still watches from beside his truck, keys still in hand.
My steps falter, and I turn slowly. “Lev?” I say, my voice
trembling.

“Yeah?” His worried eyes
stare.

“Thank you.” I barely get
the words out before Jimmie whisks me inside. Maybe he is my
downfall, but all I know is that he could have left me in the icy
water. That has to count for something, doesn’t it? From inside, I
stand at the window and watch him slowly slip into the truck and
drive away.

“What do you know about
that boy?” Jimmie stands beside me at the window.

“He’s in a couple of my
classes. He’s quiet for the most part. A good student.” Yes, I can
tell Jimmie about the dreams and Lev’s part in them, but I don’t
want to. Yes, I am afraid. I’m not sure of what, but the fear is
there nonetheless, and I can’t escape it. I don’t know what’s
happening.


Chapter Four

Morning light wakes me, the
bright sunlight washing the bed with false warmth as I peel back
the covers and touch my feet to the chilly hardwood floor. Although
I’d expected to dream about the soldiers again, the night has
passed peacefully.

Rising, I fold my arms
across my chest, trying to ward away the cold from within. I close
my eyes. His face jumps into my head, stealing my breath yet again.
I swim in the ocean of his eyes. Inside, I burn from the warmth of
his skin, and yet I cannot seem to pull away. There are two camps
fighting for possession of my soul. One believes in the Lev of my
waking world, and the other only sees the nightmare Lev who will
not save me.

I glance at the clock and
realize it’s almost time to get up. The radio alarm will go off
soon, so I reach over and shut it off. Although I’m still tired and
half my body is sore from hitting the ice, I force myself to
shower, knowing Jimmie will wake soon to drive me to get the
Jeep.

As I’m toweling off, I see
the nasty bruises that cover both a hip and shoulder. Staring at
the purple blossoms that flower out unevenly, I cringe, hating the
thought of clothes touching my skin. Still, I force myself into a
sweater and jeans. The pain is manageable. Then I turn my attention
to brushing through my hair and touching up my face. Although the
base conceals the minute flaws, it does nothing for the shadows of
exhaustion.

No matter how I try to
forget the nightmares, my thoughts return to them like I’m a magnet
drawn to them, and while I’ve had them most of my life, usually
they come and go in spurts, never long enough to wreak this kind of
havoc. But I can’t seem to shake them altogether no matter how hard
I try, and they seem to be getting more vivid and intense. My mouth
goes dry when I think of them, and my heart races as though it’s
trying to leave them behind.

“Lizzie? You awake?”
Jimmie yells, coming toward my room.

“Of course,” I yell back.
“Just finishing up getting ready.” Taking one last look at my
reflection, I open the door and trudge down the stairs, carefully
avoiding eye contact with Jimmie as we pass. Normally, he’d be
wearing his security uniform, but since I really gave him a scare
last night, he took the night off. So it was probably a good thing
I didn’t have any nightmares. Otherwise, he would have been up in
my room with questions I couldn’t answer.

“You okay?” he finally
asks when we pull into the cemetery lot.

“Fine,” I say, grabbing
the handle and getting out. Clenching the spare key in my hand, I
walk to the Jeep and get in, still feeling Jimmie’s gaze following
me. Once inside, I look around the cemetery. I don’t even know what
I’m going to say to Lev. That is, if he’s still speaking to me. He
may not like bipolar people.

Glancing at the clock, I
realize that if I don’t get a move on I’ll be walking in when the
tardy bell rings. Not a good plan. So I force my thoughts to go on
autopilot and drive to school. Jimmie sits in his truck until I’ve
pulled out and then drives away.

The parking lot is pretty
full of vehicles and deserted of people, signaling just how late I
am. I grab my backpack and head inside, managing to make it to my
seat just before the bell rings. Griffin watches my entrance,
offering a wide smile. Lev, on the other hand, is obviously
double-checking his homework. I keep staring at him while Mr.
Maguire takes roll. Still no return glance. From my peripheral
vision, I realize that Griffin is still grinning. He leans toward
me.

“Hey, I’ve got a
surprise,” he says.

I bet
you do, I think, gritting my teeth.
“Really?” I feign an interest just to make him happy because I
don’t have the energy to deal with him turning into a
butt.

“Yeah. Follow me to my
locker after class and I’ll give it to you.”

“Sure,” I say nervously.
Glancing toward the front of the room, I can feel Lev staring at
me, and I wonder if it’s because he’s just realized I’m here or
that Griffin is talking to me. Trying to confirm one or the other,
I turn my full attention to him, but before I can search the depths
of his eyes, he looks away and busies himself with his homework
again as Mr. Maguire lectures.

Part of me wants to laugh
at the absurdity of the situation. I have the most popular boy
fawning all over himself to get my attention, and yet I’ve managed
to alienate the one I’m drawn to because of my stupid
nightmares.

In daylight, it’s so much
easier to separate myself from the horror, so much easier to forget
what my mind keeps trying hard to bring to the forefront of my
consciousness.

I spend most of the hour
puzzling over Lev. Not so unusual. Most boys I’ve ever liked
haven’t really liked me back, and let’s just say the few who have
weren’t great ideas. Lev’s already got two strikes against him: my
dreams and the fact that I like him. Now if I could just get that
through my head….

When the bell rings, I’m
still pretty much staring at him. Griffin touches my shoulder, his
fingers gently squeezing to get my attention.

“Hey, come to my
locker.”

As I rise, I see Lev turn
his full attention to me. He clenches his jaw, suddenly angry.
Before I can get a word in, he rises, collects his books, and
brushes past, his shoulder bumping mine callously.

“What’s his problem?”
Griffin asks, grinning as though he already knows. The question is
rhetorical, but I still think about blurting out, “You” just to bug
him. Then Griffin sets his hand on my shoulder, a sign of
possession I’m irritated by. I shrug him away and put a couple of
feet of safety distance between our bodies as we walk.

“Please don’t,” I say,
aware that everyone, including Gail, is watching us. I avert my
gaze to the floor, more comfortable with linoleum than people.
Besides, I’ve never been all that good at hiding things, and
whatever I’m thinking is going to be right there, screaming at
anyone who looks at me, especially Lev.

How can I be both attracted
to and afraid of him at the same time? I don’t even make sense to
myself.

As we head to Griffin’s
locker, I feel like we’re being followed, and sure enough, when I
glance over my shoulder, I spot Mr. Maguire keeping an even
distance. He’s got his planner and book with worksheets tucked
under one arm, so I’m pretty sure he’s either going to the office
or the teacher’s lounge.

“Here we are,” Griffin
says, stopping short. His quick fingers settle on the lock and
begin twisting. As I stand there, feeling foolish because of
Griffin’s obvious showing off, I peer down the hall and find Lev at
his locker, his blue eyes fixed on me. At the moment our gazes
lock, neither of us moves. Around him, the air has that glistening
quality, almost like an aura. I squint, trying to make out what I’m
really seeing. Then Griffin nudges me, breaking my
concentration.

“See, I told you you’d
like this surprise.” He smiles and holds out my purse as Mr.
Maguire comes up right behind us. The teacher’s eyes narrow as I
take it, unwilling to meet his gaze. Then Maguire passes us
by.

“W...where did you get this?” I stammer, taking the cool
black leather in hand. Somehow it’s not as damp as it should
be.
“You
don’t expect me to reveal my secrets, now do you,
Lizzie?”

“Guess not,” I mumble,
running my hand over the leather. Why was Griffin at the cemetery?
Had he been following me? Did Lev know?

Lev…. I look down the hall,
but the place in front of his locker is vacant. So I turn to
Griffin.

“Thanks,” I say. “I guess
I should get to class before I’m late.” Thinking I’m off the hook,
I turn to go, but he grabs my arm.

“You could thank me
properly.” He grins wickedly, making me really
uncomfortable.

“What do you mean?” My
heart rams my chest. I wish he would let go of me. Instead, his
fingers press the skin warmly.

“How about joining me for
lunch? It’s the least you could do, you know.” Slowly, his fingers
caress my skin, a tactic that has worked for many girls before me
and will work on many more after Griffin has finally forgotten I
exist, whenever that will be.

“I sort of already made
plans with someone,” I stammer out. “Sorry.” I ease my arm from his
grip, relieved to be free.

“A fast mover, aren’t
you?” he says, a hint of displeasure darkening his tone. I can tell
by his frown he’s expecting some kind of answer I don’t have. I
can’t tell him why his magical good looks and witty charm aren’t
working on me the way they do on every other girl.

“Look, I didn’t know. So I
made plans.” I hope he’ll get the hint.

“How about tomorrow,
then?”

“Tomorrow….” Oh, that’s
not what I expected. The girls are right. He doesn’t give
up.

“Yeah, tomorrow. Like I
said. It’s the least you can do.”

“All right,” I finally
say, still looking for Lev. “We’ll have lunch tomorrow.” Unless by
chance lightning strikes me dead and I don’t have to worry about
it.

“Cool.” His grin
reappears, but before he can add insult to injury, I excuse myself
to class, relieved to escape. There’s something about that boy that
takes way too much energy, I think, plunking down in my math
class.

As Lev is in this class,
too, I glance toward his seat. Empty. I chew my lip while opening
my notebook, all the while glancing toward the door, waiting. The
tardy bell is going to ring any second, and, if I know anything
about Lev, he hates to be late.

The bell suddenly rings. No
Lev. My shoulders cave under the weight of disappointment, and I
settle myself in for some math, wondering where he is and what I’m
going to do about the lunch period I expected to spend with him,
saving me from Griffin.

I suffer through the rest of
the morning classes. Yes, I’m tired, but I know better than to fall
asleep. A lot of the students still watch me since it’s only my
second day and the first morning was so amusing. The boys are still
entertained, and the girls still don’t much care for
that.

“Ms. Moon?” Mr. Maguire
catches me in the hall just as I’m about to head down to the
cafeteria for lunch, and his weighted stare leaves me very
uncomfortable.

“Yes, Mr. Maguire?” I stop
and wait for him, preferring to get whatever conversation over
before I go to the cafeteria.

“I don’t mean to pry, but
I was wondering what Mr. Hauser was doing with your purse.” He
stares intently at me through his glasses.

“I’d lost it, and he ran
across it and was good enough to bring it to me.” I brush the hair
from my face.

“A strange thing for you
to lose. Is it possible that he took it from you?” My body tenses,
and I really dislike where he is going with this.

“No, I lost
it.”

He nods. “Very well, Ms.
Moon. I know you aren’t acquainted with the way of things around
here, and sometimes Mr. Hauser feels a bit exempted from the rules.
I just want you to understand that he is not above that, even if
his father is a town selectman.”

“Thank you.” Walking
toward the cafeteria, I find that whole conversation more bizarre
than even Griffin, which is really saying something. Shelly and her
friends sit at the same table as yesterday, and they willingly move
over so I can join them. As I sit, Shelly looks over at Griffin and
smiles, shaking her head.

“Gee, Griffin is still
watching you, Lizzie. Big surprise.”

And Lev
is still absent, I muse, looking around
the cafeteria, searching. Part of me wonders if it will be strange
like this the whole year. Frustrated, I switch tactics and begin
looking for Lev’s sister, Celia, but I don’t see her either, only
Griffin’s consuming stare—oh , and Gail’s antagonistic frown. More
than once, she touches his arm, an act of possession that any girl
could figure out. Too bad she can’t get Griffin to pay attention to
her. That would solve a whole lot of problems right
now.

My stomach rumbles, and
since I haven’t grabbed a tray, as the memory of the spaghetti is
too painful to try the hamburgers being served today, I rise and
head to the salad bar, muttering, “Excuse me,” to my friends.
Scanning the offerings, I grab the salad tongs and fill my plate
with lettuce, tomatoes, and pickles. I ration a bit of Ranch
dressing over part of it, and as I whirl to return to my table, I
almost bump into Griffin.

“Such fabulous lunch plans
could get a guy’s feelings hurt,” Griffin mutters, also grabbing a
salad bowl even though it doesn’t seem like that would be his ideal
meal. Most guys love burgers. Okay, maybe not these
burgers.

“They’re my friends,” I
say, disinterestedly.

“I could be your friend,”
he mutters, scooting around the salad bar, his tone warm and
inviting. “I could be a very good friend, actually.” He scoots
closer. He’s clearly piled a bunch of veggies on his plate that he
will probably never eat.

“Sorry, Griffin, I’m not
looking for that kind of friend.” I take a couple of steps away. I
can feel Shelly, Bree, Matt, and Gail all staring. I just don’t
have a clue what they’re expecting. I’m still trying to figure that
one out when someone tugs my arm, forcing me to turn.

“I thought you might need
this, considering how cold it is.” Celia stands there, my jacket in
her hand. Smiling, she offers it to me.

“Thanks.” I take the
jacket, hating that Griffin is watching my every move. “Where did
you come from?”

“I was outside eating.”
She starts to walk away.

“Hey, Celia, where is Lev
today?”

“Doctor’s appointment.”
She also stares at Griffin, her smile toward him not as pleasant.
“He’ll be back this afternoon.”

“Thanks.” She walks away,
and I start to when Griffin blocks me.

“So, let me guess. He was
your real lunch plan. Shelly Roberts was just a contingency, wasn’t
she?” His words are light enough, but their intention is clear.
He’s trying to stake a claim on me.

“It’s really none of your
business, Griffin. I said I’d join you for lunch
tomorrow.”

His face turns pasty, and I
see an anger smoldering beneath the surface. Probably by tomorrow
he’ll be so furious he might not even want lunch with me. Here’s to
hoping, anyway.

As I approach Shelly’s
table, the girls burst into laughter. I’m not the only one who
notices. Griffin scowls at them while returning to his own table.
The moment he sits, he pushes the plate away and shakes his head.
He sets one elbow on the table and leans his chin on his hand. The
fluorescent light gleams off his senior class ring. Gail tries to
take his arm, a comforting gesture, but he quickly pulls away,
clearly agitated. Her face flushes, and she gets up to dump her
tray.

“Looks like somebody is
unhappy,” Bree comments, staring at Griffin. “I just don’t get you,
Lizzie. There’s no male specimen more perfect than
Griffin.”

“Shoot me now, please.”
Shelly throws a carrot at Bree. “If that is perfect, then I’m
becoming a nun. Besides, I think Lizzie is waiting for someone
else.” She turns to me, waiting. “What’s up between you and
Lev?”

“Nothing.” I shrug, my
fingers immediately fumbling over the silverware. I look away, not
wanting her to read my expression.

“Really? That’s not what I
hear. Word is that the two of you are becoming an item.” She grabs
a celery stick and waves it at me. “So clue me in. What’s going on?
And why did his sister have your coat?”

“Nothing. Honestly. We’re
just friends.” I stab a piece of lettuce and quickly begin eating,
trying to distract myself from questions I can’t answer. I don’t
know what’s going on between Lev and me in this life, let alone in
my dreams. So I’m telling her the truth.

Feeling her gaze, I can
tell she doesn’t believe me. I probably wouldn’t believe me,
either. In the distance, Griffin watches me, too, the weight of his
eyes stifling. So I focus on lunch and breathing. That should be
enough to keep me out of trouble right now.

“So,” Shelly says, taking
the cap off her water bottle. “I was going to work on the
Shakespeare project, and I wondered if you wanted to come over
after school. Maybe we could work together and get it
done?”

“Sure.”

 


The rest of the day blurs
past without me seeing a hint of Lev. Although Celia said he would
be returning, I don’t find him, no matter how hard I look. As I
open my locker, I glance at his coat hanging there. The rest of the
borrowed clothes are bagged up in my Jeep, ready to be returned.
More than once I’ve smelled them, savoring the scent of his
cologne. I want to laugh because I don’t know any better than he
does which side of the bipolar swing I’m going to wake up on,
whether I will want to be near him or be afraid of him.

Taking a deep breath, I
grab the jacket, figuring I can always drive his stuff over. This
time, I will drive across the bridge instead of walking; that way,
I won’t have to worry about taking a winter swim just in case Lev
has plans other than jumping in after me.

I also grab my purse, which
I haven’t really looked through since Griffin gave it back. As I
can’t really figure out what he was doing in the cemetery in the
first place, the purse creeps me out. Was he following me? That’s
the last thing I need.

Closing my locker, I pull
out my keys. As I stride toward the exit, Griffin sees me passing
and matches my stride, joining me toward the exit.

“So are we still on for
tomorrow?”

“Sure,” I say,
half-holding my breath as I wait for divine intervention to save
me. I am definitely not ready for lunch with Griffin, even if it is
only 45 minutes.

“So…why do you have
Walker’s jacket? Are you two seeing each other?”

I grit my teeth and speed
up my steps which is futile because he does the same thing and has
much longer legs, which means faster strides. Then he stops in
front of me, cutting off my path.

“Are you?”

“No!” I snap, trying to
push past him. “We’re just friends.” I manage to find a hole and
slip around him. I walk even faster.

“I keep telling you that I
could be a good friend, Lizzie. A very good friend.” He stands in
the middle of the hallway, waiting.

“Try Gail,” I call. “I
hear she’s definitely in the market for that kind of friend.”
Unsure if he’ll come running after me, I pick up the pace even
more, relieved the exit looms ahead. Since he hasn’t caught up to
me by the time I slip outside, I take a relieved breath and slow
down, suddenly enchanted by the blanket of snow which has fallen
during the day. I have been unaware of anything except Griffin’s
all-consuming attention and Lev’s curious absence. The flakes still
fall, fat globs of pristine white so thick it appears to be
raining. The flakes tumble in my hair and across my face. Although
I have both coats, I shrug into Lev’s, taking comfort in the way it
swallows me. I wish he were here.

Ahead, in the blanket of
thick whiteness, I see kids throwing packed snowballs at each other
and running around. The parking lot is no less a madhouse. More
snowballs flying there. Around me, kids rush toward the whiteness,
planning to join in the snowball fights. Griffin floats past and
tugs my sleeve.

“You want to play?” he
asks, rushing for the snow. Both Matt and Gail flank him on either
side. As usual, Gail is watching, gauging Griffin’s interest. She
is the first to pick up snow and crush it into a tight ball she
zings at Griffin. He’s fast, I realize, as he jumps to the side and
waves a chiding finger at her.

“You’ve done it now!”
Griffin reaches down and grabs a double handful of snow that he
packs into his own large ball. Two seconds later, he throws it at
her. Gail sees it coming and turns her back just as the snow
strikes. She squeals loudly and clumps another ball.

A white pack comes flying at
me, striking my chest. I jump. Looking down, I realize from Matt’s
wicked grin he has thrown it. I brush the snow away.

“Hey, why don’t you leave
it. It looks good on you. Besides, you don’t see this kind of snow
in Texas. You might as well enjoy it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”
My hands are cold, and I shove them into the coat pockets, still
mesmerized by the fights which continue until Mr. Williams strides
outside the school and yells for all the kids to head home.
Although I’m not exactly guilty of playing in the snow, he turns
his stern frown on me.

“That includes you, Ms.
Moon.”

“Yeah, all right,” I
mutter, realizing he’s still not over Jimmie’s butt-chewing. Still,
the mirror has been cleaned as if no words were ever written there,
so he’s made good on at least part of his promise to Jimmie. I
don’t know if he’s figured out who wrote it or not.

Mr. Williams gives me a
warning glance then turns back to the kids who have finally quit
throwing snow and head to their cars to drive home. Griffin gives
me one last look, then he turns toward the parking lot and heads
off with Gail and Matt. I wonder if the three of them ever
separate.

Once most of the cars have
pulled out, I head to the Jeep, grateful to be among the last ones
so nobody is watching me. I hate being watched. Thrusting the keys
into the door, I unlock it and climb inside, trying to get most of
the snow off before I slip my feet in. I should have worn boots.
Some of the snow has seeped into my shoes and melted. My hands are
red and cold because I didn’t wear gloves. One of these days I’ll
dress appropriately.

I start the Jeep and shift
into reverse when something thuds against my window. Jumping, I
turn, expecting a snowball, not Lev. He motions for me to roll the
window down.

“What...what are you doing
here?” I ask.

“Keeping you out of
trouble,” he pants, clearly having been running.

“What do you
mean?”

“You’ve got a flat,
Elizabeth. Your back tire is shot.”

“What?” I cut the engine
and step out of the Jeep. Sure enough the tire is flat. “It was
fine this morning.” I fold my arms across my chest,
chilled.

“Nice jacket.” He
winks.

“You should know. I have
your other stuff in the Jeep.” Then we both turn back to the
problem. I stare at the flat.

“Why don’t you go inside
while I change it, okay? You’ll be warmer there.”

I start to argue, but
judging from the way he pulls out the spare and starts working the
jack, I think he’s more than got it covered without any help, or
rather hindrance, from me.

“Go,” he says, nudging me
toward the school. “You just took a freezing swim last night. You
don’t really need to be standing in the cold. I’ll come and get
you.”

“All right,” I say,
heading to the school where I slip into the hallway and
wait.

“Didn’t I tell you to go
home, Ms. Moon?” Mr. Williams’ deep voice takes me by surprise, and
I turn to face him.

“Yes, you did. But my Jeep
has a flat. Lev Walker is outside changing it.” I point to where
Lev is bent over, unscrewing the lug nuts on the ruined tire. “Once
he gets done, I’ll go.”

The principal steps to the
window and peers at Lev for just a moment before nodding. “All
right. Do you need to call Mr. Abram?”

“No, it’ll be okay. Lev’ll
be done in a minute.”

Lev is switching the tires
and starting to screw on the lug nuts to the spare tire. Hearing
Mr. Williams’ dress shoes snap against the linoleum, I realize he’s
leaving, and I lean against the glass, watching Lev’s fluid
movements, his hands so sure and graceful. I swallow hard,
enraptured by the golden beauty surrounding him like an aura. Once
again the air shimmers around him, and I tell myself it’s the snow,
but I’m not sure I believe it.

Lev sets the ruined tire in
the back of the Jeep and runs his hands along the outside until he
finds the damaged spot. Frowning, he pushes it all the way in and
closes the door. He walks toward the school, and I meet him
halfway.

“There’s good news and bad
news,” he says, still frowning.

“Okay, the good news
is….”

“The spare is solid and
will last until you can get a new tire.” We turn and head toward
the Jeep.

“And the bad?”

“It wasn’t a nail that
ruined your tire. Somebody slashed it.”

My feet stop as I imagine
somebody jabbing a knife into the tire. I start shaking as I think
about all the things Jimmie has warned me about in this
town.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” I finally say.
“Just peachy.” It’s a lie; we both know it. “You want a
lift?”

“Nah.” He watches me get
into the Jeep. “You should get home and talk to Jimmie about a new
tire.”

“Are you avoiding me?”
It’s the million dollar question I’ve been waiting to ask. My
breath catches, and I force myself to start the Jeep.

“What a silly question. I
hardly know you well enough to avoid you.” Even as his words make
me feel better, there’s something in his eyes buried deep. “You, on
the other hand, should definitely be avoiding Griffin
Hauser.”

“I’m trying. He’s like ABC
gum stuck to my shoe.”

“Interesting image,” he
says, laughing. Then his expression turns somber again. “I know he
seems charming, but he’s about as safe as a cobra, and the last
thing you need near you is a pet snake, if you get my
drift.”

I nod. “Did you see him in
the cemetery yesterday?”

“No, why?”

“He found my
purse.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me
if he was following you. He doesn’t like the word no.” He grit his
teeth, his expression far away.

“Griffin asked if we were
going out.”

Lev’s expression softens
and he turns back to me, his eyes intently looking into mine. “And
what did you tell him?”

“That we were friends. Are
we?” My voice sounds strained, desperate when I don’t want it
to.

“Elizabeth, there’s
definitely something between us, but I don’t think I’m your best
bet, okay. You don’t even know me.” His voice suddenly turns
harder, as though there are so many things he isn’t saying. He
grips the door tightly, probably just looking for something to keep
his hands busy.

“So tell me,” I
whisper.

“You’ll find out soon
enough,” he promises, his voice rough from all the things he
doesn’t say. Then Lev Walker turns away, heading toward the
cemetery, and leaving me more confused than ever.

I glance at my watch and
realize I’m late going over to Shelly’s, so I make two calls, one
to my friend, telling her I’ll be right there, and one to Jimmie to
let him know where I’m headed before I pull out of the
lot.

Like I said, I have a great
sense of direction, and Shelly’s instructions are easy to follow.
She lives in a house much like the one we’re at, and it’s easily
just as dated inside. The color scheme is more earthy instead of an
optimistic butter yellow. As we pass through the kitchen during her
grand tour, she asks, “Are you hungry?”

“No.” It’s true enough.
About an hour ago, I started feeling a wretched headache I can’t
shake, and it’s getting worse by the minute, it seems. I think I’ve
had one migraine. This is building toward that, so I’ll be really
lucky to get through some of the project.

Her room is more sedate
than mine, with white walls and stuffed animals lining a bay window
seat. She’s got pictures everywhere, mostly of her family and Bree.
A few with guys I don’t recognize.

“So which project are you
doing?” She sits with her legs crossed on the bed and leans against
the head board, where a poster of a cat in a large straw hat covers
her wall.

“The miniature Globe
Theatre, I think.” I rub my left temple, kind of hoping that will
drive the pain back. “Do you have any Tylenol? My head is
pounding.”

“Sure.” She leaves for a
moment and returns with a glass of water and two pills.

“Thanks.” I quickly take
them and down the water.

“I take it you’re pretty
crazy about Lev?” She pulls out her English book.

“That obvious?” I reply
distractedly. For the first time, I’m realizing just how cold I
feel. Weird, considering we’re inside and all. Am I coming down
sick?

“Just a little.” She tilts
her head sideways and grins at me. “What’s it like
being….”

“Being an
Indian?”

“Well, yeah. I’m not
trying to be rude. I’m just curious.”

I shrug. “I don’t know. I
was raised by Jimmie, who is white, and every time I tried to
connect with others like me, I never really fit in, so I gave up
trying.” I know where she is going, and if the question came from
somebody else, I might take offense, but I don’t think Shelly
really has a mean bone in her body.

“Are there lots more
Indians in Dallas?”

I laugh and shrug. “Not
lots. We didn’t live in teepees in the middle of neighborhoods or
anything.” Laughter thickens my voice.

“I didn’t mean it like
that….”

But I can tell by her
heated flush and frown that I was in the ball park. I’ve learned
not to be offended by questions like that. Shelly’s probably lived
in Hauser’s Landing most of her life. She really doesn’t know
what’s out there.

“It’s okay. You’re not the
first person who’s asked.”

“It’s just so boring
around here, and you seem interesting.”

Now that’s small-town life.
When I look interesting, you know it’s got to be a slow day. Shelly
turns back to her book, and we talk about the different projects
and how to complete them, and while I’m enjoying myself, I can also
tell that the headache which is now stabbing my brain isn’t going
to get any better so I tell her I should probably head home. Once I
get there, I crawl into bed, hoping sleep will drive away the
pain.


Chapter Five

Another nightmare. I jerk
upright and try to silence the screams with my pillow. My body
rocks back and forth. Back and forth. Tears roll down my face. I
ache deeply. I look around the room at all my things to remind me
where I am. My laptop, my books, my compact discs—signs of this
present life, not dreams.

Sweat plasters hair to my
face, and the night chills me. Shivering, I throw the blankets back
and pace the small room, hoping the cold will wake me and take away
the emotionless eyes of Lev Walker. He is a stone, unblinking,
unmoving and unfeeling as he watches me die. A keening sob starts
low and fills the air as I fall to my knees, the panic so
overwhelming it’s hard to breathe. I’m still kneeling there when
the alarm blasts a rock song. The beat shudders through me.
Trembling, I force myself to turn it off.

Knowing Jimmie will be home
soon, I rush to the bathroom and head to the shower so the warm
water will wash away the nightmare. More sobs. I lean against the
shower wall as hot water sprays my body, and I sink to a squatting
position. I stay there until the water turns warm and then suddenly
cold. Even with a turtleneck, a sweater, and jeans, I find myself
shaking and sweating. A fever, maybe? I don’t feel so good, but I’m
not about to stay in bed all day with nightmares that haunt me even
when I’m awake. The trick is getting past Jimmie because if he
realizes I’ve got a fever, that is exactly where I’ll end
up.

In order to hide the pallor
of my cheeks, I carefully apply my makeup and style my long hair
around my face, but I’m moving slowly this morning, with a body
sluggish from illness and sleep deprivation, so I’m barely put
together when Jimmie walks in the door.

“Hey, Lizzie, you
awake?”

“Yeah, I’ll be right
down.” Sweat beads at my temples and I blot the residue, careful
not to smudge my makeup. Once I’ve put myself together, I grab my
book bag and head downstairs, my hand gripping the banister tightly
for balance. My head swims, and for just a second I wonder if going
to school is a good idea. Then I think about the nightmares and
keep walking.

“Hey, you all right?
You’re awful quiet this morning.” He frowns.

“I’m fine, Jimmie. Just
haven’t caught up on my sleep yet.”

Staring at his expression, I
can tell he sees something wrong but he can’t tell what it is. That
troubles him all the more. The smile I offer does its job to settle
his nerves, at least as much as they can be settled these days. But
still, even though he doesn’t say anything, he can tell that
something doesn’t look right for me but says nothing, figuring it
will pass.

I wish it would.

“I went ahead and had a
whole new set of tires put on instead of just one. You gonna have
breakfast?” He nods toward the kitchen.

“I’ll get something at
school.” Feeling myself still sweating, I figure I’d better get out
of here before it shows. I can feel his gaze hovering as I walk out
the door, and I know he’s worried. That’s trademark Jimmie. He
reaches for things to worry about the way most people strive to
breathe. It’s instinctive and round the clock.

At the Jeep, I wipe the
sweat from my forehead and get in, shivering. Right now I don’t
think there’s a way I can get warm, and I’ll be lucky if I don’t
get sent home. On the drive, my whole body aches and the fatigue
crawls under my skin, forcing me to roll the windows down just to
stay awake.

I dump most of my books
into my locker but keep my jacket on. Otherwise, I’ll be shaking
uncontrollably with my teeth chattering. Even before I close the
locker door, Griffin finds me. He starts to drape his arm over my
shoulder, but I quickly shrug him away, which causes him to really
look at me. He shakes his head.

“You all right,
Lizzie.”

“I don’t feel good, so I’d
rather be left alone.” Even for me, that is a short, rude comment,
but I can’t help myself. I draw a deep breath, trying to clear the
cobwebs layering my brain. I need the one thing which I can’t give
in to these days…sleep.

“Somebody woke up on the
wrong side of the bed,” Griffin says caustically, his eyes flashing
darkly.

I grip the locker to keep my
balance anchored. “Look, I’m tired, Griffin, and today, I’m sick.
Can we just not do this, please?” The world is spinning slightly
and I can’t breathe well. Is it the flu?

“Gail is right about you.”
He shakes his head and steps back. “See you on the flip side.” Then
he walks away.

I’m too tired to worry about
his injured male pride right now. I close and lock the locker
before heading to history. Just before I reach the door, I have to
stop and blink a few times to refocus. It swims with the florescent
lights. It is then that I feel someone touch my
shoulder.

“Griffin, can’t you just
leave me alone?” I mutter, feeling as though it’s taking everything
I have to keep standing. I refuse to look at him.

“The good news is it’s not
Griffin,” another voice says.

Lev stands there. The
minute he sees my face, he frowns. “You don’t look
well.”

“I’m okay.” I force myself
to step inside the room and put my books on the desk, ignoring
Griffin’s harsh stare. Then I shuffle to the front of the room to
Mr. Maguire.

“You look terrible, Ms.
Moon. Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” I manage, still
shivering. “May I get a drink?”

The bell rings right then,
and he nods. “Are you sure you should even be here? You’re sweating
like you have a fever.”

“I just need a drink,” I
say, quite sure that is far from what I need.

“Go ahead.”

“Thanks.” The hallway is
deserted, and I use my hand to feel along the wall as I head to the
fountain. My body is sluggish, as though I’m already in a dream.
But at least there are no soldiers here, no Lev who wants me
dead.

Ten feet from the fountain
I realize I’ve should have stayed home as the dark curtain of the
world slips down and I fall with it.

 


“Lizzie?” Jimmie’s voice.
He tries to coax me from the blackness, but I roll over, trying to
escape.

“Let me sleep,” I
murmur.

I feel a hand upon my
forehead.

“You’re burning
up.”

Then I drift back. Soldiers
appear everywhere. Guns. One looks at me and aims. Then the
strangest thing happens: the Lev in my dreams appears. He raises
his arms, and the air shines around him. The soldiers walk
past.

Lowering his arms, he turns
and looks at me, his skin reflecting the brilliant sunlight, and I
feel the cool ocean of his eyes wash over me.

“You’re safe,” he
whispers, his voice strong and sure.

In the sluggish real world,
someone wraps their arms around me, cuddling my body, but the draw
of exhaustion is too great. Lev is still there in my mind, and
suddenly I slip down the rabbit hole of dreamless sleep.

 


A throbbing in my head
forces me to rise to the surface of the blackness. It’s like
swimming in dark water and realizing I’m too deep, so I begin to
paddle upwards. When I open my eyes, my surroundings blur in dim
light and a stabbing pain tells me how much unconsciousness has
muted the discomfort. I shiver, suddenly freezing. I reach down,
searching for my comforter, but only a sheet covers me, and I can’t
find a blanket.

Where am I?

“Lizzie?” Jimmie says,
suddenly leaning forward in a chair beside the bed. “You awake?” He
strokes my head, probably checking my temperature. “Still too
warm,” he murmurs and stands.

“It’s cold.” I try to draw
the sheet higher. “Can I have a blanket, please?” I keep blinking
and the surroundings slowly begin to focus.

“No,” Jimmy says. “Your
fever is high, and covering up will only insulate it.”

“But it’s cold!” I say, on
the verge of tears. I’ve never liked the cold. Shivering, I cling
to the sheet, but it’s not enough to drive away the freezing
sensation.

Jimmy pushes the nurse
button on the bed rail and starts pacing. One hand rakes through
his hair and he looks haggard. Rough stubble lines his cheeks and
jaw, and I wonder how long I’ve been here. I start to ask when the
door opens, admitting a nurse.

“Could you check her
temperature? She’s burning up.”

“Sure,” the nurse says,
pulling out a thermometer that she waves behind my ear, glancing at
the reading. Without saying anything, she consults my chart as I
close my eyes.

“Well?” I hear Jimmie ask
impatiently.

“102.5. It’s about time
for another round of Acetaminophen.” I hear her set the chart down,
and the door opens. “I’ll be right back with some meds. Try to keep
her awake if you can.”

A hand rests atop mine.
“You heard that, kiddo. I need you to stay awake until the nurse
gets back.” When I don’t open my eyes, he says,
“Lizzie?”

“What?” I ask, trying to
focus on his voice, not the icicles impaling me each second. I
think the shivering is worse, as though there isn’t even a sheet
covering me.

“Open your eyes.” He
strokes my hair, the same way he used to when I was a
kid.

Despite the pain in my head
made worse by the florescent lights, I force my eyelids open.
“There. Happy?”

“Not entirely,” he
whispers, his voice tinged with pain. “How long have I been here?”
I try to read the clock, but my eyes don’t focus very
well.

“A day.” He starts to say
more, but the door opens, admitting the nurse with a couple of
pills in a small plastic cup. She walks to the other side of the
bed.

“Can you sit
up?”

“Yeah.” I start to try,
but Jimmy doesn’t wait. He slides one hand behind my back and
gently lifts so the nurse can dump the pills into my
mouth.

“Take a drink,” Jimmy says
as the nurse holds the straw to my lips. I take a deep breath and a
drink to wash down the pills.

“Can I sleep now?” I ask,
still clinging to the sheet.

“Yeah, you can
sleep.”

I’m reaching for the
blackness, trying to find a hole to slip down when the door opens.
It’s just the nurse, I tell myself. But the voice tells me
something else.

“How is she?” It’s
Lev.

I turn to see him, my
vision hazy. No matter how much I blink, I can’t clear the
distortions. His face seems clear enough, but to his side, it
appears—a large white shape, something attached to his
back?

“Lev?” I say, my throat
dry.

He peers down at me and
steps over. I reach out to touch the whiteness, dispel it as an
illusion or a trick of the light. It’s so bright. My hand almost
reaches it, but he gathers my palm into his and squeezes it. His
blue eyes center on me, and I savor his warm skin.

“Sleep now. We’ll talk
later.” I want to fight the darkness trying to claim me but can’t.
The only saving grace is that I feel a warmth through me, and I
imagine him standing with me before those soldiers. Maybe it’s just
a twist of my thoughts, another cruel joke.

“Let the dreams take you,”
he whispers, looking at me, the light radiating around his golden
hair and body. “I’ll stay close.”

The blackness is finally
reaching back to embrace me, the infinite darkness comforting like
the blanket I’ve been denied.

“She’s still got a nasty
fever,” Jimmie says. The voices go on, but I can’t distinguish
words anymore, only sounds like bricks that pave my yellow brick
road to slumber.


Chapter Six

Morning light spills across
my face, stirring me from blackness. I blink and test for the
headache I felt yesterday. It’s gone. So is the cold. Starting to
sit up, I feel someone touch my shoulder, keeping me from
rising.

“Not such a good idea. Lev
tells me you’re an accident waiting to happen.”

I look to see a short
blonde sitting there, her hand pressed against me, and it is only
when I settle back that she moves her hand away.

“Celia?” I blink, not
expecting this.

“Yep. Welcome back to the
land of the living.” She offers a bright smile. “How do you
feel?”

“Not so bad today.” I
blink repeatedly, trying to clear the haze. “What happened?” I
reach for the sheet but find I have also been given covers, which
must mean the fever has finally broken.

“You passed out at school.
Lev got help, and an ambulance brought you here. Nasty combination
of getting run down and taking a winter swim. I should get Jimmie.”
She stands and starts to walk away. Her long blonde hair is drawn
back into a ponytail, making her appear younger than her
brother.

“Wait.” I’m in no hurry to
see Jimmie. He’s probably going to freak out. Again. “I don’t even
remember driving to school.”

“You’re lucky you made it,
then.” She pats my hand lightly and pulls away to grab a small bag,
probably from the gift store downstairs. Her thin, graceful fingers
pull out a small box.

“I got you something. I
know you probably won’t feel like reading, and you don’t know a lot
of people around here, so I got this for you.” She opens the small
box and pulls out two angel figurines, a boy and a girl. Each
stands about three inches tall. Both have fair hair and blue eyes,
like Celia and Lev. Grinning, she offers them to me.

“They’re beautiful,” I
gush, taking them into my trembling hands. “Thank you so
much!”

She pats my knee. “You’re
welcome. Now you just need to get better so you can go home.” She
looks around. “I hate hospitals.”

“Me, too. Where’s Lev?” I
trace the facial features of the boy.

“He’s around. Guilty
conscience, I think, from your fall off the bridge. I’ll be right
back.” I want to ask more about her brother, but she
disappears.

My eyes are getting heavy,
but I hear the door open again, admitting Shelly and Bree. Both
wear heavy coats, so I know the air outside must still be frigid.
At first, they hover at the doorway, Bree’s hand still on the door
as if she hasn’t really decided whether she’s coming in.

“Hey, guys,” I manage in a
voice roughened with fatigue. “Come in.”

They look at each other and
timidly step toward me. Shelly takes the chair and Bree stands next
to her. Shelly grips the armrests, perching on the edge of the
seat. Her hair spills around her face. She shakes her
head.

“So, how are you? You gave
us quite a scare.”

“Sorry.” I brush the hair
from my face. “I’m fine. Just a little worn down. Nothing that a
little rest can’t help.” My eyes feel even heavier.

“Is there anything we can
do?” Bree asks. She frowns and looks at her hands, double checking
her polish.

“No. Just tell Gail to
keep Griffin occupied.” My words are slurred, and I feel myself
drifting, unable to stop the momentum sweeping me into blackness. I
try to remember, but between the fatigue and the fever, everything
is a blur. I don’t really even remember going to school, but I must
have gotten there. I must have seen Lev. And probably
Griffin.

Still tired, I dip my head
to the pillow and close my eyes, aware that the old fears of the
nightmares still lurk, waiting for me to surrender, but my body is
so tired, so tired. I’ve been fighting these dreams off steadily
for the last three months. Before that, they were irregular and not
nearly this vivid. The last week has been so excruciating I’ve
barely slept, which is probably most of what has brought me to
this.

 


Snow
falls around me, spotting my buckskin dress. The wind is harsh, and
I try not to think about the cold creeping around my clothes and
stealing my breath. Shivering, I walk faster, wondering how long it will take to gather enough wood
to keep the fires going for a while. As I walk, I dig the toe of my
moccasin into the snow. Unpacked snow flies up and covers it, then
I repeat the motion with my other foot.

Ahead, movement startles
me, and I stop. Just ahead, in a clearing, I see him. He is alone,
wearing that brown coat. Sunlight streams from a break in the
clouds. The patch of land where he stands, and his body seems to
radiate the light. His hands, dangling at his sides, seem to glow
with warmth. Strands of blond silk frame his face, and even in the
distance, I see myself in his blue eyes. I am small compared to
him. Insignificant.

“Who are you?” I ask, but
the words are not mine. They are Cheyenne.

“It doesn’t matter.” He
steps towards me. The pocket of light follows like a spotlight. His
voice is full and beautiful like gold transformed to
sound.

“Why are you in my
dreams?” Even as he approaches, I cannot move. There is no fear,
only a feeling of inevitability.

“This is not a
dream.”

The clouds suddenly lift,
and sunlight explodes around him, blinding me.

 


I jerk upright. My heart
thunders in my chest, but I feel only uncertainty about the mystery
that refuses to unravel at my bidding. Morning has fled, leaving a
sky twisted and bruised by the coming twilight. At first, I’m
startled by the hospital room, the untouched tray sitting on the
rolling table, the muted television above, the open door and nurses
drifting past, but I quickly remember waking earlier, when Celia
was here. I see the angels she brought sitting on the nightstand. I
pick up the boy and bring it close so that I can look at
it.

From the corner of the
room, I sense movement, and as I glance in that direction, I expect
to find Jimmie, not Lev, who even now quietly regards me with his
bottomless blue eyes. Startled, I almost drop the statue. He slowly
rises.

“How long have you been
here?” Even as I speak, I think of the one in my dreams, holding
that image side by side to the living, breathing Lev, trying as
best I can to discern differences that will tell me I’m not going
insane, but it’s as if the one who stands before me has stepped
from my dreams into this hospital, and I don’t
understand.

“Which time?” he asks.
“I’ve made a few trips today, Elizabeth.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean
to be such a nuisance.” I swallow and look away, trying to sort out
everything I’m feeling and thinking.

“I didn’t come because I
had to. Surely you ought to know that.” He picks up the other angel
and examines it. “Where did you get these?”

“Celia. She thought they
might cheer me up.” I take a deep breath. “Where is
Jimmie?”

Lev sets the girl back on
the nightstand. “He was called in to work and couldn’t get out of
it. But since the doc tested you so frequently,” he said, pointing
to the bruises in my arms from where blood had been drawn, “and
ruled out anything besides catching a nasty case of the flu, he
went. I told him either Celia or I would stay.” He lifts his arms
above his head and stretches. “How are you feeling?”

“A lot less tired, and
warmer.” I look one last time at the figure before setting it back
on the nightstand beside the girl.

“Are you hungry? Some of
the food might still be edible.” He lifts the top off the tray,
glancing at the contents.

“No. I’m not.”

He nods. “Probably a good
thing because this Salisbury steak doesn’t look so appealing.” He
slips the lid back on the food and sits.

“Can’t be any worse than
the school’s spaghetti,” I manage. I try reaching for the water,
but Lev hands me my cup.

“Is the bed high
enough?”

“Yeah.”

“You look a lot
better.”

“That’s good because if I
have one more person comment on my skin color, I’m going to deck
them.” I nestle back against the pillow.

Lev grins. “Can I sell
tickets? I can’t wait to see your left hook.” His gaze falls to my
left hand which has the IV hooked. His color drains
away.

“Maybe my right one is
better.” Without thinking about it, my hand drifts to his, but I
don’t know whom I’m seeking to comfort, him or me. Although he
stiffens at the feel of my hand, he doesn’t move, thought his jaw
clenches, and I don’t understand the sudden timeless sorrow filling
his eyes.

“Can I ask you something?”
My voice is soft, uncertain.

“I…guess.” He suddenly
averts his gaze and pulls back, pretending to stretch
again.

“How do I really know
you?”

A hollow laugh fills the
air, and he shakes his head. “I know you didn’t bump your head this
time. I caught you before you hit the floor, so what’s up with
that?”

Before I can answer, he
shoots out of the chair and begins pacing the floor, his parted
lips tell me I’ve struck a nerve, but he isn’t going to talk about
it. Not yet. Maybe never. He stops at the door.

“I’m going to get a soda.
I’ll be back.” He looks up for a moment, frowning uncomfortably
before slipping out the door.

Frustrated, I grip the blanket even tighter. How do I ask him
the right questions? On second thought, what are the right questions? Unable to
slow my racing heart, I turn toward the sun as it completes its
final farewell for the day, sinking into depths I can’t see. But if
there’s one thing I’ve learned its that vision is misleading; just
because I can’t see it doesn’t mean it isn’t
there.

Celia slips into the
doorway, a leopard print bag slung over her shoulder. Those
familiar blonde curls fall wildly around her oval face, and she
smiles broadly. “Hey, there, stranger. How’s it going?”

“It’s going,” I say,
shaking my head, my thoughts still on Lev, as if I’ve thought of
much else the last few days.

“Oh, that’s good.” She
takes Lev’s seat. “So what’s on your mind?”

”Can you explain guys to
me?” I finally manage.

“Nope,” she replies,
patting my hand. “Only a guy could do it, and I’m quite sure his
explanation would make no sense. I still don’t even know what a
carburetor does.” She shrugs. “Any particular guy?”

“Your brother?” I level a
frustrated gaze at her.

“My brother?” She belts
out a laugh I don’t expect from someone as tiny as she is, and her
hand drifts to her stomach while she tries to control the sudden
outburst.

“What’s so funny?” I
mutter.

After a moment she is
finally able to answer. “Lev is Lev, Lizzie. What’s to
explain?”

I shrug, unsure once again
how to proceed but I know if I don’t say something, I’m going to go
nuts. “Do you ever dream about guys?”

Her expression turns
thoughtful. “Good dreams or bad ones?”

“Both.”

“About the same guy?” Her
eyebrows arch inquisitively. “I didn’t think that was possible.”
She shakes her head as though she’s still trying to wrap her head
around that one.

“It’s complicated.” I push
the button on the bedrail to raise my head.

“What’s complicated?” we
hear.

Both of us turn to the
doorway, expecting that Lev will have returned. No such luck.
Instead, Griffin enters, carrying a bouquet of a dozen red roses in
a delicate vase. His gaze focuses intently on my face.

“How the human body works,
of course,” Celia says, shooting me a conspiratory grin. Then she
turns her attention to the flowers in his hand. “Lovely roses,
Griffin. You can set them next to the daisies Lev brought earlier.”
She points to a basket overflowing with simpler flowers I
immediately adore.

“Yeah.” Griffin’s clipped
tone and sudden dark frown tell me exactly how he feels about those
daisies. As much as I enjoy them, he would dearly love to throw
them out the window, which makes them all the more beautiful in my
eyes.

“Celia, would you mind if
I had a word with Lizzie?” He edges closer to the bed, and I want
to ask if anyone has a crucifix handy.

“Sure, go right ahead.
Have several if you want.” She shifts in the chair and looks at her
nails, pretending to pay no attention to him.

“I meant alone.” His tone
drips acid, and he gives her a surly scowl, not that she’s paying
attention.

“Ohhh, well, that might be
a problem. You see, I promised her father I would sit with her in
his absence—that I wouldn’t leave. So there you have it. Sorry.”
She shrugs as though she feels badly then goes back to examining
her nails. “But feel free to converse as if I weren’t
here.”

“I’m sure her father
wouldn’t mind a moment alone.”

“Oh, you don’t know my
father.” I grab Celia’s tie-dyed peasant blouse and keep her close.
“When he told Celia to stay, he really, really meant it, so
whatever you’d like to say, you’re just going to have to say it in
front of her.” It’s taking everything I have to keep the giggles
rising up inside of me from exploding into laughter.

Disgustedly, he sets the
vase next to the basket and looks from me to Celia and back again.
“Well, I was going to ask if you’d go out with me once you get out
of here since you can’t really make lunch.”

“There’s no telling how
long she’s going to be in here, Griffin—or even how long she’s
going to be sick.” Celia pats my hand. “Perhaps you should think
about that after she gets back to school. I’m sure she’ll be more
than happy to have lunch with you then.”

“I thought I wasn’t even
supposed to know you were here,” he growls, turning a baleful glare
in her direction. “It would be easier to do that if you’d be
quiet.”

“Silly me,” she says,
winking at me. “I just have a stupid habit of prattling on and on
when I shouldn’t. Go ahead with asking Lizzie out, if you want.”
She leans back in the chair. “I won’t say another word.”

“Well?” Griffin asks
carefully, edging even closer so I can smell his expensive
sandalwood cologne.

“I think Celia’s got a
good point. We should wait.”

“It doesn’t hurt to talk
about— “

The loud static of the
television interrupts him, and we both look at Celia, who is
flipping channels. As she feels both our gazes, she mouths the
word, “Sorry” but keeps flipping, not even bothering to adjust the
volume.

“Forget it!” Griffin says,
giving her one last dirty look before he storms out, leaving us
giggling. Celia waits about two minutes to turn the television off,
probably to make sure he’s good and gone.

“That worked like a
charm,” she says, smiling wickedly. Her curls bounce as she breaks
into another wave of laughter. “That might keep him at bay at least
until you get back to school.”

“Yeah—until he wants me to
make good on my lunch promise.” Inwardly I groan, already dreading
it.

“I never said you had to
eat with him alone,” she says, patting my hand. “Lev could come. Or
even better, I’ll be glad to. It’ll drive him bonkers, and I’ll
cherish every moment.” Another fit of laughter sweeps over us, and
I wait until it dies down before I ask what’s on my
mind.

“Celia, how does Lev feel
about me?”

She releases my hand and
sits back, her grin quickly changing to a more thoughtful line, and
I can tell she’s trying to figure out how to say something
difficult.

“It’s all right.” I
quickly look away, suddenly wishing the noise of the television
would fill the room and take away the sudden uncomfortable silence.
Finally, she looks at me.

“Lizzie, I’m really glad
you moved here. But it’s not my place to tell you how Lev feels. He
has a lot to say to you, and I have no doubt one day, when he’s
ready, he will. You have to be patient.”

For an instant, I see Lev
standing in the doorway, ready to come in until he hears us
talking. Then his shoulders sag and he turns away, another
confirmation that although I might have feelings for him he’s
lukewarm toward me.


Chapter Seven

The doctor releases me the
next day, but I spend three more in bed, my body craving all the
sleep I’ve denied it. More than once, I think of those vivid
nightmares in which my life ended with a bullet and Lev had been
there. Since the trip to the hospital, however, something has
shifted.

The soldiers still come and
go in my nightmares, and Lev always shows, but now, he stands in
front of me, arms raised protectively, as the soldiers pass. I
still hear others scream, but I survive, and little by little I see
things about the dream Lev that make me even more sure he is the
same as the Lev in my waking world. I just don’t know how my mind
discovered him in the dreams before I’d moved to Hauser’s
Landing.

Today will be my first day
back at school, and I’m dreading it, standing before this mirror in
jeans and a red sweater. I’ve changed so many times there’s a pile
of clean clothes almost as tall as I am lying on the bed. In fact,
most of my closet is there. Outfit number thirty, and I’m still not
satisfied.

The doorbell rings, and I
freeze, my gaze halting on the red sweater I don’t much like. Had
Jimmie forgotten his keys? I dart down the stairs two at a time and
hurry to the door. I find Lev on the porch, leaning against the
railing. He’s wearing that brown jacket I’ve come to know so well;
the color accentuates the gold in his hair all the more.

“What are you doing here?”
I open the screen and step out onto the cold concrete despite my
bare feet.

“Thought I’d see if you
wanted a ride.” He stands upright and fiddles with his keys, his
eyes carefully avoiding mine.

“I’d like that, but I’m
not ready.”

“I’ll wait.” He glances at
his watch. “We’ve got a few minutes.”

“Come in.” I hold the door
and he follows me into to the living room. I point to the sofa.
“Why don’t you have a seat? I’ll be out soon.”

“All right.” Glancing
sidelong at me, he skulks to the sofa and sits, his posture rigid
and obviously uncomfortable.

Not wanting to delay, I
slip on some socks and my boots and grab my handbag. I head
downstairs to find Lev in exactly the same position, his gaze
distant and preoccupied.

“I’m ready,” I call,
grabbing my book bag from the kitchen counter. By the time I get to
the coat closet, he’s already there, waiting. I grab my coat, but
he plucks it from my fingers.

“Let me help you with
that.” He nods at my arms.

“Thanks.” I slide into the
sleeves and zip it up. One of his hands lingers at the small of my
back, his fingers gently stroking—a feeling that steals my
breath.

“L-let’s go,” I stammer.
He slips out after and tugs the door shut, twisting the knob to
ensure it’s locked, then ambles around to the passenger side of his
truck to let me in.

On the way, Lev seems
contemplative. His fingers grip the wheel tightly , twisting the
leather cover back and forth.

“What’s going
on?”

“What do you mean?” He
doesn’t look at me.

“You seem somewhere
else.”

“Lots of homework,” he
mumbles. “It’s that time of year.” .

The answer is simple, but
wrong. Again I try to reconcile the Lev of my dreams with this one,
the Lev stuck with homework, and the two don’t mix. Come to think
of it, the dream Lev may look seventeen like me, but there is
something timeless about him; he has a much older soul than that of
a teenager, I think. Lev’s not about to talk over whatever’s
bothering him. He doesn’t talk much, not to me. Celia maybe, but no
one else.

“Thanks for coming to get
me. It’s really thoughtful.”

He shrugs. “It’s the least I
can do considering my sloth was the reason you went off the bridge
in the first place.”

“Sloth?”

“Laziness.” He flips his
turn signal and turns into the school parking lot, carefully
avoiding the kids scrambling toward the building and lingering by
their cars, hanging out until the bell. The wind snaps at the
girls’ hair and reddens their faces.

Lev parks and turns to me.
“We need to talk.”

“Sure.” I glance at the
clock and realize we have more than enough time. Besides, my head
is already swimming just being next to him. Maybe he’ll tell me
what’s bugging him.

“I’m not trying to be a
jerk or anything, but could you do me a favor and stay away from
Griffin—at least as much as you can?”

“I’ve
tried,” I reply, stifling a laugh. “I’ve been trying. Why? Are you
jealous?”

He shakes his head and looks
away. “No--it’s just…something else, okay?” His voice is
edgy.

I lean closer so only
inches separate us. “Could you be a little more specific?” I’m
waiting for his answer, and suddenly he looks at me; my breath
catches. Neither of us can seem to look away, and all I can hear is
my pulse thundering in my temples. His face dips closer and closer
until his lips brush mine, feather-light. I am drawn to the heat of
it until he slowly pulls away and I hold my breath. He leans in
again but this time stops short, his fingers drifting across my
cheek.

“You’re beautiful,
Elizabeth—and you deserve better.” His eyebrows tug downward into a
frown, and his lips part as though I’ve snapped a candid shot of
him taking a deep breath.

“So have I been good
enough to deserve you?” I reach to touch his face, but he catches
my hand, his fingers softly closing over mine.

“Don’t. Please.” His
Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows hard and glances at the clock on
the dashboard. “We should get inside before the tardy bell.” He
closes his eyes for a moment and, bit by bit, releases my
hand.

I don’t want to get out,
but he’s already opening his door and grabbing his bag. Besides,
neither of us needs to ditch, not considering this horrible
weather. Where would we go? We walk to the building, and as usual
everybody stares at me, this time for different reasons. Since I’ve
been at Hauser High, I’ve had nothing but drama surrounding me, and
to add to that, here I am with Lev, and Lev who’s never made it a
point to show interest in anyone. His arm drapes my shoulder
protectively, warming me.

On the way to my locker, we
pass Griffin, Gail, and Matt at Matt’s locker. Although Gail’s lips
twitch into a big grin, Griffin’s expression sours, as if he can’t
believe I’m walking with Lev when he was one of the contenders.
Does this mean I’m off the hook for lunch?

At my locker, I get the
answer as Lev says, “Don’t look now but your friendly neighborhood
stalker is headed this way. He just doesn’t give up.”

Griffin sports a big smile.
His dark hair matches the black sweater draping his chest, hinting
at muscles in all the right places for the ladies who might be
watching. Or caring. His gold watch sparkles in the light,
suggesting its expense. Leaning against the locker next to mine, he
folds his arms and pretends not to notice Lev’s arm still drapes
around me.

“So, are we on for lunch?”
He ignores Lev altogether.

“Sure,” I say, nodding to
Lev. “If he can come.”

His grin dies in small
degrees, and he straightens, moving away from the locker. “That’s
not part of the deal. I thought lunch was a way to say thank
you.”

“It is,” I assure him,
grabbing my history book. “I can do that with Lev present. He won’t
mind.”

Although Griffin is still
marginally pleasant, he offers Lev a hostile look. “What if I
mind?”

“Then I guess I’ll just
have to hope a simple ‘thank you’ will do.” Closing my locker, I
lean against Lev and offer a sweet smile.

“Then I guess I’ll just
have to take your word for it because I don’t think Walker and I
have anything to talk about.” Griffin shakes his head and walks
away. Gail looks at me and catches up to Griffin, joining his march
to his own locker.

“Satisfied?” I lean
against Lev’s chest, savoring the way my head fits under his
chin.

“Thank you.” His grin
seems lighter somehow, as though all the cares of the world have
suddenly been lifted, which makes me wonder what’s really going on
between Griffin and Lev.

“I thought you said you
weren’t jealous.” We walk to his locker, and he drops his arm from
my back and grabs my hand.

“No, I just said that
wasn’t what was bothering me.” He’s in the middle of fishing out
his books when Celia pops over, a broomstick skirt falling almost
to her calves, billowing with her stride. A pink sweater completes
the ensemble, warming her skin tone.

“Look who’s back!” she
cheers, smiling. “It’s really good to see you, Lizzie.” Her gaze
wanders from my face to Lev’s and back again.

“Well, I’d say I’ve missed
it, but I wouldn’t want to lie.”

“‘Course not.” She winks.
“Do you have lunch plans?”

“I dunno.” I bat my
eyelashes at Lev in a mock flirtation. “Do I?”

“What do you think?” He
grabs a book and notebook before shutting the locker door. “Unless
you really want to eat with Hauser….”

“Not funny.” I smack my
spiral against his chest. “So I guess you’re definitely stuck with
me.”

“Poor Lev.” Celia shakes
her head. “You won’t be able to handle this one.”

“If that’s a bet, you’ll
lose,” he murmurs, toying with a strand of my hair. Feeling his
light touch, I turn toward him, our eyes locking. My breath turns
shallow as I lose myself in his beautiful face.

“Elizabeth?” Lev says.
“We’d better get to class before the bell rings.”

I blink slowly, my thoughts
fogged. It’s a few seconds before I realize Celia has already gone
and most of the hall is deserted.

“I’m surprised the bell
hasn’t rung. Did you set the clock to Indian time or something?” I
ask innocently.

“Ha ha.” Grabbing my hand,
Lev leads me down into the classroom just as the tardy bell rings.
We find our seats before Mr. Maguire enters. As I sit next to
Griffin, I can feel undisguised animosity. Ignoring him, I open my
book to chapter twelve, as noted on the board, and quickly realize
how distracting Lev’s blond hair is.

But there’s also something
else. It’s that same shimmer at his shoulders, looking like liquid
light filtered through a prism like late- afternoon sun blooming
through a sprinkler. But this time, in addition to the way the air
around him seems to waver, it also seems to reflect more than
usual—so bright.

Then again, he is sitting
by the window, and the sun is making an appearance today,
glittering off the snow. It’s possible I’m seeing things, I guess.
Frowning, I peer around the room, trying to gauge whether anyone
else has been distracted by it.

No one sees it. Even Griffin
has stopped paying any mind to me and jots notes from the board,
something I don’t think he’s resorted to in years. Gail would
probably take his notes and write his assignments. There’s got to
be a reason he keeps her around, after all.

The more I think about it,
the more I realize I’m the only one who sees it, because let’s face
it—the weird glow would top world history any day. Even Mr. Maguire
hasn’t realized there is a white light at the center of the room,
and he sees Lev as well as I do.

Without realizing it, I’m
trembling. Just another way my life and this nightmare are alike.
There are so many things that don’t make sense, and if my eyes hurt
from this incredible light, why is everyone else so obtuse? I want
to raise my hand, but I know better. If they saw it, they’d be
reacting. So am I hallucinating? Am I having a different kind of
nightmare? None of it makes any sense.

So instead of dwelling on
it, I force myself to listen to Mr. Maguire’s voice and jot my own
notes, planning on talking to Lev later, even though I have a
feeling that will get me nowhere.

 


Just before lunch, Lev
finds me shoving my stuff in my locker. He grins at my method, and
once I slam the locker door shut, we both hear a tumble of
books.

“That could be
interesting,” he says, eyeing the door, “Especially when you open
it again.”

“That’s after lunch,” I
say, grabbing his hand. “Right now, we’re at lunch—though I do
think someone has lost his appetite.” I nod toward where Griffin
stands at the cafeteria entry, glaring. “You ready to
eat?”

“Yeah.”

“So why did you want me to
stay away from him?” I smile, hoping this time I’ll get
answers.

Griffin scowls and storms
off, Gail trailing behind, trying to assuage his ego. Matt just
grins and shakes his head, which neither of us quite understands,
but then that’s Matt; nobody understands Matt really, not even
Matt.

“Because he has a bad
temper and thinks he owns whatever he wants. It’s a nasty
combination.” His grip tightens, and he pulls me closer. “And he
doesn’t own you.”

“You got that right,” I
mutter as we wander into the cafeteria. I watch what’s coming out
of the lunch line. Pizza. No thanks—the spaghetti was bad
enough.

“What do you want?” he
asks, looking from the hot food line to the salad bar.

“The salad.
It’s…safer.”

“Good point.” We both walk
to the salad bar and pile plates of veggies before picking one of
the few unoccupied tables around the room. In the distance, I see
Shelly and Bree already at their table. Shelly waves to me,
inviting us over, but I point to the one we’ve chosen and mouth the
words, “We’ll talk later.” She smiles brightly and nods.

Lev immediately begins
eating, and I savor the flawless profile and blunt line of his jaw.
After a moment, he looks up, his expression unsure.

“Okay, what’s up with the
staring?”

I shrug. “What do you mean?
I’m not staring.”

“Yeah, well, what’s going
on in your devious little mind?” He sets his fork down,
waiting.

“Devious?”

“Yeah, now
share.”

“You’re going to think I’m
nuts.” I toy with my napkin. “Really, really nuts.”

“You’re assuming I don’t
already think you’re nuts.” he chuckles. “That’s what I call blind
optimism.” He waits for me to go on and looks up when I don’t.
“And?”

“Have you ever met someone
who’s really different?” I spear a bite of salad.

“Yeah, you.”

I laugh,
realizing he has no clue what I’m getting at. “No, Lev, I
mean really different. You see things about them you can’t
explain.”

“Can’t say I have.” His
smile dwindles to the guarded expression I’ve so often seen, and he
seems to focus on eating. I wait to see if he’ll ask for more, but
he doesn’t.

“Lev, no matter how I try
to ask any of this, it’s going to sound weird, so I might as well
just throw it out there.”

His jaw tightens slightly
and he picks up his milk to take a drink. “Maybe I don’t want to
play catch.”

“Too bad. I’m tired of
trying to pretend I’m not seeing what I’m seeing. Do you realize
I’ve had dreams about you ever since I can remember?”

“Mmmm.” He frowns. “So
maybe I really don’t exist. Maybe I’m a figment of your
imagination.” He wipes his mouth. “Now that’s a
thought.”

“No, that’s not what I’m
saying. Lev, when I look at you, I see things—weird things.
You…shimmer…like there’s more to you than everyone
sees.”

“All right, then.” He
reaches over and touches my forehead. “Your fever hasn’t come back,
has it?”

I bat his hand away. “Be
serious!”

“I’m trying, Elizabeth,
but the things you say….” He leans nonchalantly back in his
chair.

“Tell me why I dream about
you.” I take a bite and stare at him.

“How would I know? It’s
not like I have control over your unconscious mind.” He folds his
arms across his chest and shakes his head.

“I just want answers. This
is driving me insane.”

“Lunch time is almost
over.” He nods to the clock above where we dump trays. “So you
might want to eat.”

Disgusted, I drop my fork
into the salad and try to reign in my temper. It doesn’t help when
I feel his hand slip atop mine, his fingers gently caressing my
skin. When I look up, I find myself swimming in those blue
eyes.

“Why won’t you tell
me?”

“There’s nothing to tell.”
His rough voice sounds like he’s hiding something, but I have no
way of getting past the walls he’s set up, and Celia has made it
clear she won’t talk about her brother. So I’m pretty much at a
standstill. Shaking my head, I get up.

“I think I’ve had enough.”
I feel the pent-up frustration that’s been building since we moved
to this hole-in-the-wall town nearing an explosive level. Jimmie
wants to protect me. Lev wants to protect me. Gail wants to shoot
me. Griffin wants…something unmentionable. And I still don’t have
any answers.

Lev also rises. “But you’ve
barely eaten.”

“I wasn’t talking about
lunch, Lev.” As I start to walk away, he grabs my hand.

“What kind of dreams do
you have? Are they good or bad?” he asked, his words stumbling over
one another.

“Both, not that it really
matters.” Without waiting for him, I dump my tray and head to my
locker. Part of me expects Lev will follow, but he doesn’t.
Instead, the hall fills with other students. He lingers in the
cafeteria.

“Did you have a good
lunch?”

I whirl to find Griffin
there, leaning against the door.

“Yeah, it was all right,”
I mutter. I open my locker, and my English book tumbles out. Just
the one I need for the next class.

“If you’d been with me, it
would have been amazing.”

“It’s cafeteria food,
Griffin. How amazing could it be?”

“So go to dinner with me.”
His smile is soft. “All I’m asking for is a chance, Lizzie.
Please?”

“I dunno. And right now I
have to get to class.” I close my locker and lock it before
starting down the hall.

“Just think about it.” He
starts to walk away, then pauses as though mulling something over.
Then he looks back at me. “Not everybody is what they
seem.”

Unsure what to make of that,
I watch him walk down the hall. I start toward class, not expecting
Lev to suddenly appear in my path, and judging from the dark
expression on his face, I can tell he’s heard at least part of my
exchange with Griffin.

“I thought you were going
to stay away from him.” He crosses his arms over his
chest.

“We attend the same
school, Lev. How far away do you think I can get?” I try to walk
past him, but to no avail. My fingers clench my books, and I wish I
were taller so I didn’t have to look up to him.

“Elizabeth, I care about
you. Maybe I can’t give you the answers you want, but hanging
around Griffin won’t get them, either.” His blue eyes are warm and
soft.

It takes everything I’ve got
not to fall apart. I really believe he has the answers. If he
doesn’t, I really don’t want to know what that means.


Chapter Eight

Saturday spills into my
room at the edges of the curtains as I slip into the waking world.
I sit up and stretch, trying to remember whether any nightmares
came to me last night, but it feels as though a black veil has
fallen over my mind, and I can’t pull it aside, so I content myself
with the idea that I must not have dreamed.

From downstairs, I hear the
drone of voices. At first, I think the television is on, but the
longer I listen, the more I recognize Jimmie’s voice. I try to make
out the words and whom he’s speaking to, but I can’t, and so I go
to the window and peer out, hoping I’ll recognize the
vehicle.

It’s a police
car.

My stomach gives a nervous
jump, and I head to the closet, grabbing the first sweater and
jeans I find, then I slink downstairs, hoping to catch at least the
tail end of the conversation, but Jimmie stands at the front door
where he has just seen the police officer out.

“What’s going
on?”

He rakes his fingers
through his hair and looks away. “What do you mean?”

“Why were the cops
here?”

“No reason.” He walks
toward me and takes my arm, guiding me toward the kitchen. “How
about some breakfast? I’m starved.” He looks straight ahead, never
at me, one way I can tell he’s lying.

“Tell me.” I plant my feet
and pull away.

For a moment, his gaze
locks with mine, and behind the tough exterior I see a panic
rising, which means whatever has happened has to do with me. Jimmy
rarely panics about anything else.

“Somebody grafittied the
garage door,” he admits. As I start to go outside to see, he grabs
at my arm. “Stay in the house. I’ll paint it this
afternoon.”

“I want to
see.”

“You’re not going out
there. Period.” He walks to the front door to peer out ,where the
cop is taking pictures.

“Why? It’s about me, isn’t
it?” I stride toward him. “Jimmie, it’s been this way in lots of
places. I’ve gotten used to it. I never fit in in either world, and
that’s not going to change.” I grab the doorknob to go outside, but
his hand stops me.

“This isn’t just about
fitting in, Lizzie. Just take my word.” His blue eyes beg, and the
solid-as-a-rock Jimmy disappears.

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“Just let it go!” he
snaps, releasing my hand and pacing the room.

“I can’t.” I rush to the
door and slip outside before Jimmie can stop me. The cop, who has
just put the camera away, looks up, probably expecting
Jimmie.

“Hello,
Elizabeth.”

“Hi.” I step up to the
garage and see the words “Half Breed” scrawled in red paint across
the door in letters two feet tall. I take a step back, though I’m
not really surprised by it. It’s the same writing, I note, as on
the locker mirror, and I cringe.

“Do you have any idea who
would do this?”

“No.” I think about
telling him about the locker, but I’m sure Jimmy’s already done
that. He’s never really been one to let me speak for myself. I know
he means well, but sometimes it just makes me crazy.

I head inside and see Jimmie
perched on the edge of the sofa, cigarette in hand. He’s lost in
thought and doesn’t even hear me come in.

“I thought you quit.” I
drop into the recliner.

He grins halfheartedly. “I
did.” Smoke wafts around him, and his taut posture and somber
expression remind me of a pianist in a jazz club. His bloodshot
eyes dart toward me.

“Jimmie, that wasn’t so
bad. It’s probably just a prank like my locker.”

“Maybe.” He takes a long
drag from the cigarette and stubs it out. “Then again, just before
your dad disappeared, someone painted words on his house, too: ‘Red
trash.’ I never told you that because I’d hoped we’d never come
back here.” He shakes his head.

“It’s just a coincidence.
That was years ago.” I get up and sit next to him so I can lean
against him.

“Maybe.” He wraps his arm
around me. “I wish we’d never come back here.”

“So it’s easier to believe
somebody’s after me?” Even though I had a hard time making that
leap, some part of me believes it. After the nightmares, I can
believe anything.

“I watched the way this
town tried to destroy your dad, Lizzie. Every day. When just making
his daily life difficult didn’t work, the graffiti came. That
didn’t work, either. And after that, he was gone. ‘He left,’ they
said, but I never bought it. I was never able to prove something
bad had happened to him, but I know something did.” He closes his
eyes, his lips pinched together uncomfortably. “He’s probably
buried somewhere in this town, and whoever got him is still here,
going about his business as though he’d simply provided a public
service. Now you’re in danger, and there’s nothing I can do about
it.”

“You don’t know
that.”

He gets up and walks away,
heading to his bedroom. Although he’s stubbed out the cigarette, a
faint bloom of smoke still rises from it, and I watch until it
fades. That’s how I feel, like life is just ebbing from me. Maybe
Jimmie’s right. Maybe somebody is out there who hates me based on
my bloodline, but I’m not going to just hide and duck my
head.

Feeling the anger simmering
just beneath the surface, I grab my camera, slip on my coat, and
drive off before Jimmie can lock me away like Rapunzel.

Although there is still
snow on the ground, the roads are clearing some. A few years ago,
Jimmie told me about this beautiful hiking trail not far from his
mom’s house. There’s a waterfall, which considering the snow and
all, should be beautiful this time of year. Right now, I could use
something to calm me down. In Dallas, I used to visit the arboretum
a lot. Something about nature tends to put bad stuff in
perspective, and this waterfall sounds like my new
arboretum.

Glancing in my rear-view
mirror, I check to see if Jimmie is following me. No cars there, so
at the park entrance, I tap my turn signal and park near the trail
head. Apparently I’m not the only one who’s here; another vehicle,
a Porsche, sits in the lot—Griffin’s. For a second I think twice
about taking a hike. But this place doesn’t belong to Griffin, and
I’ve had it with people trying to force me out of
things.

The image of Lev standing
in the hallway yesterday comes to mind. I keep seeing the way he
has his feet planted a couple of feet apart with his arms crossed
over his chest, as if to say that nothing gets past him. It just
irritates me, and if he won’t give me any answers, I don’t really
see that his warnings are all that. I mean, Griffin is an idiot;
any girl in her right mind can see that. But a dangerous idiot? I
don’t believe that. And I really doubt he had anything to do with
the graffiti. His parents would absolutely kill him, and if the
town found out it was Griffin, what would that do for his
reputation?

Maybe I won’t even run into
him. After all, I’m just here to take pictures. That settled, I zip
my parka good, put on my gloves, and pull the cap lower over my
head so it rests just above my eyes. I will say that with the sun
shining down, it’s a little warmer than it has been.

Then I start walking,
liking the way the snow crunches beneath my feet. I think perhaps I
might be able to tell Griffin’s footprints in the snow, but a few
other sets overlap. So I focus on the trees flanking the path,
their naked branches scrabbling at the bright sky. I wonder what
the trail looks like in spring, when the leaves are unfurling in
all their emerald wonder. The sunlight sparkles atop the snow,
reminding me of Lev. Intrigued, I pick up a handful of snow and
stare at it, willing answers to come, yet, all I get is cold palms
from wetness that’s seeping through my glove and beginning to melt.
Lev seems to have all the answers, and I have only
questions.

Frowning, I dump the rest
of the snow and continue my trek up toward the falls. I dust the
remaining snow from my gloves before pulling out the camera and
taking several shots. At the moment, I’m actually glad to be up
here; we rarely see this much snow in Dallas, and the raw beauty of
the place takes my breath away. I spot a leaf dusted with snow, the
veins embossed amid the powder. Smiling, I raise the camera and
seal the moment.

It takes me a bit to get to
the falls because I’m taking lots of pictures of the landscape and
the sky and its unusual shade of blue. Farther on, the trail
abruptly shifts, running parallel to the same river I fell into at
the cemetery, except here I can see the water is much deeper. It
churns violently, never still enough to freeze. More
pictures.

My cell phone rings, and I
pluck it from my pocket. Jimmie. Flipping it open, I can already
hear him yelling. I say, “Jimmie, I’m fine. I’m just taking a walk.
I’ll be back.”

He yells a bit more, telling
me I should be more responsible and how dangerous Hauser’s Landing
is. I let him go on until I realize there is no calming him down. I
shake my head, all the calm I’ve been working so hard to restore
quickly vanishing.

“Jimmie, I am fine. Give
me a little credit, okay? Nobody’s grabbed me. I’m not in mortal
danger. I’m not getting anything pierced this time. I’m not trying
to get a tattoo. I’m just taking a walk to calm down and digest all
this crap—and I’ll be home soon.” I snap the phone shut and count
to five. Then, as the phone starts to ring again and I see Jimmie’s
name on it, I switch it to vibrate. It takes three more attempts
before Jimmy stops calling and I can get on with my
walk.

Ahead, the water is louder,
and it rushes faster, telling me I’m pretty close to the falls.
Then my phone vibrates again. Although I suspect it’s Jimmie, I
glance at it anyway. Lev. For a moment, I think about answering,
but then right now I’m in no mood to deal with his brand of
complication. I just want to take some pictures and calm down.
Besides, there’s nothing he’s willing to tell me that can’t wait.
That I’m pretty sure of. Shaking my head, I slide the phone in my
pocket and ignore it so I can keep moving, fairly certain anyone I
know who wants to call has already done so; I should be good to
go.

The path spreads into an
open area beyond the tree line, and amid the roar of rushing water,
I hear people talking and laughing. For a second, I freeze. The
only car in the lot is Griffin’s, but he obviously isn’t alone, so
I try to listen to the voices, gauging the genders. One male; one
female. Griffin and Gail, maybe? There’s only one way to find
out.

I step toward the clearing
and see first the huge waterfall just to my left and second that
it’s not just Griffin and Gail. Matt is with them. My feet stop
abruptly, and I think about turning around, but I’m not fast
enough. Griffin’s face lights up when he sees me, and he
immediately pulls away from Gail.

“Hey, Lizzie. Didn’t
expect you here.” Within two steps, he has closed half the distance
between us. Gail’s smile quickly shifts to a hostile frown as she
shakes her head, telling me that she didn’t really expect me,
either, and that I’m far from welcome here.

“I was just taking a few
pictures with my new camera,” I say, holding it up. Although I’m
trying to back up, Griffin is already almost at my side. I feel the
phone vibrating in my pocket, and I reach inside, dragging it out
just enough so that I can read the display. Lev. Knowing I can’t
talk to them both at the same time, I slip the phone back into my
pocket.

“Well, let’s go check out
the waterfall. You’ll definitely want a picture of that.” He grabs
my arm and leads me to it as he hovers nearby, staring.

“It’s beautiful.” Unsure
what to do with him so close at hand, I take in the falls spilling
from a high precipice in a clear sheet as it cascades into an
immense pool some twenty feet below. Foam froths and churns where
the falls break, and a slight mist rises from amid the
disturbance.

“Not quite as beautiful as
you.” His voice is deep with a yearning I shudder to think
about.

Uncomfortable with his
consuming stare, I lift my camera and begin to snap shots as a way
of avoiding eye contact. Behind me, I hear Gail and Matt laughing.
It sounds like they might be scuffling. He’s probably tickling
her.

“How did you find my purse
in the cemetery?” I brush the hair from my face. That question has
been bothering me ever since it happened.

“I go there sometimes to
visit my mom’s grave. Then I kind of walk around the headstones.
Your purse stood out because it was dark, so I picked it
up.

I cold chill sweeps through
me. “I’m sorry about your mom.”

He grips the rail and shakes
his head. “That makes two of us.”

“How did she
die?”

“About two years ago she
was diagnosed with breast cancer. She made it six months after the
doctor first told us.” His expression is hard, and his gaze seems
beyond this place. I’d know the look anywhere. I’ve sometimes seen
it in my reflection.

“I’m sorry.” I know I’ve
already said it. I just don’t know what else to say.

“We probably haven’t
gotten off to the best start, and I’m sorry about that.” His gaze
is committed to my face, and I turn to photograph other areas of
the landscape just to escape it.

“What do you mean?” I try
to keep my tone light, but it feels weighted, anyway, and he knows
it.

“I know what everybody
says about me, Lizzie. I’m the rich kid who gets everything he
wants. So, if I don’t ask you out, I’m too good for you. If I do, I
only want one thing, right? I can’t win either way. Maybe I’ve been
pretty pushy, but I didn’t mean anything by it.” He looks back at
the falls. The scuffling sounds grow closer, and Gail is squealing
louder as though Matt is tickling her. I’d turn and look, but I
don’t want to give the idea that I want to join them.

I have no clue what to say
to that because suddenly I’m sure I don’t really know Griffin any
better than I do Lev. I lower the camera so I can take inventory of
my shots. It’s amazing to see the clarity of whiteness against the
dark water that courses violently down its turbulent path. “How
deep do you think that is?”

“Twelve, maybe fifteen
feet, I guess.” He looks at the water, frowning. “Nice change of
subject, by the way.”

I flip through images. At
least a few appear promising, with the sunlight flashing off the
water. “How do you stand this town?” I ask.

“I guess I’ve never really
known anything different. My family built this town, which means I
have to love it, right? But it’s not me. I want out, too.” He leans
on the low rail in front of the waterfall. I put the camera back in
my pocket and rest my hand on the rail. My cell vibrates again, and
I start to answer it, but Gail’s squeal stalls me, sounding like
it’s right in my ear. I turn and her body slams into mine; I start
to fall back over the railing. Above me, the sun has slipped behind
a cloud.

“Lizzie!” Griffin’s voice
is deep and slow. His hand clutches mine even after I flip over the
railing. I can hear someone screaming and it takes a split second
before I realize it’s me. My cell phone slips out of my pocket and
tumbles into the violent water below. Griffin tries to hold me with
both hands as my body dangles.

“Help me!”

“I’m trying!” he manages
between clenched teeth. His eyes widen in panic, and blood rushes
to his face. His grip tightens, but I feel myself slipping all the
same. Looking up, I realize it’s the gloves—they’re coming off, and
if he lets go to get a better hold, I’ll fall.

“What can we do?” Gail
leans over the rail, horrified. Her mouth is open and her panicked
breath jets out in frantic bursts.

“Matt, help me grab her
wrists!” Griffin shouts. “I can’t keep hold of her!”

As Matt bends to grab my
arm, the gloves slip off. My body plummets toward the frigid water.
I flail my legs, screaming. I watch their faces start to shrink. I
try to focus on them but the sun suddenly slips from behind a
solitary cloud and shimmers in a blinding flash of light that
whites out everything.


Chapter Nine

Light explodes above, and
my body slams into the river’s froth and roar. But even as I kick,
something swirls around me, warm, sweeping me up. Arms wrap gather
me, but there is more. A blanket? No, not a blanket. But just as
surely as the arms encircle my middle, so, too, does that other
conceal me from the frigid snatch of the undertow, defying it. My
hands rest on someone’s chest, and somehow, despite the submersion,
I’m breathing.

I open my eyes, confused,
surrounded not by darkness but a warm glow, cradled in Lev’s arms.
His blue eyes stare straight into me, and his jaw
tightens.

I try to look up, to catch
my bearings, but there is only the light, centered upon us, the
same light I’ve seen so many times with Lev, but a lot more intense
this time—brighter, ever the more clear and real.

“How—”

“Nothing is impossible,
Elizabeth.” Lev’s voice, yes, but richer and deeper.
“Sleep.”

My breath catches, and I’m
unable to speak. The more I stare into his face, the heavier my
eyelids feel until at last I cannot keep them open. The last thing
I feel is his lips brushing against my forehead.



“Elizabeth!” The voice is
distant and panicky. “Can you hear me?”

Cold. It’s so very cold. My
teeth are chattering, and I force my eyes open. The sunlight pours
down on me, haloing Lev’s silhouette as he leans over me, water
dripping from his hair. Worry has etched deep creases into his
forehead and at the corners of his eyes. He’s panting, his breath
darting outward in fast, abbreviated funnels that linger
momentarily in the cold before dissipating amid that
light.

No—not that light. Not that
other. Only the sun.

“Lev?”

“I’m here.” He closes his
eyes, trying to catch his breath. He isn’t alone. A man about
Jimmie’s age, also wet to the skin, kneels nearby. His blue eyes
remind me of Lev’s, and I’m willing to bet there’s gold hair tucked
under his Angels cap.

“What happened?” The
minute I speak and start moving, Lev’s shoulders sag as though an
immense weight has been lifted from him.

“Geez,”
he whispers, breathless. “You scared the life out of me. You
weren’t even breathing. I didn’t expect to ever actually
use the CPR training I
learned in Boy Scouts.”

I try to sit, but the other
guy pushes me back. “Just stay put until Lev makes sure nothing’s
broken. The last thing we want is to add insult to injury. I’ve
already called 911.”

Something’s not right about
this, but I can’t put my finger on it. Lev leans over me,
scrutinizing my eyes. “Your pupils seem fine. I’m gonna check your
ribs to make sure I didn’t accidentally hurt you during CPR. Let me
know if anything is tender.”

He lightly probes around my
breastbone, glancing from my mid-section to my face and back again.
Once he’s satisfied my ribs are fine, he slowly exhales and shakes
his head.

“What?”

“I was worried I might
have hurt you.” He takes off my shoes and looks over my left foot,
asking me to bend this way and that. Then he switches to the other
foot. His shirt lies plastered over his chest, but he’s not
shivering like I am, and I’ve discovered they set a wool blanket on
me.

“Aren’t you freezing?” I
ask.

His blue eyes snap to my
face. “I’m more worried about you. It took two of us to pull you
out, and let me tell you, that water isn’t just cold. It’s fast and
dangerous. Your body was zipping through it, crashing into God only
knows what.”

“But you were with
me.”

His frown deepens. “No. I
just fished you out. You scared me.” He shakes his head.

“An ambulance is coming,”
the older man says, and, for the first time I realize he’s wearing
a fishing vest and waders. He squats beside me. “Anything
broken?”

“Not that I can tell.”
Lev’s eyes flash to my face. “Elizabeth, this is my dad,
Evan.”

“Delighted,” he says, and
tips his hat.

“Sorry to ruin your
fishing.”

“Nah,” Lev argues. “You
just added a little excitement. The fish aren’t biting,
anyway.”

I watch Lev take one of my
hands and go through the same routine, and Evan repeats it with the
other. They ask me to move my legs and arms. Nothing’s broken, but
I could’ve told them that. If something had been, I’d be screaming
like part of me was on fire. I have no pain tolerance.

“How did you end up taking
a swim this time?”

“I fell over the rail at
the falls.” He sits besides me and behind him, I see a huge fire
where sparks fly into the air along with the smoke. He tucks the
blanket around my body to insulate what warmth he can. My dripping
coat hangs from a nearby tree to dry. Just above the snapping fire
and rushing river, I hear the ambulance wail.

“Over the falls?” His face
turns pasty, and he grits his teeth, momentarily speechless.
“What’s next?”

“I’m fine,” I
mutter.

“No, you’re lucky. Your
guardian angel is living on borrowed time. I leave you unattended,
and you find trouble.” He shakes his head. “Just how did you manage
that?”

“Long story.” I close my
eyes, wondering if this is going to end up with in another fever.
I’m beginning to hate both winter and water at this
point.

“Are you getting
warmer?”

“Yeah.”
And it’s true. I am. Shouldn’t he be
cold? 

As if reading my thoughts,
he walks over to a duffle bag and shimmies out of his shirt, a
three-button navy Henley, and slips on a fresh, dry black sweater.
He dons his coat and sits next to me. A few feet away, I hear a
cell phone ring, and Evan pulls it out of his pocket. I’m guessing
it’s the ambulance because suddenly he’s giving directions to where
we are, which is probably pretty interesting because, to me, it
looks like we’re in the middle of nowhere. That’s when a shudder
goes through me.

“You okay?” Lev draws
closer, mistakenly assuming my chill has anything to do with the
cold.

“Yeah, I’m just going to
be grounded for the rest of my life.” I already imagine Jimmie’s
reaction. “Jimmie freaked earlier, and I took off because I
couldn’t handle the drama. He tried calling me because he was
worried, and I hung up on him.”

Lev shakes his head
disbelievingly. “You hung up on him? My existence would end if I
did that to my dad.” He just keeps shaking his head, bewildered.
“So what was the drama?”

“Remember the spray paint
in my locker?” I wait for him to nod. “This time, it was sprayed
across our garage door.” I sense Lev’s entire body stiffen, and he
grits his teeth, sitting on the ground next to me. “What’s
wrong?”

“So soon,” he whispers. A
pained look crosses his face.

“What do you
mean?”

He nods at his father, and
the EMTs arrive. Jimmie starts out behind them but rushes forward.
“Elizabeth!” he yells.

“Is she all right?”
Griffin appears. His face is pale, and he looks shaken.

Jimmie abruptly turns and
grabs Griffin’s collar. “You get the hell out!” Griffin just stands
there, allowing Jimmie to almost throttle him before a cop
separates the two. Jimmie turns back to me. Before I can speak, he
starts to wrap me in a tight bear hug but Evan
intercedes.

“We didn’t want to move
her because she might have broken bones.”

Jimmie abruptly stops and
nods as he leans over without touching me, overcome with emotion.
“I thought I’d lost you. I had the scanner running, and I heard the
call.”

“I’m okay.”

Tears fill his eyes. “You
are so grounded, girl.” He can barely talk, and I know when the
fear wears off, the anger will kick in, and I deserve
it.

The EMTs come around him.
One puts a brace on my neck. The other begins to slide a board
under me with Jimmie’s help. They lift the board and slowly carry
me to the ambulance so I can go back to the hospital for yet
another go-round.

So I play nice and let the
EMTs load me up, watching Lev and his father from a distance as
they talk to Jimmie. When they’re ready to leave, Jimmie nods and
slips into the back of the ambulance. He perches nearby while the
EMT barrages me with questions I could answer in my
sleep.

Jimmie’s shirt pocket
bulges with his pack of smokes; he’s as stressed as he can get. He
rakes his fingers through his hair, his face a chalky white, and
stares out the back window until we pull up at the hospital.
Already, I’m cataloging answers to questions I know will come hard
and fast.

In the ER, the EMTs roll me
into an exam room. I’m there a total of twenty minutes before I’m
taken in for x-rays and re-deposited in the same exam room to wait
for the doctor. I calmly sit on the gurney, having changed into one
of their cute little hospital gowns because it’s warmer than my wet
clothes. Jimmy doesn’t sit and is far from calm, really starting to
get pissed.

“What
happened?”

Taking a deep breath, I
figure at least some semblance of truth will be the best bet. “I
was taking pictures at the falls and fell over the
rail.”

His eyes bulge, and I hear
the sharp intake of breath. Having been through enough with Jimmy
freaking out, I know he’s probably counting to calm down. When he
manages to get his emotions under control, he’ll ask the next
question.

“I’m sorry I hung up on
you. I knew something had happened with my dad. I just never put
the pieces together.” I close my eyes and white knuckle the
gurney.

“So what was the Hauser
kid doing there, claiming he’d killed you? He wouldn’t shut up, and
the cops had to pull me away from him before my fists flew. He
panicked, Elizabeth. What was that about?” He shakes his head and
keeps pacing.

“He what?” My eyes fly
open.

“He said he killed you.”
He stops and leans close. “And so help me God, I wanted to throttle
him. So tell me what that was about.”

I frown and try to figure
out how to explain what happened. “It wasn’t his fault. Gail and
Matt were with him, messing around and pushing each other. Matt
must have pushed Gail too hard; she flew at me, and I lost my
balance. Griffin tried to grab me, but my gloves slipped off. He
couldn’t save me.”

When I close my eyes, I
remember every detail; I see their faces shrinking, and I see that
bright light.

The bright light.

“Seems like Lev’s a good
kid.” He glares at me. “He somehow always knows when you’re in
trouble and gets there when I can’t.” He pulls out the pack of
smokes and sees the no smoking sign. “This is the second time he’s
saved you. I don’t know how or why, but I’m damned
grateful.”

I know I should be
grateful, too, and part of me is, but another part keeps going back
to that bright light. There’s something I’m not
remembering—something important.

I sense movement in the
doorway and look up to find Griffin. I grab a blanket and drape it
around me, embarrassed. His face is still ashen, and he looks from
Jimmie to me, unsure what to say. Jimmie gives him a baleful look
and shakes his head. A vein throbs in his temple and his fingers
curl into fists.

“It’s not Griffin’s fault,
Jimmie,” I say, watching as his whole body tenses like a rocket
ready to launch. I grab his shoulder. “He tried to save me. At
least give him that much.”

“You’ve got five minutes
and then you’d better be gone.” He glares at me. “I’m going to get
coffee. Don’t let the doc start without me.”

Griffin waits until Jimmie
walks out before entering. He opens and closes his mouth several
times without saying a word. I should be laughing because I’ve
finally seen him speechless. Under other circumstances, I probably
would. I just can’t find much funny.

“I’m…sorry.” He’s
breathing fast and can’t look me in the eyes.

“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m
not damaged. Promise.”

He winces as though he’s in
pain. “You don’t get it, Lizzie. I tried so hard. You just kept
slipping. I…thought you were dead, and it was all my fault. Every
time I close my eyes, I keep seeing that.”

“I’m far from dead,
Griffin. Just a little damp.” It feels like time is standing still
as silence envelops us. I’m sure Griffin has a lot to say to me,
but right now words won’t come.

Jimmie reappears in the
doorway with his coffee. In his other hand he carries a cup of hot
chocolate for me. He gives Griffin a meaningful ‘shove-off’ look
and tries to take a sip, but it’s still too hot.

“This ought to warm you
up.” He hands me the cup, purposely stepping in front of
Griffin.

“I’m sorry,” Griffin says,
slipping his hands deep into his pockets. When he walks off, his
steps are uneven, and I wonder if this whole thing will finally
cure him at the overblown ego.

No sooner does Griffin
leave than the doctor appears with the x-rays. He examines me and
finds, to his shock, I’ve got a few scratches, and it will be
amazing if I don’t wind up with pneumonia, but other than that,
there’s nothing wrong. While he talks, I’m thinking of that
blinding light, trying to figure out what really
happened.

“I just don’t believe it,”
the doctor says, shaking his head. “That’s one rough stretch of
river, and you emerged with barely a scratch.” He writes discharge
instructions that focus on rest and observation, both of which are
things I hate, and knowing Jimmie, I’m sure he’ll follow those
rules to the “t.”

After the doctor leaves,
Lev pops in carrying a set of his sweats and Jimmie’s keys. “I
parked in the back row so it would be easy to find,” he says,
giving Jimmie the keys. “If you give me a key, I’ll get Elizabeth’s
Jeep back to the house.” Then he turns to me and hands me the
clothes and shoes. “Big, but at least they’re dry. Anyway, they’re
better than that beautiful gown you’re wearing.”

“Thanks.” I draw the
blanket tighter around my body as Jimmie gives him his spare key to
my Jeep.

“Don’t mention it, Ariel,”
he smirks.

“Ariel?”

He shrugs. “You seem to
like water so much, part of you has to be a mermaid. Nobody can
keep you dry.” He pats my shoulder. “You better go home and get
some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He gives me one last look with
those blue eyes.

“‘Kay,” I reply, doubting
I’m going to be talking to anyone any time soon.

As Lev turns, Jimmie sets
his hand on Lev’s shoulder. For a moment, he can’t manage words,
but then he looks Lev in the eye, and his shoulders sag. “Son, I
want to thank you for driving my car here so I could ride in the
ambulance and for taking care of my Lizzie. Again. I wouldn’t know
what to do without her.” Jimmie’s voice breaks slightly, and his
eyebrows bunch together.

“That makes two of us.”
Lev nods a farewell to us both and strides out, leaving Jimmie and
me alone.

“I’ll step out to let you
get dressed. Do you want me to call a nurse to help?”

“No, I can
manage.”

“I’ll be back.” He walks
to the door but at the threshold pauses and half turns, his fingers
gripping the doorframe. “You’re gonna be the death of me, Lizzie.
You got too much of your old man’s stubbornness for your own good.
Quit trying to give me a heart attack.” Without waiting for my
response, he closes the door and walks away.

As I start to dress, I find
a folded note jammed between the sweatshirt and pants. After I slip
on the clothes, I open it.

 


Elizabeth,

I know you think Jimmie is
overprotective. But the danger is real. We’re looking out for you
because we love you. Give us both a break, and stay safe. I only
have one heart, and you are carrying it.

Lev

 


My breath catches, and I
lose my balance and grip the gurney, dumbfounded. My hand trembles.
I never thought I really mattered. I thought I was an obligation to
Jimmie because of my parents, and I thought Lev was just being Lev.
Suddenly more than one thing is really out of focus, and I’m not
sure what to do.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Ten

That night, I feel the
blackness when I turn out the light. The shadows bruise, and it’s
hard to breathe. I’m falling into the water, then… nothing. I can’t
remember what happened, and it terrifies me. I try to get
comfortable, knowing Jimmie isn’t far. I’m beginning to wonder if
he’ll have any vacation days when we actually want to take a trip.
To tell the truth, right now I can’t see past the nightmares, the
accidents, or the graffiti. It’s all too much. My brain is spinning
and won’t shut off.

I’ve tucked Lev’s note
under my pillow. One hand rests atop it as if that will drive away
all the demons, the unknown. So I close my eyes and try to go back,
step by step. I snap a picture. Gail bumps me. I fall. I stare into
that blue sky, suddenly blinded by the sun as it slips from behind
a cloud. It’s so bright.

I hit the water and sink.
But then what? It’s like having a rock sitting on my memory,
pressing the truth further and further into me. I can’t
see.

“Focus, Elizabeth,” I tell
myself, sitting upright in bed and folding my legs criss-cross—a
meditative pose, I’m sure, but I’m willing to do practically
anything to remember. Frowning, I keep tugging at the memory until
I remember the way the light exploded. Then the warmth surrounding
me—a warmth and a rustling I can’t account for. Lev’s arms embrace
me, and there’s something wrapped around us both that keeps the
water from us, stilling my breath as he talks me to
sleep.

Stunned, I try to picture
Lev in class and focus on the shimmering, taking it apart and
trying to put it back in a way that makes sense and shows me what I
need to understand. I know the answers are there. What was
shielding us?

Light.

But light’s not
substantial. How can it block something physical like water? Is it
possible the light blocks whatever’s really there? I focus harder,
tugging at the memory, the shimmering. It’s there, in my head,
buried. Lev doesn’t want me to remember. Somehow he’s kept it from
me. But I won’t give up. I clench the blanket and try harder. The
shimmering, blinding white. Where is it coming from?

Wings.

Then an image of the
figurines Celia gave me flashes into my head. He’s an angel, and so
is she. Is Evan? But why had I dreamed about Lev, and what if he is
an angel, what’s his purpose? Why is he here? There’s still so much
I don’t understand. But tomorrow I’ll get some answers. Somehow,
I’ll make him talk to me, make him tell me the truth. I have to
know.

The decision brings me
peace, but not enough to drive away the panic of recent events.
Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I see our garage door with the
words “half breed” scrawled across it in red paint. Sometimes I
feel myself free-falling, and I expect to land in frigid water.
Sometimes I imagine my father lying dead in a field while cattle
nibble the grass nearby. His eyes stare into the heavens even
though I know by now his body wouldn’t in any way resemble the man
in the pictures I’ve seen. There’s so much that haunts me these
days, and sometimes I wish I could be the Elizabeth from a month
ago, the one who never had to deal with any of this.

But that Elizabeth hadn’t
known the living, breathing Lev who now loves me, only the dream
Lev who watched her die night after night. I’ll take the living any
day. Even so, on nights like this, when the world feels tilted like
an amusement park ride spinning too fast, out of control, I lie
awake, staring at the ceiling. Sometimes the silence is too much,
so I plug in the headphones to my mp3 player and try to lose myself
in the throbbing beat of music. It takes a good ten songs before I
stop fighting the sluggishness claiming my body and let the
blackness come.

Tonight, there are no
thundering hooves or soldiers, only that moment when I’m under
water with Lev, his bright eyes staring heavenward with a calm I
never feel. His is a warm shelter from a cold world.

That’s the dream I wake from
as the honey light of morning spills across my bed. I should be
tired, but the dream has energized me, and I quickly get ready,
wondering what Jimmie will say when I ask whether I can see Lev.
How much trouble am I in?

I shower, change, and head
downstairs where I mix up a batch of pancakes for Jimmie and me.
Although they’re not my favorite, I know Jimmie loves them,
especially with homemade syrup. Maybe it’s not fair appealing to
his stomach, but I’ll do whatever I can to see Lev, maybe even
actually keep myself out of trouble, a first for me.

By the time Jimmie stumbles
into the kitchen, still wearing his sleep shorts and a white
t-shirt, I’ve made a stack of pancakes I deliver as he sits at the
table, along with the homemade syrup. He manages to peel one eye
open long enough to light his first cigarette.

“You’re trying to bribe
me.” He props one arm up and rests his chin on it, and he takes a
lazy drag. Strands of his hair stand up wildly on one side. He sees
his reflection in the window and tries to paw it into place, but
then it jumps right back up again and pretty soon he gives
up.

“Maybe.”

“What do you want?” He
hasn’t touched the pancakes.

“To see Lev.”

The fact that Jimmie
silently rubs his eyes and turns his focus to the pancake tells me
he’s thinking it over and hasn’t reached a decision. If I’d
mentioned wanting to see Griffin, I would’ve heard a few expletives
before a resounding “no,” so I know the silence is a good thing.
Still, I’m not about to push my luck.

I pour a glass of milk for
Jimmie and one for myself. Then I take my own plate to the table so
I can eat. We exchange glances, and I force myself to stay calm,
knowing Jimmie is waiting for the impulsive, impatient me to give
him a reason to say “no”’ to my request.

Once Jimmie’s finished, he
pushes his plate away and leans back in his chair. Although he
traces the letters of the Coke insignia on his glass, he doesn’t
drink the milk. Then he turns to me, frowning.

“Although I didn’t
appreciate the fact you hung up on me, I understood it. Lizzie, I
never wanted to tell you that about your dad, but you deserved the
truth. I’m just sorry it came out like it did. That was my fault. I
probably over-reacted. Besides being at the wrong place at the
wrong time, you didn’t do anything bad. So I guess I need to hear
more about your plan. Then I can make a decision.”

“I want to spend some time
with Lev. Maybe he could come over here. Nothing that involves
water, I promise.” I look at him, watching his frown deepen amid
the haze of smoke.

“I know I keep acting like
you’re a little girl, Lizzie. Truth is, at seventeen, you have your
life more together than I did at your age. And if the whole idea of
protecting you is keeping away whoever is spray-painting trashy
names on our house, at least I believe Lev will do that. If you
want to go over there, his dad needs to be home, and if I’m here
when Lev is, I guess I’m okay with that.”

Without thinking, I rise and
run around the table to throw my arms around him, squealing. “Thank
you, Jimmie. I’ll be good. I promise!”

“Yeah.” He blushes. “I’ve
heard that before. Let’s just hope this time you mean it.” He grabs
my hand before I can run off. “Before you get too excited, you
aren’t going anywhere tonight.” He wags a warning finger. “If you
want to ask him over for a little while, it’s okay by me. We’ll
split some pizza, but I have to work tonight, so keep that in
mind.”

“All right.” Breathless, I
bound for the stairs to use the house phone until Jimmie gets his
first check and can replace my cell. I’m stuck with a landline,
which probably explains why he wants me somewhere he can track
me.

“Take it easy, Lizzie,”
Jimmie calls. “ I don’t want to have to take you back to the
hospital,” Jimmie calls from downstairs as I pick up the
cordless.

“You won’t,” I yell,
plunking down in his wooden office chair. My fingers quickly press
the numbers and wait. I expect Lev to answer, but his voicemail
picks up. Frowning, I invite him over for pizza and a movie and sit
back, still thinking of those blue eyes and the millions of
questions churning in me. I could stare at the phone all day and
will it to ring, but I know how that works and settle for going
back downstairs and washing the dishes.

While I’m scrubbing down
the kitchen, Jimmie sits in the recliner, and even though there’s a
game on television, his slightly nodding head tells me he’s asleep
again. His hands rest on his stomach, and his easy breathing
suggests his dreams, whatever they may be, thankfully do not take
after mine.

The phone rings, and Jimmie
jerks awake. His eyes snap open and he looks around, disoriented. I
dry my hands and yell, “I’ve got it.”

“Hello?” I
answer.

“Hey,” Lev says. “You
called?”

“Yeah. How do you feel
about coming over for pizza and a movie?” I can’t help
grinning.

“Are you going to be
there?” he teases.

“Of course.” I sit and
clench the phone tightly.

“Then so will I.
When?”

“Five?” My breath catches,
and I wonder if that will be okay. Can I make it work?

“Five’s great. See you
then.”

I keep holding the phone
long after he’s hung up. Right now, that’s as close as I’m going to
get to him.

 


The pizza gets here just
before Lev is supposed to, and I’m still arranging things around
the table when the doorbell rings. I start to run for it, but
Jimmie waves me back to the kitchen.

“You get things situated.
I’ll let Lev in.”

Part of me wants to pout,
but I can tell this is part of Jimmie’s plan for getting to know
Lev better. I guess he figures that even though he already thinks
Lev is a pretty good guy, it never hurts to make sure. So this is
part of the making sure, I guess.

Even as I set the table, I
hear the two of them talking in low tones. While I can’t hear the
actual conversation, I can tell by the tone it’s going well. I set
the two-liter bottles of soda next to the plastic glasses and try
to see if there’s anything I’m missing, but I can’t think of
anything, so I slip into the living room where the two of them sit
watching football. Grinning, I realize Jimmie is more intent than
Lev, just another reason for me to be crazy about him.

The moment I enter, both of
them look up, and Lev winks. I’d wink back, but it’s a skill I
never mastered. The closest I come is closing both eyes at the same
time, so I guess I’m more of a blink sort of girl. Go
figure.

“Hey,” I say, joining him.
“You want some pizza?”

“Do you really have to
ask?” Jimmie smacks his own head. “Of course he wants
pizza.”

Lev chuckles and nods.
“Yeah.” I offer my hand and he takes it, allowing me to lead him to
the kitchen where I shove a paper plate into his hand.

“What kind of pizza do you
like?” I flip open both boxes so he can see what we
have.

“Supreme.” He holds his
plate toward the pizza box.

I slide two pieces onto his
plate, careful to get all the cheese with the pizza so it doesn’t
dangle off the sides. I put two pieces on a plate for Jimmie, and
then give myself two. I carry the two plates into the living room
and offer one to Jimmie.

“Thanks.”

“So what kind of movies do
you like?” Jimmie asks, taking a bite. The hot cheese burns his
mouth, but he refuses to back off and continues eating.

“I’m not really picky,” he
says, shrugging. Then he holds out a napkin to each of us that he’s
been holding since we left the kitchen. “I pretty much like
everything. Except stories that have anything to do with
water.”

Kicking him, I grit my
teeth as Jimmy bursts out laughing. “That makes two of us,” he
finally says. This is the first time since we’ve moved here that
Jimmie has been this close to carefree. It’s almost as though Lev
completely puts his mind at ease so he doesn’t have to think about
all the things he can’t control.

“If you’d like some help
painting your garage tomorrow, I’d be glad to come over,” Lev
offers and takes a bite. Cheese stretches from the crust, and he
has to set the piece down just to break the link. Then he eats the
mozzarella web he just broke.

“I appreciate it, but this
isn’t your problem.” He rises and goes into the kitchen, probably
to get a drink.

“It’s no trouble,” Lev
calls after. “I know how things are around here.” Although there
isn’t much emotion in Lev’s expression, his voice hints at the
disgust he feels. “Besides, I know working the night shift has
probably really turned things upside-down.”

“You got that right. I
much prefer working days.” Jimmie hands both of us a cup of soda
and then sits back in the recliner. “But in a town like Hauser’s
Landing, you take what you can find when you can find it. Still,
with all this stuff going on, I hate leaving Elizabeth unattended.”
He takes a drink.

“I’m not a little kid
anymore, Jimmie,” I growl. “I can take care of myself.” Then I take
a long drink.

“Really? Last time I
checked, you can’t even walk across a bridge without dire
consequences.” Although Lev is joking, there is also a serious
glint in his eyes.

“I can take care of
myself,” I say, louder. I take a bite of pizza, feeling them both
staring at me as though I’ve grown another head.

“I do have a black belt in
tae kwon do,” Lev announces, “and if you would like, and Elizabeth
is amenable, I can show her some simple self-defense tactics that
might come in handy.”

I’ve never really wanted to
learn martial arts, but already I can see Jimmie has latched onto
the idea, sealing my fate. Maybe I can learn enough to land Lev on
his butt from time to time. Now he would deserve that, especially
since I’m giving him a blatant look of wanting to kill him and his
only reaction is grinning.

They’re still laughing when
I stop fighting. How interesting that Jimmie and Lev have formed
such an alliance so quickly. Would it have happened with any guy
who saved my life, or does Jimmie unknowingly realize Lev’s true
nature? Is that knowledge, deep down, guiding his
reactions?

I chew my bottom lip and
look up, not to take in Lev’s beautiful eyes but instead to look
for the shimmer I’ve seen around Lev’s body. His eyes narrow, and
he shakes his head.

“What are you doing?” Lev
wipes his hands on his napkin. But his words also get Jimmie’s
attention about my fixed gaze.

“Yeah, Lizzie, what are
you doing? You look like Lev is some giant jigsaw puzzle you want
to take apart and put back together.”

If he only knew.

That’s when Lev begins to
stare back at me as though suddenly he’s wondering what I’m
thinking. Well, it currently involves remembering those moments in
the water before I surrendered to unconsciousness. I was looking at
his face in a situation which shouldn’t have been possible—a
situation I’ll get answers for.

Jimmie takes one last bite
and rises. “I’m going to go and get ready for my shift.” He looks
at me and turns to Lev, his expression softening in gratitude. I
can tell by the set of his mouth and moist eyes he doesn’t know how
to put what he’s feeling into words. So he clears his throat, picks
up his plate and empty cup, and ambles into the kitchen.

“A jigsaw puzzle, eh?” Lev
smirks, scooting closer. “I can already tell you I’m missing a few
pieces, so if you take me apart, good luck getting me back
together.”

“You’re definitely
complicated. That much I’m sure of.” Jimmie has left the room, and
I start trying to see the shimmer again. I know it’s there. Maybe I
don’t see it all the time, but then again, I’ve never forced myself
to try seeing it. I was more concerned with my eyes not playing
tricks on me.

“You’re staring.” Lev sets
his empty plate on the table in front of us and grabs his cup.
“What are you thinking, Elizabeth?” He takes a long drink and
shakes his head at the taste. “Too much sugar too fast.”

“You don’t like
soda?”

He glances down at the cup.
“I typically don’t drink it.”

Just another way that Lev is
so completely different than anyone else I’d ever met. Now about
that shimmering. I focus so hard that I start to squint, but
nothing comes to me except Lev as he leans over and his face slowly
moves toward me until his lips gently dance across mine, scattering
my thoughts. I linger there, feeling his hand touching my face, his
soft breath stroking my cheek. And when I open my eyes, the joking
expression is gone, replaced by a single tear that he quickly bats
away as he rises to take his empty plate to the kitchen.

“Lev?” I follow him,
dazed. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He throws the
plate and cup away and looks outside, all traces of the pain I’d
just seen gone. “It’s going to snow again.”

I walk up behind and wrap my
arms about his waist so I can lean into his back. “How do you
know?”

“Look at the way the
clouds speak to the sky.” The deep voice rumbling through his chest
and back echo through me, and I close my eyes, enjoying it. But his
words seem so unusual. Who talks like that?

“Lev?”

“Hmmm?” One of his hands
drifts atop mine, and his fingers squeeze gently.

“I know you’re different.
I’ve seen things. You know things about me you shouldn’t, and I
want the truth.”

“We’re in history
together…” he begins. Lev’s fingers slowly releases mine and he
turns, his face slightly ashen, and in that moment he looks so much
older than the teenage boy I’ve fallen madly in love with. He
looks…timeless, for want of a better word.

“But we were together
before that, Lev. A long time before that.” I blurt out something
I’m not totally comfortable with. “You must have known me in
another lifetime because in this dream, you’re always there. You
were there long before I moved here and actually ‘met’ you. Don’t
push me away with inane ideas about me hitting my head or being too
enamored of fairy tales. I think I know what you are. But I don’t
know why you’re here.”

There, I’d said it, and I
couldn’t unsay it, no matter how he reacted. The floorboards above
us creak. Jimmie is probably heading to the shower. Both of us look
up sharply as though we could be caught doing something wrong. For
me, it’s a fear Jimmie could hear this conversation and wonder at
my mental well-being. For Lev, it’s something else entirely. Once
we’re sure Jimmie isn’t about to come down those stairs, we both
relax slightly.

“What do you think I am,
Elizabeth?” Fear and sadness seem to lace his tone as though he
isn’t at all sure about this conversation anymore but can’t think
of a way around it.

“You’re an angel,” I
whisper, half expecting he will burst out laughing, but he’s not
even smiling. His hands drift to his hips and he laces his fingers
through his belt loops as his gaze drifts far from my face. His
mouth opens and he starts to say something but doesn’t.

I draw in a shaky breath.
“Aren’t you going to say something?”

His eyes drift to the sounds
of Jimmie now walking down the hall. “Let’s just watch the movie,
and I’ll come to you tonight.”

“Will you answer my
questions?”

“If you like.” Another
shot of pain crosses his face. “But not every answer will be
without consequence. Just remember that.”

A million questions bubble
inside me as I grab Lev’s hand and lead him back to the living room
where we can turn on the DVD player and enjoy a romantic comedy as
I sit next to him. But part of me is troubled by the sudden shift
in his demeanor, the neutral line of his mouth, and the suddenly
change in his almost lifeless eyes. The clenching of his jaw. His
arm rests around me, but it almost feels like dead
weight.


Chapter Eleven

The sun set a couple of
hours ago, and now, as I sit on my bed, my knees drawn to my chest,
all I can think about is Lev’s odd reaction when I told him my
suspicions. Everything about him shifted, leaving me groundless
again. For a while, I’d gotten used to being around him, but the
way he acted after the movie—his body rigid, his gaze focused
directly ahead—reminds me more now of the nightmare Lev.

It’s taken me a long time
to realize what I’m seeing at night isn’t just a bad dream, but it
does lead to other, more uncomfortable questions like, if it did
happen and I did die, had Lev really been standing there, watching?
If Lev is an angel or some other supernatural being--and some part
of me truly believes he is--why didn’t he do something? And why has
he suddenly turned up in my life again?

I brush my hair back and
look at the clock: 8:00. Jimmie left for work a little while ago,
and now I’m starting to wonder if Lev will show. Outside, I hear
two cats fighting. The hissing and spitting are really getting to
me, and I think about dumping cold water on them. Then again, it is
winter, and that would be cruel. I chew my bottom lip, my thoughts
tumbling and cartwheeling over one another until I’m
dizzy.

Trying to ignore the
animals, I cross to my dresser and look in the mirror. My hair
seems tangled at the ends, and I tug a brush through it, restoring
the shine and smoothness.

One cat emits a loud,
growling hiss and runs off with the other, chasing after it, and at
once there’s a loud thump on one side of the house. Thinking
immediately of the graffiti, I feel the brush slipping from
suddenly nerveless fingers and hitting the floor. There’s a
scooting sound, like something scraping across cement.

I should shut myself in my
room, but I can’t. I’m not just going to sit back and wait for
somebody to come after me. I grab the hammer from my nightstand.
It’s been lying there since I started hanging pictures. Then, not
breathing, I creep downstairs to the front door.

Stepping into the cold
night, I see the two cats, still fighting across the street. One
stands close to the other, sideways, puffing himself up, growling
low. No one appears, but I hear more scraping off to one side. I
tiptoe in that direction, wishing the motion lights weren’t burned
out. I’m willing to bet if things hadn’t been so crazy lately,
Jimmie would have fixed them. The frigid pavement chills my bare
feet, and, not for the first time, I’m starting to question my
sanity.

Still, I edge toward the
sound and peek around the corner to find some guy leaning over our
trashcans. He suddenly moves in my direction, and having been
spotted, I have no choice. I raise the hammer and start to bring it
down hard, but a firm hand grips that wrist, and I find myself
suddenly on the ground, my chest aching from the breath being
knocked out. I try to rise, but his foot presses me
down.

“Still think you can take
care of yourself?” Lev asks, amused.

I swallow my scream and
shake my head in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

“I told you I’d be back.”
He eyes the hammer and lifts his foot. “Nice.”

“You wouldn’t have thought
so if I’d nailed you with it.” My voice catches as I take his hand
and he pulls me to my feet.

“It never would have
touched me,” he promises, brushing the dead grass from my
back.

“You scared me.” I shake
my head, still trying to calm down. “What are you doing out here?”
I gesture around the side of the house.

“Painting over the
graffiti on the garage so Jimmie won’t have to. He’s got enough to
worry about.”

“Ha ha. Very funny.” I
give him a glaring look as he finishes adjusting the trashcans.
That explains the noises he’d been making.

“I’m serious. Why didn’t
you call the police?”

“I figured I could handle
it.” A cop-out, really. “I wasn’t sure anyone dangerous was out
here.”

“You can’t even handle
putting shoes on. It is winter, you know?” Without waiting for an
answer, he stoops and grabs the hammer. On the way up, he scoops me
up, too and carries me to the house, back to my room. Even as I sit
back down on the bed, I feel my body trembling in anticipation, but
I’m not totally convinced words are going to make any of this seem
any more real.

His hair seems especially
light; he’s wearing a white button-down shirt, and the soft
florescence of my room glints off his bracelet. His skin still
carries the same unusual glow, and his eyes are deep, inviting, and
familiar--but at the same time, a million miles distant. No, not
distant. Apart.

For a moment, we both just
look at one another. I like to think it’s because we both realize
that whatever comes out will mean change, and change will come even
if we say nothing at all. Even if that change is good, it’s still
going to forge a major difference in our lives. I lick my lips,
which have suddenly grown dry again, and wonder how to start
without sounding absurd.

“You promised we’d talk,”
I say, hands folded neatly in my lap to still their
shaking.

“You’re right. I did.” His
voice is calm, measured—apart like the eyes. He seems much older in
a way I can’t put into words. I can’t think what to say, so I just
blurt out the one thing on my mind.

“Are you…an
angel?”

He takes a deep breath.
“Yes.” The reply is measured, clipped.

“Really?” I suddenly feel
as though I’m floating. “An angel.” Laughter tinges my voice, and I
step behind him and start to touch him, then draw back, unsure. “I
knew something was off.”

He turns, cocking his head
to one side. “Oh—is that what you think? That I’m off?” His eyes
are a little harder than I’ve seen them, and it gives me pause to
wonder what stands before me. I take a step back.

“I…I didn’t mean to be
rude.” I feel my body start to tremble.

He smiles. “I know that. You
have no reason to fear me.” He walks over to my bulletin board
where I’ve tacked pictures of my life in Dallas. “I thought you had
questions.” He plucks one of the pictures of me in a black
semi-formal gown, taken during the homecoming dance last year. He
frowns and stares hard.

“I don’t know what to
ask.” I’m distracted by the shimmering.

“Of course you do.” His
tone sounds nothing like a seventeen-year-old boy, and I wonder how
I could have missed that for so long. “You just don’t know if you
should.” He replaces the picture.

“Do you have…wings?” My
breath catches as I realize how stupid this sounds, but it’s been
bugging me.

“What do you think?” He
arches his eyebrows questioningly.

“I can’t see them,” I
whisper, focusing on the shimmer.

“There
are many things humans can’t see, Elizabeth. That doesn’t negate
their existence.” He walks to my bookshelf and takes down a copy of
Dante’s Inferno.
His graceful fingers flip through the pages.

“You read Dante?” I want
to laugh because that seems so incongruous.

“Among
many other things, although it was much more entertaining standing
behind him as he wrote it. Every once in a while I dropped the
number ten in there just to bug him. I was just messing with the
guy. He was supposed to stop at nine, but darned if he didn’t go on
to write The Impyrion. Go figure.”

“The
Impyrion?”

He nods. “Yeah, about Heaven
and, well, angels.”

I shake
my head. “Oh—we never got past Purgatoris in Honors English. I
didn’t know there was another section.”

“There wasn’t supposed to
be. My Father really wasn’t so pleased about that one. He grounded
me in Calcutta for ten months.”

My throat is dry, and I
sink onto the mattress, dumbfounded. “You were bad!”

“I was
very young, and I was bored!” Lev shakes his head. He flips a few
more pages. “When he gave it the name The
Divine Comedy, I wanted to laugh. Nobody
got married.”

“You’ve been around that
long?” I trace the flower on my bedspread, trying to take all this
in and believe it.

“Seven hundred years.” He
scrutinizes my face. “Surely you didn’t believe I was
new.”

“I don’t really know what
to believe anymore.” I keep trying to imagine his wings, but I
can’t. The image won’t gel. “How big are your wings? Do you
have…feathers?”

“Back to that. Well, I
don’t have scales. If I did, I’d be perched on a cathedral
somewhere and I don’t think I could sit still for that long.” He
shakes his head and snaps the book shut and walks to the window.
“Large enough to suffice.”

“How do you hide them?” I
look at his shoulders and wonder at the hidden strength.

“Let’s just say I’m not
exactly bound by physics.” He peers out the window.

“Do you ever knock stuff
over with them?” I try to envision him opening them in this room
and what would happen. I can’t help but smile.

“They can be awkward,” he
replies, neither confirming nor denying anything. He turns to me
and folds his arms over his chest.

“Are there many others
like you among us?”

He nods. “Yes. You just
don’t see them.”

Chills sweep down my spine
as I listen to his deep, hypnotic voice. Even though I grasp his
words, I struggle with the meaning. “How?”

“You mortals typically
only find what you believe is there, and most of the time
everything can be explained away if necessary.” He leans against
the windowsill, his arms still crossed at his chest.

“Besides the wings, what
else is special about you? What can you…do?” I know I should stop
acting like a five-year-old, but I just can’t seem to help
myself.

He laughs and narrows his
eyes at me. “This isn’t Show and Tell.”

So many questions. “What
about God?”

Lev slowly crosses the room
and stops a few feet in front of me. The nearness of him catches my
breath, and I’ve never been so aware how big he is compared to me
as now. His hand slowly lifts and he gently sets it over my heart.
Heat radiates from his palm, tingling on my skin. Then our eyes
meet.

“You already know,
Elizabeth, or I wouldn’t be here in the first place. Your heart is
yet open. If you follow it, you won’t go astray.”

Right now, that heart feels
like it’s going to jump right out of my chest. I can’t break away
from those piercing eyes, and it’s only when he softly lifts his
hand and takes a step back that I can even move again.

“Why are angels even
here?” That question is a two-edged sword. I’m really curious, but
I’m not so sure I’m going to like the answer.

Lev swallows and the frown
returns. “It really depends on the angels. Some are messengers.
Some are watchers. Some are sojourners.”

“What’s that?” I ask,
curious but not really sure I want to know at the same
time.

“Angels who carry souls
from one world to the next.”

I force myself to stand. “So
which kind are you?”

His jaw clenches and he
shakes his head. “Which, indeed?”

“I don’t understand.” He’s
looking at me with those ageless blue eyes, making it hard to
focus.

“I…I’m unlike other
angels, Elizabeth. Tonight I’ll answer any other questions except
those about my purpose and why I have been placed in your life. Nor
can I offer answers to that which requires faith. If I do that, I
remove the opportunity for you to please God.” His voice is
breathless like he’s been running and I’m guessing it has something
to do with the internal struggle I’m not privy to. Either way, his
immediate denial of answering those questions makes those answers
all the more desirable.

I struggle to swallow as he
brushes his thumb across my cheek. “But why me?”

He lowers his head until our
foreheads touch. “I don’t know. Even angels don’t have all the
answers. We fly so close to the light and sometimes get blinded in
its presence, but that doesn’t mean we always know.”

Wordlessly, I lift my hand
and touch it to his cheek, the heat of his skin immediate. “I have
dreamt of you for so long.”

“I know.”

I lower my head to his
shoulder, liking the security of feeling my head nudged under his
chin. “But they were nightmares. Why?”

He drapes his arms around
me. Sitting so close in the shelter of his embrace, I feel for the
first time the fatigue that drains him.

“Lev?”

“In time you will get all
your answers. Please do not ask tonight. Just give me one more
night. Just tonight.” His arms tighten around me as though he’s
afraid of dropping me, but I don’t think that’s it.

I could ask him why angels
get tired or what makes them afraid. I could ask if angels die, but
I’m not sure I want to know all those answers. I suspect at least
some of those answers have to do with me. At least for Lev anyway.
So I ask other, less loaded questions.

“What does Lev mean?” I
stare at his face.

“In Hebrew, it means
‘heart.’” One hand gently rubs my arm.

“Did you choose this form,
or do all angels look human?”

Despite his somber mood, a
smile blossoms. “You are inquisitive, aren’t you? I chose this
form, not that it matters. The body is just a transport for the
soul. It serves no other purpose.”

His voice is kind, his
embrace is warmth, and he has powers I cannot even fathom. But for
all of these, I sense wild currents in the water that threaten us
both. I am afraid. It is a nameless fear, but I can’t escape
it.

Lev must sense it, too, for
his shifts slightly. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m afraid.”

He stiffens. “Of
me?”

“No. Of something I can’t
put into words.”

“Don’t be. No harm shall
come to you while I’m here.” He nods to the pillow. “You should
sleep now. I don’t think Mr. Maguire could handle you napping in
class again.”

I lie down, and he starts
to get up, but I slip my fingers around his forearm. “Please stay.
At least for a little longer.”

He nods and relaxes. One
hand strokes my cheek. As I stare into his beautiful face,
exhaustion tugs at me, pulling me toward the blackness like a
blanket over my head.


Chapter Twelve

Lev isn’t at school the
next day, and the whole afternoon I wonder if I’ve dreamed the
conversation we had last night. Even now, it’s become a memory. It
seems surreal and impossible, like something that could never have
transpired in daylight.

I pass through the school
in a daze, unable to refrain from replaying our conversation,
looking for all the things I missed before. More than anything, I
fear the things I don’t understand. Why isn’t he in school? Why
wouldn’t he tell me what kind of an angel he is or his purpose? And
what do I have to do with that purpose?

The questions result in
burnt hamburgers that night, and Jimmie opens the window to drive
away the smell despite the cold. He shakes his head and
stares.

“Everything okay,
Lizzie?”

For a moment I don’t even
realize he’s speaking. Then I nod. “Oh, yeah. Everything is
fine.”

“You act like you’re a
million miles away.” His gaze is pointed, as though he knows what’s
bugging me, but I have to call his bluff on this one. Jimmie has no
idea.

“I’m fine.” I start to
pull out more burgers, but Jimmie points to the fridge.

“Maybe you’d better not
cook. Let’s just finish off the rest of the pizza.”

Once Jimmie leaves for work,
I head upstairs and find Lev standing by my window. He braces his
hands on the sill to peer out into the starless night. His head
barely touches the glass, and I can tell by the way his fingers
grip the sill he’s far from comfortable.

“Where were you today?” I
ask, closing my door.

“I had a lot on my mind.”
He stands perfectly still, closing his eyes. His breath is labored,
and judging from his position and the strain in his voice, he seems
almost…in pain. I see his pale reflection in the glass, but his
expression is guarded, unreadable.

“Why are you here?” My
throat is dry, and I wonder why this is so difficult.

“For you.”

Unable to take the distance
anymore, I rise from the bed and cross the room. Without thought, I
wrap my arms around him and lean against his back. Surely doing so
will make whatever answers he must give bearable.

He gasps at my touch, his
shoulders sagging, and he grips my hand tightly before gently
prying himself loose. He turns but takes a step back.

“What’s wrong?”

“There are things we have
to talk about—things I’m not proud of.” He averts his
eyes.

“Lev, if you’re an angel,
how bad can those things be?”

He lowers himself to the
sill, half-sitting but poised, I know, for flight should this go
awry. I can tell by his dark expression he’s working on how to
phrase whatever response he’s come up with, but the silence bothers
me. The nightmare Lev bothers me.

“Lev?”

He glances up. “My universe
is different than yours Elizabeth. You mostly view events as mostly
unrelated, and good and evil based on each event alone.”

“I don’t understand.” I
perch on the bed, wishing he’d just spit out the bad news. I toy
with my fingernails just to give myself something to do.

“All the events in your
world are part of a much bigger scheme. You don’t see how one thing
leads to or is connected to others, and if one thing is changed how
the consequences affect all things. You can’t.” He lets out a
weighted breath and shakes his head.

“What does that have to do
with me?”

“You are my one thing. The
first change that will lead to others.” He thrusts his hand through
his hair savagely.

Sitting there feeling my
stomach knot, I try to imagine myself as a force of change, but I
can’t see myself as being that important. It’s easier to be
anonymous, part of the backdrop instead of the
spotlight.

“Why me?” I finally
manage, feeling as though I can hardly breathe. It’s like my body
is imploding, a million little charges firing at once so all I am
collapses in on itself. In some ways, I can’t help thinking that
would be easier.

“In many ways, we’re
alike. You do as you’re told most of the time and don’t question
the rules. But even though you do that, you feel as though you’re
never good enough, that you never belong, and that no matter how
much time passes, you might never understand your
existence.”

“But you’re an angel.” I
say those words as though they should clear everything
up.

“Even angels have souls.
They are born with free wills. And even angels sometimes disobey
because they don’t understand the necessity or sense of rules, and
they want what they want.”

I reach out and touch his
arm. “And what did you want?”

“To do my job. To carry
souls from this world to the next. But perhaps I was too good at
it.”

“Too good?” He still won’t
look at me. Goosebumps stipple my arms, and I cross them over my
chest. “I don’t get it. Is it me?”

“Yes…and no.” He leans
back, taking my impatient look and a bitter laugh escapes. “You
want everything to be simple, and it isn’t. Nothing about this life
or any other is simple—in either of our worlds.”

“What about my
nightmares?”

“You definitely pick the
hard ones first, don’t you? They aren’t dreams, Elizabeth. They’re
memories.”

“Not my memories. They’re
someone else’s from a long time ago—a time before I was born.” I
see my face, yeah, but it’s not me. It can’t be. Because if it is,
I don’t know who I am at all. And that scares me more, perhaps,
than dying.

“Souls have memories.
Yours carries images of past lives. The day you previously
died—November 27, 1868, at Black Kettle’s camp.” Chills race
through me, and I start trembling violently as the images click
into place, more vivid now than ever. I can feel the snow on my
cheeks, the blood on my face. If it was real, then….

I open my mouth to scream,
but Lev quickly grabs me and places a hand over my mouth. I start
to struggle against him, but his hands are strong as he lifts me to
him, his arms holding me fast. White-hot light encircles us, and
for the first time, I see the shimmering for what it truly is, the
blinding white of his wings as they wrap about us, surrounding us,
in a wash of light and heat that makes Lev’s hair burn white. His
skin glows, and as his wings entwine about our bodies, his eyes
envelop my soul. I can’t look away.

“Calm down, Elizabeth. The
soldiers can’t hurt you here.” His voice is deep and resonant, and
the timbre of it seems to reach straight to my core. I watch his
mouth, but his lips don’t move.

“How are you….” I keep
trying to look around. Panic claws at me until I feel as though I
can’t breathe.

“It’s the connection
between us.”

I think I feel us moving,
but I can’t tell for sure because of the canopy of his wings what
is happening. Lev holds me completely still, but that doesn’t
affect the inner me who is all over the place. I feel the world
tilt and realize we must be lying down. I still want to strike out,
to run, but I can’t. Looking into those timeless eyes, I can’t
move.

“Sleep, Elizabeth, and
don’t be afraid.”

My eyes grow heavy, and all
the panic starts to wane. I can’t remember now why I wanted to
flee. I only remember the sound of my body breathing and the ocean
of Lev’s eyes, warm Caribbean water washing over me, sweeping the
turgid emotions far out to sea where I can forget them, at least
for the present.

 


A warmth
washes over me as I slowly open my eyes. Where am I?

In the soft glow of Lev’s
body, I lie draped in his arms. His closed eyes suggest sleep, but
as our previous conversation comes back, I wonder if angels sleep.
All around us, I finally see what the light has hidden for so
long—huge white wings that have cocooned us so there are only Lev
and me in this moment.

“Lev?” I whisper. My hands
rest against the planes of his bare chest, and I feel so warm
nestled there, as though I were always meant to be here.

His eyes open slowly, and
his lips tug upward bit by bit. “Elizabeth.” He leans forward and
kisses my forehead. “You look better.”

“It was the thought of the
nightmares. I couldn’t bear reliving them again,
knowing….”

“Shhh.” His lips linger at
my forehead.

Unable to stop staring at
the wings around us, I reach out and touch one, my fingers brushing
the soft feathers. “I feel like we’ve been like like this before.”
My heart is racing.

“When I saw what the
nightmares were doing to you, I came to you each night.” He lifts
his hand and strokes my cheek. “I wrapped you in my wings and
nudged you deeper into sleep where the life you lived before
couldn’t find you. As long I as I remained beside you, you slept
peacefully.” His blue eyes cloud over as his lips shift to a frown.
“You were exhausted. I couldn’t stand by and watch the past destroy
you.”

“How is this
possible?”

“There’s more possible
than you’d ever believe. There is so much that lies beyond
sight--so much.”

“Were you really
there…when I died? In every dream, I saw you.” I catch his hand and
hold it between both of mine.

He takes a deep breath and
nods. “Yes.”

I start trembling again.
“Why did you watch me like that?” I can feel the pain and fear
washing over me again, threatening to drag me down.

“I was wrong,” he
whispers. “I believed Father wanted blind duty.” He carefully
removes the bracelet and slides it into my palm. The silver is warm
from his skin. “Do you remember what ‘Lev’ means,
Elizabeth?”

“Yes.” I grip the bracelet
as though it’s all I have left to hold onto. “Heart.”

“I came here 700 years ago
to be an angel of death. My duty was to deliver those who were
leaving this world. And I did it. But I was indifferent to those
souls. I had no heart. I had no love. I had only responsibility and
duty. My Father knew my flaws. He knew how to smooth the rough
places. But the ultimate cost was mine. And for that I will never
forgive myself.”

He blinks, and his wings
slowly disappear. My room shifts back into focus, from the books on
the shelf to the stuffed animals my parents had gotten me when I
was little. All these things that I once loved now hold no interest
for me. Lev’s all I know, and no matter how tangled things become,
I will not let go.

“What is my part in all of
this?”

“You were my teacher.” Lev
slowly stands and walks to the window. As I watch him, I see the
familiar shimmer of his wings. His bare back glistens warmly as he
reaches for his shirt and slides it on.

“I don’t
understand.”

“You have lived six
previous lives, Elizabeth. In each, you died at the same age under
similar circumstances, and each time, my Father put me somewhere in
your life, knowing that even an angel who asked for nothing but
responsibility could not keep watching you die and carrying your
soul away, especially not when it was you, Elizabeth. You taught me
about a kind of love I never imagined. Time and again, in each
life, you offered me love and trust, and I couldn’t understand how
you could open up your heart to me over and over. The last time,
you died in my arms and I wept. I begged for one more chance. Just
one.”

“That’s not what I saw in
my dreams.” I keep remembering how he watched me die.

“Your dreams are a mix of
different incidents.” He exhales a shivery breath and tears
shimmers in his eyes and overflow. The light seems to explode in
his tears. So bright. He brushes his hand across his face, but more
come. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth. I’m so sorry it took me so
long.”

I remember what he’d said
about consequences and curiosity, and it is then the image of Lev
standing just beyond the soldiers comes to me. I bring my hand to
my mouth and try to focus on biting my nails because everything he
says makes no sense at all. My lips part but no words come. What in
the world could I give as a response?

Lev takes an unsteady
breath. “I wanted to tell you, Elizabeth, but how could I explain?
You had to figure it out first, and I knew you would.” He steps
towards me, but I hold my hand up to keep him back.

“I think you’d better go,”
I whisper, starting to shake. I don’t want to know this. I want him
to take it all back as though he’d never said it. I want the dream
Lev not to exist. But he does, and I feel adrift once
again.

“I know this is hard. And
I wish I’d been so much better to start with. But I’m not perfect.
Just give me a chance. Please.”

“You should go.” I move
away from him, still trying to wrap my thoughts around this
nightmare. The peace from lying nestled in the sanctuary of his
arms quickly dissolves, and I fold my arms across my chest and
struggle for warmth.

Why me?

“We still have more to
talk about, Elizabeth.” He steps toward me again.

“Go!” I tell him, backing
up, knowing that if he touches me with those hands and looks into
my eyes, I’ll lose the edge of this anger. Maybe this pain will
resurface, and maybe it won’t, but I’m just not ready to give in
and let him soothe away something so inconceivable.

He shakes his head. “Before
you lash out at me, just remember you asked,” he says softly. “I’ll
call you tomorrow and see how you’re doing.”

I want to tell him not to,
but words are beyond me. As he leaves, I sink onto my bed, feeling
more alone than ever. How could he have kept this a secret? I start
rocking back and forth.

“I thought I knew you,” I
whisper, feeling the first sting of tears streaming down my face. I
slowly lie down and roll into a fetal ball as the storm of emotions
hits, leaving me breathless. I want to remember Lev’s eyes as he
held me this evening, but all I can see is the darkness swirling
around me, threatening to draw me under along with the riptides
tugging at my body.

 



Chapter Thirteen

Most of the night passes in
a blur of dream images. Some are from the nightmare, while others
are all but unrecognizable, making me wonder if they, too, are
fragments from other lives. The one distinct aspect of all the
dream threads is fear.

How could he watch me die
over and over?

When I extract myself from
amid the comforter, I rise to a steel sky and frothy morning. A
hard frost has latticed the window, and the grass glitters a dull,
unsteady white; my Jeep’s windows are completely covered, meaning
that before I head to school, I’ll have to clear them. My throat
aches, and my head feels as though it’s been stuffed with rags, and
I know it’s because I spent lots of time crying last night, both
awake and asleep. I keep trying to find answers, but maybe there
aren’t any.

I rush through a shower,
unable to enjoy it, and mindlessly search for an outfit—jeans and a
long-sleeved t-shirt I really don’t care for. It’s all the same.
With trembling hands, I braid my long hair even as Jimmie stomps
through the door.

“Lizzie?”

“Coming. Just a sec.” I
band off the single braid and make my way downstairs as Jimmie
pulls off his blue uniform shirt, leaving only his white
undershirt. His pale skin almost blends with it.

“Did you paint the
garage?”

“No.” I swallow hard. “Lev
did. He thought you had more than enough to do, and besides, he
didn’t like those words.” I’m not looking at him, feigning interest
instead at the ends of my braid, pretending to check to see if the
hair is even.

“That was nice of him.” He
heads into the kitchen to grab a glass and the pitcher of orange
juice. “But I would’ve gotten to it today. Tell him thanks when you
see him.”

“’Kay.” My stomach knots.
I’m not sure I feel any better about seeing Lev today than I did
last night. How do I come to terms with this?

A knock at the door
interrupts things, and taking a deep breath, I force myself to
answer it. I expect to find Lev there, but it’s Celia. She’s
wearing a bright pink sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers with bright
pink laces. She offers a bright smile.

“Morning, Lizzie. Thought
I’d see if you want a ride. Lev is out sick.” She points to a red
Nissan. “Mine’s already warm and defrosted.”

She has a point, I
grudgingly admit, knowing that as soon as we’re alone, we’ll
probably be talking about Lev, and I’m not sure I’m ready. I know
it’s inevitable, but that doesn’t make it any easier.

“Sure,” I manage. “You
want to come in while I get my stuff?”

“Nah. I’ll wait in the
car.”

“’Kay.” I watch her turn
before closing the door.

“Is that Lev?” Jimmie
asks. He’s already pushed the recliner back and closed his eyes.
His cap rests askew on his head, blocking the light. He’ll be
asleep in no time.

“Nope. His sister, Celia.
Lev’s sick today, so she asked if I wanted to ride with
her.”

“Mmmm,” Jimmie says. At
this point, a troupe of bikini-clad volleyball players could start
a game in the living room, and Jimmie wouldn’t move. He sleeps so
soundly. I guess it’s because of the shift change and
all.

Shaking my head, I run up
the stairs and get my bag, check to make sure I have all my books,
and grab my purse. On the way out, I tug my jacket on. Celia’s
blaring music, but, as I slip into the seat, she flips the radio
off and nods to my seatbelt.

“You should put that
on.”

“Yes, Mother,” I sigh and
draw the belt across my lap. At one time, I would have had a
million questions for Celia, but right now, I’m not so sure I want
to know any more than what I’ve already learned.

“You’re pretty quiet this
morning, Lizzie. I take it Lev finally talked to you.” She looks at
me, a frown transforming her usually mischievous
expression.

“Yeah.” I lean back in the
seat and close my eyes, feeling fatigue tugging at me.

“It’s not all his
fault.”

My eyes fly open
incredulously. “So he didn’t really have the option of saving me
the last six times I died? He had to watch as I took a bullet. Is
that what you’re trying to tell me?”

She turns back to the road
and veers into the parking lot. “Even angels are flawed beings able
to make bad choices. Before you came along, he didn’t feel things.
He didn’t feel people. He did what he was told. It is his fault
that he was so stubborn for so long. But angels can’t change the
past any more than humans can. He lives with the nightmares of
watching you die just as much as you do.”

My body aches from the
weight I’m carrying, and I just want to sleep. “What does he want
from me?”

“To save you. He doesn’t
feel he deserves more.”

“To save me? What does
that mean?” The breath catches in my throat.

Celia’s grip tightens on the
wheel. “I guess he didn’t tell you that part, did he?” She rubs her
forehead. “I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“What does that mean?” I
demand, my voice rising as I suddenly have a very good idea about
things.

“The past will replay
itself. It always does. Which means you are in danger.”

My shoulders cave beneath
her words. “Jimmie was right,” I whisper. “The graffiti isn’t a
practical joke, is it?”

“No.” She pulls her keys
from the ignition and grabs her school bag.

“Where’s Lev? You can’t
tell me angels get sick.” My voice sounds angry and panicked, like
I am.

“They do, just not like
you. It’s not physical. Right now, Lev is trying to come to terms
with you and what happened last night. So far, he’s not doing so
great.” She takes a deep breath and slowly let it out.

“Does he know what’s going
to happen?”

“Only that whoever has
been painting the graffiti will try to kill you. He doesn’t know
the specifics as to how and when it will happen.”

“Great.” My voice trembles
and I want to go home and pretend none of this is happening. It’s
all so surreal, and every time I think I understand, it slips
beyond me. “Does this mean Lev is going to run the other way
again?”

Celia grabs my arm. “Don’t
do this. Lev didn’t choose this anymore than you did. But he’s not
just going to run away and leave you to face your fate.”

“Then why isn’t he here?”
It’s a question with a double edge, I realize, because even though
he claims he wants to protect me, right now seeing him is so not on
my list of things I want to do. As it is, I keep seeing the Lev of
my nightmares, and something deep inside hurts.

“Because he’s struggling
with this just as much as you are. He doesn’t want to bring you any
more pain, but he doesn’t know what to say to help you. He wants so
badly to make this right, and he knows he can’t.” With that, Celia
gets out, and I follow. Although I dislike the cold, the absence of
wind does make things feel warmer.

“I know it’s not my
place,” Celia begins as we head toward my locker, “but Lev does
deserve a chance to prove he’s not what you think right
now.”

“How could he watch me die
and do nothing?” I whisper, trying to ignore everyone as we
pass.

“We’re angels, not humans.
In Lev’s case, he’s had to watch a lot of people die and guide
their spirits afterwards. In 700 years, you were the first to touch
him, to reach inside and make him start to feel something besides
duty. To feel…love…and begin reconciling that feeling with those
you’ve had for 700 years—an eternity before—doesn’t happen
overnight. I know you think him cruel, but you have to remember
that he didn’t fire the rifle that killed you. He wasn’t involved.
That was a mortal choice, and those events had been in motion long
before. He was only doing as he was expected to do. Everything
happens as it does for a reason, in its own time, according to the
grand design of things. Yet even for many of us it is hard to
witness mortal suffering. That he went through carrying your spirit
six times has left its mark on him as much as it has
you.”

I stiffen and shake my
head. Until Celia brought up Lev’s angelic role, I hadn’t given it
much thought. An angel of death? I had always pictured them as
cruel and merciless as they take life indiscriminately, and without
a second thought. The idea that angels could feel, that I had made
him feel, took me aback. What am I to think now? All I see is my
very human and conflicted side of things. Now, I see more, and I am
more confused than ever. I’m trying not to react to this new
conflict, but my whole body trembles. I twist the dial on my
combination lock back and forth until I can pull the lock free and
open the locker. The light spills into the darkness, and the
outline of a young wild turkey presents itself, dangling from a
length of cord. Its body dangles and turns, back and forth, blood
still oozing from its slashed belly.

All that blood.

“Oh, God.” I whisper,
dropping both my book bag and my lock. I’m paralyzed, and each
breath feels thinner than the one before. Celia grabs my shoulders
and shoves me away.

“Elizabeth, are you okay?”
I hear the voice, but it’s lost amid the clamor of bodies edging in
around me, jostling me, making me sway back and forth. I hunt
through the faces to find Shelly.

“Take her to the office,”
Celia demands. “I’ll stay until the principal gets here.
Go.”

Shelly sets her arm around
me, and I feel her propelling me down the hall toward the office.
As we walk, the crowds in the hall watch us, looking back and forth
between me and the locker, me and the locker. Everything is moving
slow and dreamlike. I don’t feel a part of any of it, not even my
own body.

As we enter the office, I
vaguely hear the secretary ask about me, and Shelly tries as best
she can to explain. Ms. Adams pages Mr. Williams and tells us to
wait in his office. At that point, Shelly nudges me forward, and we
sit in the chairs across from his desk. His empty chair faces us,
and I can’t help but wonder just how often over the years it has
remained so. The absent principal, I think, and bark a laugh no one
hears. More laughter, then, but I’m not sure, really, that’s it.
What is laughter, after all, but a scream turned
backward?

A few minutes later, Mr.
Williams and a police officer walk into the office. The principal
sits behind his desk while the officer stands near me.

“You can go back to class
now, Shelly,” the principal says, frowning. Shelly gives me one
last reassuring glance.

“You look a little pale,
Ms. Moon.”

“I’m fine.” I fold my arms
across my chest. The image of the hanged and gutted bird won’t
leave me. Even with my eyes open, I see it.

“Do you have any ideas who
might have done this, Elizabeth?” the officer asks very gently, his
pen hovering over paper, ready to jot notes about our
conversation.

“No,” I say. “We just
moved here, so I can’t figure I’ve had much time to make enemies.
The only thing I can think of is that this has something to do with
my parents.”

The officer looks up
sharply.

“What do you mean by
that?” Principal Williams leans forward in his chair.

“My mother and father were
from here. When I was three, my father disappeared. There were
incidents of graffiti then, too. ‘Red trash.’” My voice is pretty
much monotone; unless I lock my emotions away, I’m going to end up
stark-raving mad and incoherent.

The two men exchange
glances, and the officer says, “I’ll go to the station and pull the
file.”

“You can’t. No case was
ever filed. Apparently my dad wasn’t considered a worthy missing
person. After all,” and here I can feel the bile rising in my
throat, bitter and heavy, “full blood Cheyenne fathers are into
child abandonment. They invented it. So the law never shows too
much interest. Good riddance, right? Isn’t that right, Mr.
Williams? Good riddance?”

Another look passes between
them, this one more incredulous. They’re ignoring me, and why not?
It’s true, isn’t it? All of it? And how much more so for a
half-breed who doesn’t even know who she is?

Mr. Williams picks up the
phone. “At any rate, I should call your guardian, Ms. Moon. He’ll
want to know about this.”

“Don’t.” I force myself to
sit upright. “Jimmy just started this job, and he’s had to take off
a lot because of me. The last thing he needs is to be fired. He’s
exhausted, and right now he’s resting for his next
shift.”

“I understand, Ms. Moon.
But I am still obligated to tell him. This is far beyond the realm
of a callous prank.” Sure, like he would know. Or maybe he does. He
knows my combination.

Before I can offer another
argument, Williams is already dialing Jimmie’s number. I perch on
the edge of the chair, awaiting the inevitable freak-out from
Jimmie’s end, but the phone just keeps ringing. We haven’t bought
an answering machine because we use the cell phones so much more
than the house phone.

“Do you know any other way
we can reach Jimmie?” Williams asks, hanging up the
phone.

Although I hate to lie, in
this case, I’ll take my chances. “No, I don’t.” I wish this whole
nightmare would just blow over.

Williams takes a deep
breath and frowns. “Ms. Moon, do you feel well enough to stay here?
I know you’ve been in and out of the hospital recently, and the
last thing I want you to do is miss school, but I would understand
if you’re too upset.”

“I’ll be fine,” I say.
Anything is better than facing Jimmie with this news, even going to
class. “May I go?”

He nods. “Just stay away
from your locker. I’ll send an e-mail to all of your teachers
apprising them of the situation so you can borrow books if
necessary.”

“Thank you.” I rise and
pretty nearly bolt out of the office. As the first bell rang some
time after I got to the office, the halls are now deserted, which
is a relief because I know that what just happened is probably
spreading through the school like mono, with new gruesome details
being added with every re-telling. In fact, the only person I even
see in the hall is Gail, who is picking up the absentee slips. She
offers a smile that seems genuine.

“I’m glad you’re back,
Lizzie.”

That’s a first, I think.
Then again, maybe she feels at least slightly guilty about the fall
over the rail. Who knows? I’ve learned that most of the people I
meet aren’t who they seem. Then again, maybe she’s going to ease up
on me because of Lev. Whatever the reason, it’s a
relief.

Mr. Maguire is already in
the middle of a lecture when I slip into the classroom, and
although some of the teachers have heard about my locker, I’m
guessing he’s not one of them.

“It’s so good of you to
finally join us, Ms. Moon.” Then he turns back to the notes he’s
scribbling on the board. Although I’d wondered if Lev would show
up, his chair still sits empty. Griffin’s, on the other hand, is
occupied, and he’s staring at me. Although he’s usually the first
to offer what he feels is his “sexy” smile, this morning, I’m
guessing he’s just not feeling it because he doesn’t smile as he
takes out a sheet of paper, scrawls a note to me, and slips it on
my desk.

I slowly unfold it. “How are
you?”

“Fine,” I write and pass
it back. I look to see if Mr. Maguire is anywhere close to us. He’s
coming this way. The note lands back on my desk. The flying motion
of the paper captures Maguire’s attention, speeding his steps to my
desk, and before I can put it away, the teacher grabs and unfolds
it. I hold my breath, hating what is coming.

“Well, well, Ms. Moon, Mr.
Hauser—what do we have here?”

He peers down at the writing
and begins reading in a very melodramatic voice. “I’m sorry.
Really, Lizzie, I am so sorry.”

He arches an eyebrow at
Griffin, who now tries to look out the window. His back is rigid,
and he grits his teeth. Maguire is getting to him. That much is
obvious.

“So, Mr. Hauser, exactly
what is it that you are sorry for?”

“None of your business,”
Griffin growls, folding his arms across his chest.

“Wrong.” Maguire levels a
lethal stare at him. “This is my class, and what you do in this
room is my business.”

Griffin jerks himself from
the chair and heads toward the office.

“Where do you think you’re
going, Mr. Hauser?”

“To talk to Mr. Williams,”
he growls an d slips out the door, slamming it in
passing.

“Why don’t I join you?” He
walks to the door and turns back for a moment. “Read Chapter 12 and
be ready for a quiz.”

Luckily for the rest of us,
the bell rings before Mr. Maguire can return, so we practically fly
out into the hallway to escape. Although I keep expecting Lev to
show, he doesn’t. Celia, however, keeps popping up everywhere, and
I get the feeling its to make sure I’m all right. Still, a part of
me worries about Lev, considering what Celia said. Figuring that at
school the damage to my life will be things that happen in my
locker, I force myself to focus on other things the rest of the
morning. Since Lev is nowhere to be found, I sit at Shelly’s table.
Both girls are a bit quiet at first, and I feel them both staring
at me a whole lot more than normal.

“What?” I finally demand.
“You two have been staring at me this whole time. What’s going
on?”

Shelly pulls the peel back
from her orange and then looks at me. “Bree and I heard you took a
spill over the rail at the falls and that Lev fished you out. Is
that true?”

Here we
go, I think, miserably.
“Yeah.”

“Was he with you when you
fell?” She pulls one section of orange from the rest and eats
it.

“No. He was on an
overnight fishing trip with his dad. They heard screaming and saw
my body moving down the river.” My voice sounds detached, and I’m
beginning to wonder if I’m going to have a multiple personality
disorder after all this.

It’s at that moment that I
spot Lev and Celia wandering into the cafeteria, where Lev gets a
plate for his salad. My breath catches, but he doesn’t even look at
me. I feel myself sinking back into despair.

“I’ll be right back,” I
say, rising. My feet propel me to the salad bar, but even as I’m
standing in front of him, I seem to be invisible. I keep waiting
but even as he starts past, his eyes don’t meet mine.

“Lev?” I
whisper.

He stiffens at the sound of
my voice. “Elizabeth. You should go back to your friends.” After
that little warning, he starts to walk away. His whole body tenses
beyond belief.

“What if I want to be with
you?”

“You can’t.” He closes his
eyes and takes a deep breath. He starts to walk away, but I step in
front of him. “Not right now. I have some stuff to sort through.”
He closes his eyes for a second, opens them, and looks past me as
he walks away. I look for the shimmer but at this moment, with the
coming tears in my eyes, I can’t see anything.


Chapter
Fourteen

I don’t remember much past
running into Lev at lunch. The classes blur together, and the rest
is hard to care about.

Bree and Shelly have picked
up on the silent breaking within me but neither understands. They
think it all has to do with Lev. During English, when we’re
supposed to be writing a script for a commercial, they prattle on
and on while I say nothing yet feel everything.

Mr. Maguire strides down
the hall after school and stops right in front of my locker,
leaving me no choice but to talk to him. As most of the students
have already gone, I feel awkward just standing there, shuffling
books, and looking for a way out. Besides, I know Celia is waiting
for me.

“Ms. Moon?” the teacher
finally says, shoving his hands deep in his pocket.

“Yeah.” I pull on my coat,
hoping that will make him keep whatever he says short and
sweet.

“Mr. Williams has briefed
all of us about your situation, and I’ve been thinking. I know you
told the police that it was an accident when you fell over the
falls, but is it possible that Gail and Griffin intentionally
staged it?”

A shudder rips through me,
and my shoulders tense. “You weren’t there, Mr. Maguire. Griffin
did everything he could to keep me from falling.” I frown, suddenly
unsure where all of this is going.

“Perhaps he did. But if he
and Gail planned for you to go over the rail, it would be almost
impossible to pull you up.”

I step back until I feel
another locker pressing against my spine, telling me there is
nowhere else to go. “I don’t think that’s what happened. I think
Griffin tried his best. He’s not the one behind this.”

He shrugs. “Perhaps not. But
I’ve still alerted the office of his potential involvement. It’s
better just to be safe, Ms. Moon.” That said, he turns and heads
back down the hall, leaving me stunned.

Was it possible that Griffin was
dangerous? Had I underestimated him?

On the way to meet Celia at
her car, Lev and I brush past each other, and I wonder if those
other lifetimes had been this hard. Had I loved him then, too, and
was that why his memory refused to die? My feet seem to trip over
themselves.

I think of my locker. The
metal shelves have been cleaned, but I think of how blood traces
glow with Luminol and ultraviolet light. Nothing can be hidden for
long from those who seek it. In the light, there can be no
darkness, and the truth, they say, will set you free, but I don’t
feel it. I suddenly think about me being stuffed in there, my limbs
broken at odd angles to accommodate the space, a noose around my
neck— my blood stippling the cold metal like raindrops on leaves.
Some freedom, I think and shudder. Sometimes, freedom means just
trading one prison for another.

I get into Celia’s car, and
she shakes her head. “Okay, Lizzie, things seem to be worse between
you and Lev. I didn’t believe that was possible, but he’s not
talking, and I’m thinking you’re not going to, either.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I
rake the hair from my face and pin it behind my ears. I want that
to be true, but at the same time, more than anything, I want
Lev.

“It
doesn’t matter?”
She points outside, where Lev walks. “You sure about that? Look
closely because right now he’s suffocating under all the guilt you
smothered him with.”

“That’s why he wouldn’t
let me sit with him?”

“Bingo.”

My stomach aches. I think
it’s stress, and right now I’m wishing I didn’t know all the
answers for all the good they’ve done, alienating me from the one
person I truly care about.

“What do I do?” I lean
back against the seat as she pulls out. “Has it always been like
this between Lev and me?”

“No, this is the first
time he’s been so protective, and he’s taking a big risk. The
closer he keeps you, the more he feels, and the less able he is to
keep his head on straight. It would be funny, really, if there
weren’t so much at stake.”

“I’m scared,” I whisper,
turning toward the window as the landscape blurs past. “Because I
wonder if he’ll change his mind at the last moment like in my
dreams. But I can’t stand the thought of being without him, either.
It’s like my world doesn’t exist in his absence.”

“He’ll be there when you
need him,” Celia argues. “I’ve known him for 350 years, and I can
tell you what he’s going to do nine out of ten times.”

“What if I’m the tenth?” I
whisper, closing my eyes.

“Then Lev may as well
destroy himself because he won’t be able to take watching you die
again.” She pulls into my housing addition, and we fall silent. By
the time she accelerates into my driveway, where both my Jeep and
Jimmie’s truck sit, we’re each lost in our thoughts. I glance at
our house and dread going inside because if Principal Williams
actually did reach the house phone, Jimmie’s going to be so pissed.
Not that Jimmie could have accomplished anything by going to the
school except raising more of a ruckus.

“Thanks,” I murmur,
grabbing my backpack and getting out. Taking a deep breath, I walk
to the front door. As I slip inside, I hear Jimmie playing the
Playstation 2, and while most guys like sports games, Jimmie
prefers old video games like Joust and Missile Command. I pause for
a second and listen. The flapping sound tells me it’s Joust this
time. Part of me is relieved because if Principal Williams had
gotten ahold of Jimmie, playing video games would have been the
last thing on his mind, and right now Jimmie really needs to
unwind.

I smile,
glad to see some semblance of the old Jimmie. I don’t know for how
long, but since we moved here, he hasn’t acted right. Maybe he
suspected this move would be bad, but he could never have
anticipated this. I hang my coat in the closet before heading into
the living room where Jimmie intently hunches over his controller,
his eyes narrowed in concentration. Yet as I watch, a dragon
launches at Jimmie’s ostrich—at least I think it’s an ostrich—and kills
it.

“Hey, Lizzie,” he says,
smiling. “You want to play? I have your favorite, Centipede.” He
waves the rental case at me.

“Where did you get that?”
I pluck the box from his fingers. “I love this game.” Okay, okay, a
little of Jimmie’s old game obsession wore off on me. I’m a
Centipede fanatic, and when we lost this game in the move, I was
really upset. It’s pretty much the only one I like.

“So,” Jimmie says, “You
got time?”

“Sure.” I sink into the
couch as he takes the game and puts it on. He sits beside me to
watch as I shoot little bugs and get pounced on by dancing spiders.
As much as everything weighs me down, this light moment helps as
Jimmie and I sit together. Right now, all I have to do is remember
to breathe and forget everything else.

But, as my mind is quick to
point out, Lev will never be easy to forget.

 


Jimmie
and I play the Playstation for the rest of the afternoon. He beats
me, but only twice. Maybe he was letting me win. Once he decides
that it’s time to get ready for work, I heft my backpack over my
shoulder and trudge upstairs to write an essay over the role of the
female characters in Hamlet.
While the topic is really no trouble because I’m
one of the few kids who actually likes the play, trying to stay
focused is another matter.

No matter whether my
eyelids are open or closed, I see Lev’s face, his deep blue eyes
reminding me of a stormy sea. I see the shimmer surrounding his
body. I remember what it’s like to be cradled in his arms and to
feel his lips brush my skin. It’s like we’re now a part of each
other and I’ll never be free. Even now, knowing our paths have
crossed before, I don’t want to erase his presence from my life,
even if that could take away the future danger.

I struggle through three
paragraphs, wondering if anything I’m writing makes any sense, let
alone covers the topic. Frustrated, I close the book. Stepping to
the window, I look out into the darkness and up at the full moon.
My breath fogs the cold glass, leaving a muted blur.

Without
thinking, I raise my hand and scribble ‘Lev’ into the mist. I lean
against the glass, as though a windowpane is all that separates us.
It’s almost laughable. After all, why couldn’t I be like every
other girl and fall for somebody like Griffin? He might be a jerk
sometimes, true, but at least he’s a human jerk, and there’s no big,
drawn-out reason why our lives would be entangled, nothing that a
simple biology lesson wouldn’t answer.

But that question is just
one in a long list. Why couldn’t I be Caucasian or Indian but not
both? Why did my parents have to leave me—my mother through death
and my father through God only knows what? There’s no end to the
questions, and I’m sure even if I get the answers, I’ll think of
more questions.

Sighing, I turn and go back
to my bed. I grab the monstrous lit book and plop it onto my
rolling chair so I can lie back. I’m definitely feeling the first
tug of sleep, and I know it’s not the safest thing for me to drift
off because of the nightmares, but at this point, what does it
matter? I think about the turkey in my locker. My nightmares have
bled into my daily life, where I can’t escape. It doesn’t matter if
I’m awake or asleep. It’s all the same to my very confused little
brain.

In the fog of sleep, dreams
curl around me.

 


Lev and
I stand together
at the falls. Despite the cold that freezes my breath into wispy
funnels, Lev doesn’t wear a shirt. His blond hair shines like pure
light. We’re together, but our bodies don’t touch, and I feel
tension rising like the fine mist from the falls
ahead.

“I have to go, Elizabeth.”
Lev’s voice is barely audible over the rushing water, and he won’t
meet my eyes. It’s as though he’s rehearsed his words, and I’m of
no consequence to him.

“Why?”

“It doesn’t
matter.”

“It does to me.” I try to
grab his arm, but he shrugs it away. I feel myself starting to cry.
“Stay with me!”

Lev doesn’t answer.
Instead, he raises his arms, and his massive wings shimmer into
being. He climbs the rail. I gasp, watching him begin what appears
to be a straight dive, at least until his wings flap and lift him.
Each mighty wave of whiteness takes him farther and farther until I
can’t see him anymore.

I hear leaves crackle
distantly, and I whirl, knowing they’re coming. It’s just a matter
of time before my death in this time. Except Lev won’t be here,
either to stop my killers or guide my soul.

More noises. I can’t see
them, but I know they are present. So I scream.

 


Hands touch my face, and
someone whispers, “Shhhh. It’s just a bad dream.”

In my sleep-drugged mind, I
think, “What’s Jimmie doing here?” That makes me struggle from the
black undertow toward consciousness. My eyelids flutter open, and I
see the soft glow of light radiating from Lev. Once again he’s
wrapped me in his wings. His blue eyes seem to peer down into my
soul.

“Am I dreaming, or are you
real?” My hand touches the plane of his muscular chest.

“Which would you prefer?”
His warm, quiet voice settles over me. One hand strokes the bangs
from my eyes.

“That you’re
here.”

“Then I guess it’s your
lucky day.” He kisses me. “I was giving you space until I heard you
cry out.” His arms, like his wings, drape my body.

I feel my heart race.
“Where were you that you heard me?”

“It doesn’t matter. I
could be halfway across the world, and I would still hear your
dreams. I told you, we’re linked.”

I take a deep breath. “I’m
sorry about what I said. I didn’t mean it.” I gently stroke his
collarbone. “I really didn’t.”

“You don’t say things you
don’t mean, but it came from fear. You mistook my actions for
selfishness, Elizabeth, which is understandable.”

I feel something digging
into my back, and I grasp his hand to find the offending item is
his bracelet. I trace the silver plate. “Why do you wear
that?”

“To remind me of why I’m
here.” He looks down at it and then gently pulls it off. “But I
want you to have it.” His warm fingers slip the metal around my
wrist. “I don’t need it anymore.”

“Why?”

“Because I love you,
Elizabeth. It just took me a long time to figure that
out.”

“How will I know when
it’s…time?” My voice falters, and my whole body tenses.

“You won’t.” His hand
brushes the hair from my face. “To you, it will seem like every day
that came before.” He bends low and kisses my forehead.

“Will you know?” I keep
staring into his eyes, wanting to swim in them forever. I’ve never
seen a shade that pure and deep.

“Not entirely. I’ll
recognize the signs. That doesn’t mean I’ll know precise details,
which is why, no matter where you are, I won’t be that far behind.”
His voice is soothing. “Worrying isn’t going to help, Elizabeth.”
Glancing down, he lays his hand flat on my chest where my heart is,
and I feel a warmth seep into my skin, slowing the crazy beat of my
heart so I’m not bordering on panic.

“What…what are you
doing?”

“Helping.” His eyelids
slowly open more until he takes in my face. “That’s better. Your
heart doesn’t sound like a galloping horse anymore.”

“How did you do that?” I
whisper.

“Never ask an angel to
reveal his secrets.” An inviting grin spreads across his face, and
it’s contagious because despite the fear, I find myself
laughing.

“So what other
extraordinary abilities do you have?”

“Nothing much.” Again, he
teases me as he slips his palm against mine and laces our fingers
together. He bends and gently presses his lips to mine.

I savor his touch, feeling
my body spinning beside him. It takes a few seconds after he has
withdrawn to realize it and open my eyes. He’s still
staring.

“Welcome back to the land
of the living,” he muses. “I thought I might have lost
you.”

“Still here,” I
whisper.

“Mmmm.” He squeezes my
hand lightly. “So you still want to know what angels can
do?”

“Yes.” I touch his skin,
awed by the glow radiating from it. It’s as though the sun itself
radiates through him.

“I’ll have to show you.”
His wings slowly unfurl from around us, letting the light bathe us.
Then their brightness evaporates, leaving only the telltale shimmer
I always see. He rises from the bed.

“Has anyone else ever
recognized you as an angel?” I ask, thinking of his
wings.

“No. In 700 years, you’re
the only person who wasn’t dying who spotted my wings.” He rakes
his hand through his blond hair. “But I don’t know if that’s due to
our connection or just an anomaly.”

“Anomaly?” Words like that
tell me Lev is from a different time and place.

“Something out of the
norm.”

Together, we walk
downstairs, his hand on the small of my back, guiding me to the
closet where I grab my favorite wool coat. I look at him. “Don’t
you need a coat?”

He shakes his head,
grinning. “I don’t feel temperature the way you do. I’ll be fine.”
He starts toward the front door, but I grab his arm and gesture
toward the sliding glass door leading to the back yard.

“I don’t know if the
neighbors are watching, but it’s probably easier if we go out this
way.”

“All right.” He waits for
me to lead, and as I open the door, I feel a cold breeze blowing
in. A freeze has come with the night, and I zip my coat to keep out
the wind.

We step out to the back
porch, and I close the door. I feel Lev’s arms wrap tightly around
me from behind. He bends slightly so he can nestle his head on my
shoulder beside my face.

“You ready?”

“Yes,” I say,
breathless.

Still, I shiver when he
suddenly leaps into the air, his strong arms gripping me. The full
moon dances off his white wings, and I stare at their graceful
movement, mesmerized.

“Won’t people see us?”
Although I know he’s holding on tightly, I rest my hands atop his,
taking comfort in his sure grip.

“No one can see us right
now, Elizabeth—and you can relax. I’m not going to drop you.”
Although I expect the air to be cold, it feels like Lev is
generating his own heat and wrapping me in it. His silver bracelet
dangles from my wrist, and I watch the moonlight burn in a bright
silver bluet.

“Where are we going?” I
ask, leaning my head against his shoulder as his long, lithe body
ascends.

“To play in the sky.” He
grins mischievously. His wings pump hard and faster, taking us
higher, up toward the lazy clouds. “Ever seen a cloud up
close?”

“No.” But one looms ahead,
and although I start to brace for contact, Lev chuckles and looks
down.

“You’ll feel nothing. I’ve
shielded you from everything, including the cold.” His gaze snaps
forward, and we hurtle toward the grey mass just ahead. I cringe,
but we sail right through. Lev gently releases me with one hand,
and at first I panic and try to grab for his arm.

“I’ve got you. Trust me.”
He reaches out into the clouds and runs his fingers through the
grey steamy tufts.

A moment later, we emerge
atop the cloudbank into a midnight sky clearer than I remember
seeing in a long time. Above, a black canopy studded by stars
greets us. The only sound I hear is my own heartbeat and the rustle
of Lev’s wings in the still air, and at once, Lev’s wings stop
flapping, stranding us in this bit of the heavens, hovering over
the world I know.

“This is beautiful,” I
murmur, awed by starlight.

“Yes.” Lev kisses my
temple. “It’s where I come when the rest of the world is out of
harmony and I feel as though I’ve lost my way. It restores me.” He
slowly wraps his free arm back around me.

“Is this where you came
when we argued?”

“Yes. I wanted to be
alone, then Celia told me about the mess in your locker, and I knew
I had to watch over you. I just thought I could do it from a
distance.”

“So you thought it
wouldn’t hurt not to have you in my life?” I whisper, remembering
the last nightmare. My eyes close but I can’t drive the memory
away.

“I knew you’d eventually
get over my absence.”

“You’re wrong.” I shake my
head. “If you think that, you really don’t know me.”

Although Lev’s embrace
tightens, he doesn’t answer, and I just have to hope the way he’s
holding me is enough of an answer for us both.

“You ready to move again?”
he asks, still staring at the map of stars.

“Sure. Where are we
going?”

“You’ll see,” he promises.
His wings rustle through the air, and he slips into a dive, racing
through a thick tangle of clouds. When we burst through, the whole
of our small, imperfect town lies sprawled below. A few lights here
and there punctuate the blackness spread like a miniature movie
set. His speed makes me nervous.

“Can we slow
down?”

“I’ve never lost a mortal
yet, and I don’t plan on starting with you. But yes, we can.” His
wings stop the frenzied motion and opt for something slower. From
up here, it looks like a perfect little sleepy town where nothing
bad happens—a storybook village, but even those have an evil side.
Hauser’s Landing has its own darkness, and no matter what I do,
that darkness is waiting. The thought makes me shudder, and Lev’s
hold tightens.

“You all right?” His warm
breath brushes my face.

“Yeah.” There’s no point
in vocalizing my fears. It won’t change anything. So instead I
watch the little town grow as we continue our descent, Lev’s wings
drawing back slightly as we ride the currents.

“Where are we
going?”

“You’ll see,” he
promises.

Although I’m getting pretty
familiar with the town, I’ve never seen it displayed like this, so
I struggle to find landmarks to orient me. The first one I pick out
is the school, probably because that seems to be around where we’re
heading. Smiling, Lev raises one arm and points to a flock of
geese, their “v” formation sweeping across the sky, very close to
us.

“Look at that.”

Mesmerized, I watch the
birds soar past, their bodies weightlessly graceful. The warm air
flips my hair before my face, and I pull back a strand to clear
it.

“This is why I like your
world, Elizabeth. It never fails to surprise me.”

“That makes two of us,” I
mutter, shaking my head as we swoop lower, now passing the school
as we fly toward the cemetery. Lev’s wings tilt, slowing our
airspeed. We drop low enough so it seems we are barely hovering
above ground. Then his feet touch, and he gradually comes to a stop
just in front of the gate.

“Please tell me you didn’t
bring me here to play golf.”

“At night, in a cemetery?”
Lev arches his eyebrows as his arms unfurl from around me. “You’ve
got to be kidding.”

“Nope. That was a blind
date back in Dallas. Ever since then, I just don’t do cemeteries at
night.” I look at the way the moonlight breaks through the tree
branches and scatters light across the old rusty gate. Although the
full moon illuminates much, the grounds seem dark, reminding me of
my fears as a kid.

“You aren’t scared of a
few dead people, are you?” Lev asks, taking my hand to lead me
toward the entrance.

“Why would you ask that?”
Now that I’m not in Lev’s embrace, the cold air has found me and
the wintry blast, which drifts off the river not too far away,
leaves me shivering.

“Because you’re
shaking.”

“I’m cold,” I insist. “You
should be, too, without a shirt.” I glare at his bare chest, amazed
at how even in the moonlight his skin radiates its own perfect
glow, as though the sun has bronzed it carefully. Even his hair
appears a soft gold as it softly flows to the edge of his
neck.

“I told you that your
temperatures don’t affect me. I feel neither hot nor cold in your
world.”

“Do you feel anything at
all?” I brush the hair back from my face.

“You.” Even in the
moonlight, the blue of his eyes appears its true color,
undiminished by night and shadow. His voice is rough with time and
emotions, and he nods towards the gate. “Shall we?”

“Why are we here?” I ask
softly, suddenly trepidatious. After all, I’d never expected to run
into something as supernatural as Lev. If he were possible, what
other creatures might exist I hadn’t been aware of.

“None which will tangle
with us tonight,” Lev teasingly whispers in response to my
thoughts, squeezing my hand. “Now come on.” He begins walking,
pulling me past the gate and into the cemetery. His gaze remains
fixed ahead, as though he’s focused well past the graves on either
side of us, and it’s a good thing he’s leading because I can’t see
all that well. I’d have found a headstone the hard way.

“Why do you think I’m
leading?” he mutters.

I shake my head and
abruptly stop. “Okay, Lev. Enough with the head-hopping,
okay?”

“You said you wanted to
know what angels do.” He laughs and shakes his head, and I give him
a dirty look that causes him to sigh. “Very well. I’ll stay out
unless it’s necessary.”

“Thank you.”

He holds out his hand for
mine, and I take it. We keep going until we reach my mother’s
headstone, where Lev stops and looks down.

A chill sweeps through me,
and I shudder. “What are we doing here?”

“She wanted me to tell you
she loves you.” He says the words so simply, as though she’s
standing right there and I simply can’t see her.

“What?” I pull my hand
from his and step closer to the stone. “How do you know that?” I
touch the cold, black marble. “She’s not even here, just what’s
left of her body.”

“You’re right.” He folds
his arms across his chest. “She’s dead to this world, Elizabeth,
but that doesn’t mean she isn’t alive in another, where you can’t
see her.” He walks up behind me and looks at the stone.

Tears prick my eyes, and I
don’t know what to say. There’s a million questions I want to ask,
but none of them will make not having her in my life any easier.
The wind, unbroken because there are no trees here, is freezing,
and I shiver. Lev reaches out to me, but I stay his
hand.

“Celia said you carry
spirits from this world.”

“Yes.”

I touch the headstone, my
fingers carefully tracing her name. “Did you carry my
mother’s?”

“Yes.”

My shoulders sag, and I feel
like I’m going to start crying because in all the years I’ve been
able to understand what death is, this is the first time I’ve
thought about her circumstances and actually tried to envision what
happened.

“Were you with her when
she died?”

“Yes.” His voice is
whispery and deep.

I know the last question I
have to ask, but it’s so hard. Tears bead in my eyes, and I try to
swallow them, but there are too many. “Did she suffer?”

“No.” His hands rest on my
shoulders, and suddenly the cold wind is gone, replaced by his
warmth. “I removed the pain. There was only light. She felt as
though she were drifting to sleep and waking in another
place.”

My shoulders cave, and I
fall to my knees, my head against the stone, letting the tears
flow. In all these years, I’ve never felt sorry for myself for
losing someone I couldn’t remember. I tried to tell myself I could
manage somehow but that didn’t mean I didn’t miss her or it wasn’t
hard because it was. But I saw no point in grieving for what had
been lost when I had no chance to find it again, and all the years
of never crying, of never knowing, suddenly catches up with me, and
I weep, feeling only the raw grief ripping at my heart.

Lev waits patiently for me
to come to my senses, his hands remaining upon my shoulders. He
never says it will be all right. He knows that right now words mean
nothing. They can neither save nor heal me. They sure can’t bring
back the dead. Finally, when I’m able to cry no longer, I wipe my
face and look up at him.

“Thank you,” I whisper,
slowly rising, my vision bleary.

“For what?” he asks,
wrapping his arms around me.

“For being with her so she
wasn’t alone when….” I can’t say it.

“I knew she was your
mother, Elizabeth. Except for extraordinary circumstances, I can’t
interfere with life or death. I couldn’t stop the events that took
her life. I could only make them easier to bear.”

“What makes me
extraordinary, then?” His chest is so warm, so
comforting.

“Because you taught a
duty-bound angel that love matters more than life.” He puts his
hand under my chin and forces me to look into his eyes. “I have
never before been moved by a human. You were the
exception.”

“I don’t understand,” I
whisper, watching tears shimmer into his ocean eyes.

“You helped save
me.”

In the east we both see the
first traces of pink and blue breaking across the horizon. “We
should get you back so you can get ready for school,” Lev says,
wrapping his wings around me. The shimmer of his wings unfolds in
brilliant whiteness, and suddenly we’re airborne again.

“Lev, what about my
father? Do you know what happened to him?”

His jaw clenches.
“Yes.”

“Tell me,” I beg
softly.

“Not now. That’s another
story for another time. Morning has come, and we’ve shed darkness
for a little longer. Don’t ask me to drag you back.”


Chapter
Fifteen

Tonight Jimmie has his only
evening off this week, and I celebrate by making lasagna, his
favorite. Although I’m expecting a few rounds of Playstation games
and some heavy joking, as usual, between us, Jimmie is strangely
silent, as though something heavy rests on his mind. By the time
I’ve served the lasagna, breadsticks, and green beans, I can’t take
the silence anymore.

“Okay, Jimmie—spit it
out.” I pick up my glass and fill it with water, then grab
his.

He fiddles with the food and
his fork. A lack of appetite with Jimmie is never a good thing. He
now pushes his plate away, and his eyes flash in my direction where
I stand at the sink.

“I talked to Principal
Williams today. He mentioned that you had a slight…incident…at your
locker yesterday. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would
you, Lizzie?” He arches his eyebrows expectantly and folds his arms
on the table, waiting.

I cringe, and some of the
water spills as I set the glass in front of Jimmie. “How slight?”
Has Williams downplayed it, by chance? I slide into my seat. No, he
wouldn’t.

“A bleeding, gutted turkey
dangling from a noose in your locker? Those, I believe, were his
words exactly.” He drums his fingers impatiently on the
table.

Taking a deep breath, I say,
“I was going to tell you.”

“When? Next year?” He
shakes his head. “He said he tried calling me himself, but the
house phone just kept ringing, and he didn’t have my cell. You,
apparently, didn’t have it, either?” He raises his voice in a way
that tells me he knows I know the number.

“I didn’t want you to
freak out.” Picking up my fork, I realize the last thing I feel
like doing is eating.

“Let’s get this straight.
I’m not freaking out any less just because I found out later,
Lizzie. You should have been honest with me. I can’t protect you
unless I know what’is going on.”

I want to tell him he can’t
protect me, anyway, no matter what he knows, but nothing good will
come of that, I’m sure. So instead I duck my head and say, “I’m
sorry about that. I just don’t want to make things harder for you
than they already are. You’ve missed so much work because of
me.”

“You just don’t get it, do
you?” Jimmie starts shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter how much
work I miss. It doesn’t matter how many trips I have to make to the
school. It doesn’t matter what I have to do. I’ll do it every time,
especially when it comes to keeping you safe.” He levels his eyes
at me and frowns. “Maybe you think I’m raising you because it’s the
‘right’ thing to do. Actually, I’m doing it because I cared very
much for your parents, and I wasn’t about to watch you fall into
the court system as a ward. I love you. I’ve always thought of you
as my own daughter, Lizzie, and I always will. That means when
you’ve got a problem, I have a problem. And I need to
know!”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I
should have told you. It won’t happen again.” I nod toward his
plate. “Please eat. I know you’ve been spending a lot of hard hours
at work, and I wanted to fix you a good meal. So I made your
favorite.”

He grits his teeth, still
frustrated. “Yeah, all right.” Pulling the plate back in front of
him, he begins to eat.

“You want to play a few
games tonight?”

He looks at me over his
plate. “Why, you looking to get beat?”

“Just try.”

“Uh oh. The gauntlet’s
been thrown.” He offers a mischievous grin. As we joke, I see
Jimmie’s appetite pick up, and the nervous jump in my stomach
quiets down. I never expected Jimmie to say that about me because
he doesn’t have much use for words, and words that express emotions
are even higher on the “no-no” scale for him. So, in order for him
to have admitted that, I know he’s worried. That makes two of
us.

We keep joking until we’ve
both finished eating. Then, as he runs to the video store to pick
up a couple of rental games, I load the dishes into the dishwasher
and put up the leftovers, which will feed us both
tomorrow.

When Jimmie walks back into
the kitchen, he sets the plastic cases on the counter and winks at
me. “Got a surprise for you.” He nods toward the living
room.

Curious, I dry my hands and
follow Jimmie to find Lev sitting on the couch, already holding a
controller. “Hey, Elizabeth. Your dad found me at the video store
and invited me over.”

I laugh and sit on the
couch. “You’re in my seat, buster.”

“Be nice, Lizzie. Lev’s
our guest.”

Lev turns toward me. “Yeah,
be nice.”

I shake my head and think,
“Just wait till I pluck your feathers.”

Lev’s eyes widen playfully.
“You wouldn’t.”

I don’t answer, and Lev
scoots over and hands me the control.

“Why, thank you.” I beam,
and he leans, grinning.

“Don’t mention
it.”

He folds his arms across
his chest. From the corner of my eye, I see Jimmie loading
Centipede into the console. And then the fun really begins. While I
tend to think Lev is probably quicker than he seems, he graciously
loses all but one game to either me or Jimmie. For a little while,
I’m able to forget about all the bad stuff I can’t control as I
watch Lev play some kind of war game Jimmie rented. As Lev’s last
character dies, he turns to Jimmie.

“Would it be all right if
I brought Elizabeth to my house for a little while? Celia is
thinking about getting a new hairstyle and wants input.”

Jimmie shrugs. “It’s okay by
me. Just have her home by 10 ‘cause it’s a school night.” He turns
to me. “And you stay out of trouble.”

Lev sees me start to protest
and slides his hand over my mouth. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure of
it.”

“From what I can tell,
you’re pretty good at that.” He stands and stretches. “So, what’re
you waiting for?”

I go to the coat closet and
pull out my coat. Lev follows closely, and it seems he’s a bit more
nervous than he was earlier, hinting that something’s up and it
probably has nothing to do with hairstyles. As I start to put on my
coat, he takes it and holds it out for me to slip into. Knowing
it’s gotten colder since I was last outside, I zip it and head to
the door.

“You ready?” Lev asks,
gripping the doorknob.

“Yeah.” I look around the
room, but Jimmie has drifted upstairs, probably intending to do
some reading on his current mystery novel or go to bed early since
working the nightshift definitely wreaks havoc on his sleep
schedule.

Lev opens the door, and we
slip out into the night where his truck gleams in the moonlight. We
start to drive away before I broach the subject. “I’m not going to
help Celia pick a hairstyle, am I?”

“No.” He focuses straight
ahead.

“So where are we
going?”

“To my house.” His tone
sounds clipped, and it worries me.

“Has something happened?”
My body begins to shake, and he turns on the heater. Sometimes
angels just don’t get it.

“It’s about to.” I start
to ask, but Lev waves me to silence. “Please, Elizabeth. I’ll
explain everything when we get to the house. Just give me five
minutes.” He pushes the gas pedal a bit harder, as if to suggest
he’s trying to get there as quickly as possible.

“Will Jimmie be all
right?” I think about the graffiti and suddenly realize I’m
probably not the only one in danger.

“As far as I can tell,
Jimmie is in no danger for the immediate future. Neither are you.”
He pulls into the graveyard so he can wind around the cemetery and
drive across the bridge. As I look at all the headstones, thinking
of my mother and last night. My life seems so weird these days,
filled with so much I don’t understand. Sometimes I just wish
things would stop changing. Change scares me.

Knowing Lev isn’t going to
answer any serious questions, I ask, “So, do you enjoy losing
Playstation games?”

“Yes. Winning gets boring
most of the time and usually only makes my opponents
mad.”

“Such humility,” I
mutter.

“Elizabeth, I’m an angel.
It’s not my fault I can do things others here can’t. I try to blend
in as best I can, and that means losing part of the time.” He pulls
into his driveway and parks the truck. “Let’s go.”

Nervous, I get out of the
truck and walk with him, feeling his arm slip around me and draw me
close. From inside, I see lights warming the windows, and I wonder
if I’ll notice anything different from the first time I was here.
Lev tugs open the front door and hustles me inside.

“Can we talk now?” I
ask.

Lev points at the living
room where I find both Evan and Celia sitting, staring at me. Lev
gently pulls off my coat and hangs it on one of the hooks by the
door. Celia perches on the end of the sofa, her hands resting flat
on her thighs.

“Please have a seat,” Evan
says, gesturing to the other side of the couch. I look up at Lev,
waiting for his response. He nods.

“It’s okay,” he whispers.
“Promise.”

Uneasily, I step toward the
couch and slowly sit, hating that everyone is watching me and seems
to know what’s going on except me. I follow Celia’s posture clues
and set my palms against my thighs.

“So….” My voice sounds a
little high-pitched and jittery, just like me.

“Did you tell
her…anything?” Celia asks, looking from me to Lev and back
again.

“No. I wanted to
wait.”

I hate the suspense and wish
someone would just blurt out something. Anything would be
good.

“All right, I will,” Lev
says, responding to my thoughts as he sits on the armrest beside
me. “Just don’t shoot the messenger, okay?”

I nod slowly, trying to
prepare for whatever he’s going to tell me. I can’t read their
faces. I know the truth is there, but I can’t see it.

“You wanted to know about
your father,” Lev begins, taking my hand. “I don’t have the whole
story, but I do know that everything I’m about to tell you is going
to be in the news tomorrow—first the television and sooner or later
the paper. You have to trust me and not freak out,
okay?”

“Why?”

“His body will be
discovered.”

Inhaling sharply, I stare at
his face, trying to focus on the warmth, on his eyes, on anything
but the horrible words coming out of his mouth. “I don’t
understand,” I whisper, hoping that if he repeats it, the words
will be different and won’t sting so badly.

“Two hikers will be
turning up your father’s body tomorrow along the path by the
falls.”

“Oh, God!” I whisper,
suddenly feeling very light-headed, as though I can’t breathe
quickly enough. The world seems to spin madly around me. “How long
has he been dead?”

Evan and Lev exchange
glances. “Since before you left Hauser’s Landing as a child.” Lev
slips his arm around me and softly begins stroking my side, the
heat of his fingers radiating through my shirt.

“Easy,” Lev whispers. I
can feel the weight of his touch, and since he’s aware of my
thoughts, he probably expects me to lose it. I’m half-expecting
that myself.

“Who killed him?” I close
my eyes, trying to make myself focus on anything except the frantic
beat of my heart.

“We don’t know, only that
your dad was murdered,” Celia says in a careful tone.

My gaze snaps to her face.
“Why are you so damned choosy about what you know?” I demand.
“You’re angels!”

“Meaning we’re
supernatural beings, not omnipotent ones. We don’t have all the
answers, either. And sometimes having answers doesn’t make it any
easier to swallow the truth,” she says.

Finally I turn to Lev. “So
why did you bring me here? Couldn’t you have told me this at home?”
I stare woodenly ahead.

“You want to freak out
there?” Lev asks softly, frowning. “Jimmie is pretty much on the
edge, and I don’t know how much more he can take. We’re hoping that
by the time the news breaks, you can find some way to calm him
down.”

Evan stands. “Because this
isn’t just about your father, Elizabeth. It’s about you. We knew
there’d be a big precursor to the danger you’re going to face. We
didn’t know what it was going to be, but I don’t think you get much
bigger than an unsolved racial murder in a small town.”

My body trembles, and my
mind hears what he says but is a step behind in understanding. When
I finally rewind his words and replay them in my mind, I
understand. They’re telling me somebody is about to try killing me.
The thing we’ve all been waiting for. I inhale sharply and look
down.

“You won’t be alone,” Lev
whispers. “Ever.” He kneels in front of me, and even from that
position I have to look up to meet his eyes. One hand stretches to
my face, and he brushes his fingertip across my cheek.

I want to believe him, I
really do—but I’m terrified. “What do I do?” I whisper, taking his
hand and resting the side of my face against it.

“Trust me,” he
whispers.

I look
into his blue eyes and wince. Stay with me
tonight, please, I
think.

He swallows and nods,
telling me he’ll be there. He leans over and kisses my
forehead.

“It won’t be that long,
will it?” I ask softly, looking from one face to the
other.

“No, probably a couple of
days,” Lev replies, rising.

“Then you know what
happens?” Evan shoots Lev a meaningful glance, but Lev won’t meet
his eyes.

“We should get you home,
Elizabeth.” He walks to the hook and grabs my coat.

“No, I don’t know what
happens,” I say. “So tell me.”

Evan looks away and starts
to walk out of the room, but I reach out and grab his arm. Celia,
too, stands like this is some kind of a meeting that has been
adjourned—all items on the agenda resolved.

“Tell me. What happens
after all this is done? I’m somehow a part of this. I have the
right to know.”

“No,” Lev says to Evan.
“I’ll tell her.”

Evan slowly nods, his gaze
averted from my face, and I slowly ease my grip so he can walk
away.

“So tell me,” I demand.
Why does it feel like I’m going to hate this more than knowing
someone is trying to kill me? Why does it feel like this is the pin
pulled from a grenade, and everything I know and understand is
about to explode in my face?”

Lev waits until everyone has
vacated the room. Then he takes both my hands in his. He’s not
looking me in the eye. I can see his Adam’s apple nervously
bobbing. His shoulders curve beneath a weight I can’t see but am
able to feel just the same.

“Lev, you’re scaring me.
You’ve got to tell me.”

He nods. “After someone
tries to kill you, one of two things will happen. Either I will
fail, and will have to go through losing you all over again—I
won’t. I can’t.” His voice dies, and he shakes slightly. His eyes
appear even bluer as tears brim in them.

“Or?” I prompt him. “What
is the other thing?”

“I save you. And I
leave.”

“No!” I yell and jerk my
hands back. “No!” My voice thunders furiously, and I can’t think of
anything else to say. Nothing. I want to make him take the words
back because right now I’m beginning to think a bullet isn’t so
bad.

“No!” I yell.

“Elizabeth, you’ve got to
calm down,” he says in a quiet voice as he lays his hands on my
shoulders. A single tear rolls down his face and I want to scream
at him because he’s so calm, so okay with this, and I’m not. This
is what I’m trying to survive for? This?

“No!” I yell again. “You
tell God to take that back!” I rip myself out of his hands and run
toward the door. In a flash, I’m outside, running. I see the
bridge, and I keep running. There is no ice to slip on tonight, but
I’d prefer that to this. This…. My chest feels like it’s going to
explode, and I just keep running. I barely miss the headstones. I
don’t know where I’m going. I don’t care.

Nothing matters.


Chapter
Sixteen

Arms wrap around me; I
can’t move. Still, I thrash my legs, and my body finally dissolves
into sobs I can’t hold back. Nonetheless, I fight. Maybe I can’t
reach God, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try.

“I won’t do it!” I yell.
“I won’t!” My voice is hoarse from tears. “I’d rather die because
at least I can return to you. It might take years but that’s better
than never seeing you again!”

I can’t speak anymore. I’m
crying so hard it hurts to breathe. Some part of me wishes it would
just stop. I won’t be able to fight much longer. I don’t have it in
me. Lev turns me, and I throw my arms around him. Maybe he is an
angel, and maybe he is stronger than my imagination. Maybe he has
powers I can only dream about. But none of that matters because
he’s never going to make me let go. I bury my head in his chest and
cry until I can’t cry anymore because I’ve shed everything and
there is nothing more to come out.

I know we’re moving, but I
just don’t know where. There’s nowhere else to go. I look up and
try to imagine Heaven, hoping God sees this broken heart. He wanted
Lev to learn to love. Now he has. So where does it say a lesson
learned is just over and now Lev must leave? I learned to love,
too, so am I just collateral damage?

“Shh,” Lev
whispers.

“It’s never going to be
okay again.”

He kisses my forehead,
nudging my head up and out so I have to face him. His face mirrors
my own, wan and tear-streaked. Yet all around us, I see the
heavens, the stars, the magic of silence and grandeur occupied, for
the moment, by only the two of us. The starlight glows off his
wings and golden hair. “You have to do this, Elizabeth, and so do
I.”

“No, I won’t.” I shudder
and close my eyes.

He brushes his hand across
my face. “I came here so you would live, and you will, even if that
means I won’t be here afterward.”

I shake my head vehemently.
“If I die, we get to be together. That’s the only thing I
want.”

Lev shakes his head. “We’ve
been down this road before.” He closes his eyes, and his expression
softens. “I fell in love with you over a century ago, and you
couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing me again. You didn’t
panic when the rifle went off and I wasn’t close. I assumed I would
know by your thoughts when the time was near, but you focused on
the earth and the grass and the gurgling brook near the hillside
and why the sky is blue in the face of all that carnage. And I was
so transformed by your thoughts—so taken aback—I couldn’t tell what
had happened until it was too late. The blood—all that blood. The
snow and the blood. I couldn’t put it back as much as I wanted to.
It was done and could not be undone, not then.”

He wipes his face with the
back of his hand. “No matter what, you have to live, Elizabeth; I
can’t watch you die again. I’d rather God destroyed me Himself. And
if you die this time, I will pray for that, for there will be
nothing left in me but that one last wish. It will be the reward of
a failed steward.”

So where
does that leave us, I wonder.
Me alive but forever broken or me dead and Lev
seeking respite from a merciful God? Either way, it doesn’t
matter.

I close
my eyes and lean against his chest. “How do I let
you go?”

“You take each moment as
it comes; that’s all either of us can handle.” He kisses the top of
my head. “I should get you home before it gets too
late.”

“Yeah,” I say but it’s
mechanical, not me. Just a voice. Lev shifts a bit and dips into a
shallow glide, his wings outstretched, banking in lazy spirals. His
arms wrap gently around, bracing me against his back. I lay my head
between his shoulder blades. Although I try to muster some feeling
about anything, it’s as though I’ve been given an
industrial-strength shot of Novocaine. That numbness is pervasive,
leaving only the reflex of breath. In. Out. In. Out.

How do
you define life when, very soon, the one person you love above all others
will no longer be a part of it? I stare
ahead, ignoring the effortless turn and slip of our flight and the
gentle rustle of Lev’s wings. I focus on nothing, really, at all,
and I don’t even feel it when Lev’s feet touch the ground, as
though he’s weightless, leaving nary a trace of his footsteps in
the snow. I come alive again only when his arms loosen from around
me.

“I’ll go get your purse
and my keys so I can drive you home.” He’s waiting for me to say
something—anything—but words now are useless, and I’m broken. Lev
leaves me alone beneath that immense stretch of sky with a million
new questions for God.

A moment later he returns,
slides his arm around me, and leads me to the truck, where he opens
the passenger door and I get inside. He watches me, but I just sit
there, my eyes drifting to his.

“Please put your seatbelt
on.”

“Whatever,” I whisper, but
put it on anyway. It clicks in place before Lev is willing to shut
the door and get in himself. He turns the engine over, constantly
looking at me, probably trying to figure out what to say. We drive,
and past the bridge, he reaches for my hand. It takes everything I
have not to react.

“I know this is hard. It’s
not any easier for me.”

I grit my teeth. “I just
want to know why. Why do I have to lose you? God didn’t ask me to
love you, but I do. How can He give that to me and then take it
away?”

“There’s a reason,
Elizabeth. We both have to believe that.” He turns back to the road
ahead. I lean against the glass, staring out into the darkness just
in time to see a shooting star.

Still
foolish enough to believe in stupid things, I close my eyes and
make my wish. Let Lev stay when all of
this is done because I can’t bear the thought of life without him.
I can’t.

We drive in silence the rest
of the way until Lev asks, “Are you all right?” We turn into my
neighborhood.

“Sure,” I managed. “Why
wouldn’t I be?”

He pulls into my driveway,
and I open the door even before we stop. I’m almost to the porch by
the time he gets out.

“Elizabeth, wait.”
Unwillingly, I stop and wait for him to catch up. “I know this
night wasn’t what you wanted.”

“Doesn’t matter.” My tone
is flat, and I stare at the ground, the dead, yellow grass in the
yard dark in the moonlight.

“What do you
mean?”

“Nothing
matters.”

Lev turns me to face him.
“Listen to me; it’s important. I know everything feels confusing,
but it’s not going to be like this forever.”

“How would you know? It’s
not like you’ll be around to see how things turn out.” I brush past
him and step inside, pushing the door to with Lev still on the
porch. Thank goodness Jimmie is upstairs so he can’t see me leaning
against the door and starting to cry all over again. It’s dry tears
this time, silent as the grave. Lev is still standing out there, I
know, and it takes everything I have not to open the door and reach
for him, but I have to start somewhere. Otherwise, how the hell am
I going to get through?

A stupid inside voice tells
me I’ll find a nice boy to fall in love with. A mortal this time,
someone without 700 years of destiny hanging over his head. But I
don’t want a boy; I want Lev. I savagely wipe my tearless face and
take the stairs two at a time, sprinting down the hall to my
bedroom. Maybe there I can pretend this night never
happened.

 


The night passes, but I
don’t sleep. Really, how can anyone sleep with such weight over
her, just waiting for the rope to give? Besides, Lev has been
helping me sleep so much I’ve missed watching dawn bruise the sky
as day approaches. How do you not count minutes when you aren’t
sure how many are left?

I shove all this back into
whatever dark corners I can and pretend today is no different than
yesterday. I force myself to down a couple of pieces of toast to
settle my stomach. I’d cook for Jimmie just to give myself
something to do, but this is his only day off, and he’s still
sleeping, unaware of anything that’s coming. I grab my coat on the
way to the door, intending to go warm up the Jeep. There’s a knock
at the door.

I open it to find Lev. No
surprise. He’s more than likely been somewhere around here all
night, beyond my sight, just in case. He smiles at me as though
nothing’s happened.

“Morning,
Elizabeth.”

“Yeah,” I mutter, not
looking at him. I try to think about what it’s going to take to get
through the day.

“I came to give you a
ride.”

“Yeah, I know. My Jeep is
frosted over and your truck is already defrosted, right? Do you
even have to wait for it, anyway? Don’t you just snap your fingers
or something?” I start shaking, not sure how I’ll ever again get
warm on the inside. Lev takes the coat from my hands and holds it
out for me.

“No, I came because I knew
you weren’t doing well this morning and it’s going to be a rough
day.” He tries to make eye contact, but I won’t.

“Let’s go,” I snap,
yanking the door shut. As I step off the porch, a blast of cold air
greets me, and I shiver. Lev slips his arm around my shoulders and
pulls me close. I feel his warmth slowly envelop me, driving back
the wind.

I spend most of my day
doing this autopilot thing. I nod in all the right places and feign
an interest in Shelly and Bree’s passing comments, but to tell the
truth, nothing sinks in, not when I’m expecting them to pull me out
of school to give me the bad news. How long will it take to
identify my father’s body, and how long before all hell breaks
loose after?

I know Lev is worried about
me. I can feel it. He’s watching me like a hawk, waiting at my
locker, and when I reach to open it, I shudder and my stomach
recoils. I see the turkey dangling there, at least in my head,
gutted, its lifeless eyes black and wide and staring, not at me but
at the rope knotted on the coat hook up top.

“Here, let me.” Before I
can argue, Lev slips his hand in front of mine and pulls it open.
For an instant, it’s there, just like I thought it would be, but of
course it isn’t. Not really. No red paint. No turkey. No blood. The
clean walls allow me to release the breath I’ve been holding so I
can stack the books inside. My arms are empty. Lev bangs the door
shut and, taking my hand, he leads me to the cafeteria.

“Hey, at least your locker
didn’t have any surprises. Isn’t that something to smile
about?”

Looking up, I offer him the
fakest smile I can muster.

“Or not. That looks like
it hurts.” His tone forces a real smile from me, and he leans
close. “I knew it was in there somewhere. You’ve got to stop
thinking about the future.”

“Do I?” I whisper as we
stroll toward the salad bar. Once upon a time, Lev would’ve asked
my preferences. Now it’s a no-brainer. I don’t want
indigestion.

Once our plates are full,
we make our way back to the usual table. I glance around the room
and spot Gail and Griffin chatting warmly. Some part of me hopes
he’s figured just how much Gail really likes him, but I’m so not
holding my breath for a miracle. From another nearby table, Shelly
and Bree watch us and smile knowingly.

“Earth to Elizabeth. You
might want to eat.” I turn to Lev, and he points at my
tray.

“Yeah, I guess I should.”
I reach for the salt shaker, and my hand stumbles over an open can
of soda. I try to grab it, but my reflexes are too slow, and the
fizzing liquid shoots all over the table, barely missing us
both.

“Way to go, hotshot,” Lev
smirks and shakes his head. He rises and looks around, spotting Mr.
Henley just finishing mopping up another mess four tables down.
Giving me one last look, he heads to the janitor and quietly
explains the situation. Henley looks in my direction, a disgusted
frown on his face. He shoots Lev an unkind word or two, and Lev
nods, drifting back to our table. All the while, Henley stares
malevolently my way, a look that makes me try to clean up the mess
on my own rather than relying on him. I have a big part of the mess
mopped with saturated napkins by the time Lev comes
back.

“What are you doing,
Elizabeth?” He frowns at my odd behavior.

“Just trying to make
things easier for Mr. Henley. Who knows how many messes he’s had to
clean up today?”

“Okay, but why?” His hand
grabs mine and stills it.

“I don’t know. I just get
the feeling the janitor doesn’t really like me that much.” I look
at Mr. Henley, who now ignores me as he mops the area of the floor
around the last spill.

“I’d like to say you’re
imagining things, but that man has never liked teenagers. It’s not
you, though. He hates everyone here. It would be a miracle if he
started liking people now.” He snatches up the napkins and carries
them, sodden and dripping, to the trash can. When he returns, he
nods to my untouched food. “Now you need to eat.”

“All right. All right,” I
say in exasperation, picking up my fork so he’ll stop. He’s a lot
like Jimmie in that regard. I nibble at a carrot stick.
“Happy?”

“Not yet,” he muses, “but
I might be if you keep it up.”

Gritting my teeth, I load my
fork and focus on stuffing my face. I’m so focused I don’t even
notice Mr. Henley until he’s practically on top of us, closer to me
than Lev.

“You gonna move your stuff
or not?” he snaps, letting the wet sponge drip on the table, not
far off from my plate. It pools there and a runnel of it streaks
toward the edge, where it drips drop by drop on my
thigh.

“Sure,” I manage, grabbing
my tray and standing to give him the room he needs. Lev follows my
lead, and once the table is clean, we sit down.

Henley shakes his head.
“Jeez, could you be a little neater? I don’t have all day to clean
up after you.” He gives me a pointed stare.

“Sure,” I say, pretty much
willing to promise anything to get him away from us. That must have
done it because after one last dirty look, the man walks
away.

“You’re right. Mr.
Friendly is less friendly to you. What did you do to
him?”

“Nothing.” I pick up my
can and find that a bit remains after the spill. I take a
sip.

Rather than arguing, Lev
watches Henley for a moment before going back to his
lunch.

“Hey, how about coming
over to my place after school? I can help you work on homework. I
know you’re not doing well right now, what with
everything….”

I narrow my eyes at him,
waiting, but he doesn’t push. Still…. “Do you have another nasty
surprise in store? I’d rather go home if that’s the
case.”

He grins, ignoring me. “No
nasty surprises. I just know Evan and Celia feel bad for the way
things have turned out, and they want you to come over for
dinner.”

His smile is infectious,
and I realize one thing for certain: I’ll never be able to stay mad
at him for long—however long that ends up being. Besides, none of
this is his fault, really.

I crinkle my nose at him and
whisper, “Do angels even have to eat?”

“Not officially. We just
like to.”

“Well,” I say, drawing out
my reply. “I guess I’m in. But I need to call Jimmie before lunch
is over.”

“All right,” he says.
“Anyway, wouldn’t you like to take another sky ride?”

“Yeah,” I whisper, wishing
the rest of my life could be like that.

“How do you know it won’t
be better?” He tries to smile, but neither of us feels
it.

I ignore the comment, but it
stings anyway. I look at my tray and pick it up. “Think I’ve lost
my appetite. I’m gonna go dump this.”

Lev nods. “I’ll go with
you.” We take care of our trays and head to the office. As I
expected, Jimmie has no problem with me going over to Lev’s after
school, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t issue me the standard “be
careful” talk I always get. Still, little does he know how good a
thing it is to be with Lev, all things considered.

I’m still daydreaming about
being with Lev after school when Ms. Ramos, my English teacher,
calls me up to her desk and gestures to a history book on her
desk.

“Could you take this book
to Mr. Maguire? It belongs to a student who checked out last week,
and somehow it ended up in here.” As I start to the door, she
calls, “Oh, he’s probably in the wing that’s being remodeled, so
you’ll have to go around the back end of the building to get to
that section.”

“Okay.” I head out into
the hallway and outside to re-enter the school from the other end.
As the hallway is not a hardhat area, none of the workers question
my presence. Still, I have to ask one if he has seen Mr. Maguire.
He points to the first room on the left.

After thanking him, I walk
to the closed door and knock.

Mr. Maguire opens the door
and frowns. “Shouldn’t you be in class, Ms. Moon?”

“I am. Ms. Ramos asked me
to bring you this book. Apparently, the kid it was given to checked
out of school last week.”

He grabs the book. “Thank
you.”

I look around the room,
wondering why he’s even out here. It’s really just walls and old
flooring, wood that’s probably rotten enough it will be torn up. He
must sense my confusion.

“I’ve been waiting ten
years for a new classroom, Ms. Moon. Contrary to popular belief, I
do enjoy teaching, and I’m planning what a difference this room can
make.”

I nod and think back to the
conversation he had with Jimmie in the office. “How do you know
Jimmie?”

He pulls off his glasses and
cleans them on his shirt. “Mr. Abram and I were good friends in
school. It’s a shame we drifted apart.” He slips the glasses back
on.

I shiver. The room is cold.
“Did you know my mom and dad?”

“Your mom, yes. She was a
beautiful lady. It was a terrible shame she died so young. She
never should have been on that road.” He glances at his watch. “You
should probably get back to class before Ms. Ramos sends out a
search party.”

I nod and walk away, more
than grateful to be going back to my daydreaming about Lev, and
after the final bell rings at the end of the day, Lev and I drive
to his house. Even as we enter, I can smell the Italian spices of
spaghetti floating around. My eyes widen in delight, and I turn to
Lev. “Isn’t it a little early for dinner?” He gently pulls off my
coat, followed by his own.

“The sauce is simmering.
It’ll still be a couple of hours before we eat, so you’re going to
have to be content with drooling right now.”

“Oh, Okay.” I
laugh.

“You want something to
drink?”

“Yeah.”

Taking my hand, he leads me
into the kitchen where Evan, not Celia, stands over the stove. Evan
turns and stares, probably trying to gauge exactly how I’m dealing
with everything.

“Hey,
Elizabeth.”

It’s pretty tough to
reconcile all the powers I’ve seen Lev demonstrate with a “man”
standing in front of a hot stove, clad in a white apron and
brandishing a white spatula.

“I wouldn’t tell him
that,” Lev offers, snickering, as he pulls two cans of soda from
the fridge.

“What?” Evan asks, looking
from me to Lev.

“That it’s very nice of
you to fix a meal like this,” I say, giving Lev an elbow and
offering Evan a gracious smile.

“Don’t believe a word,”
Lev says, bursting into laughter. “She’s expecting you to turn into
Donna Reed with wings.”

“Oh,” he says grinning.
“Really? Should I have worn pearls?” He blinks at me disarmingly.
“Nah. They’d look kind of silly, wouldn’t they? Besides, apple
pie’s not my thing. I like a nice sponge cake myself.”

“Angel food,
right?”

Evan tosses me a wink but
says nothing.

I point at his apron which
says, “Earning my kitchen wings by not burning things.” I shake my
head. “You know, Jimmie never wears an apron.”

Evan chuckles.

“A real torch-bearer, eh?
Maybe he’s better at not spilling things,” Lev says, pouring our
sodas into glasses. “I mean, no offense Evan, but for an angel, you
really are clumsy.”

“No spaghetti for you, my
‘son’.” He wields the spatula with a flourish and a
smile.

“Bummer.” He hands me a
full glass and takes his own. “Come on. I’ll show you my room.” He
shoots Evan one more smirk before turning away.

I follow him down a long
hall to the room at the end. He reaches for the doorknob and slowly
opens it. As he flips on the light, I look around, stunned. A room
painted some other color besides an earth tone, yeah, but the ecru
walls take me back. There’s a large map framed on the wall above
his bed, and the only other decorations are framed pictures of Lev,
Evan, and Celia taken at various times during their ‘lives.’ The
other things I notice are lots of old books on shelves. He enters
and I follow, walking to the shelves to look at the
titles.

“Shelly said you read a
lot.”

He shrugs. “Not really. I
just pretend because I’ve read so much stuff. Anyway, so long as
people think I’m buried in books, they tend to be very open about
whatever they say, somehow equating bookwormishness with
deafness.”

I laugh. “Maybe I should try
that.”

“It works. Trust
me.”

For a
moment, he captures me with those dark blue eyes, and I
think, You have no idea how much I trust
you. I pick up one book,
The Old Curiosity Shop,
and flip to the middle. Even as I look at it, I smell the musty
pages. Closing my eyes, I savor them.

“Lev? Lizzie?” Celia calls
from the hall and is at once in the doorway, breathless and
wide-eyed. All the color has vanished from her cheeks, and both of
us gape at her, trying to read her expression. A sudden thought
comes to mind, and I want it to be wrong. She waves us to follow,
and all three of us race back to the living room. Celia stops in
front of the television. Immediately, we stare at the screen in
unison, where a reporter stands on the trail near the
falls.

“The body was discovered
by two hikers shortly after noon today, and has been sent off by
officials for dating and identification. As it stands now, the
trail is closed to future hiking until the crime scene
investigation has been completed.”

The breath catches in my
throat, and a shiver quakes through me. I look at my watch and
realize Jimmie is probably still at home. He always watches the
news. He’ll be freaking out. I turn to Lev.

“I need to call
Jimmie.”

“Sure. Follow me.” He
leads me to the phone, and I snatch it up and dial the wrong number
three times before getting it. But instead of reaching Jimmie, I
get his voicemail. Normally, that wouldn’t be a big deal. He misses
calls sometimes, or forgets to turn on his phone. But today it just
feels awkward, not right. Something is terribly wrong, and I can
feel it. I hang up and turn to Lev.

“I need to go
home.”

“I’ll drive,” Lev
says.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter
Seventeen

The whole way home, I can’t
stop shaking. Pretending to be cold, I draw my coat tighter. I try
to ignore Lev’s drawn expression. His hand slides along the seat
until he finds my knee and rests it there. His usual warmth
suffuses through me.

“You okay?” he asks
softly, his voice rumbling through me. In the darkness, his tan
coat appears almost white as passing car lights stab through the
windshield.

“Just thinking about
Jimmie.” I brush the hair from my face.

“Why don’t you try calling
again?” Lev pulls out his own cell and hands it to me.

“Thanks.” I flip the phone
open and dial the number. As the unanswered rings add up, my
shoulders ache. I’ve been sitting all tensed and bunched for way
too long, or what seems like it. I look at the clock on the cell
and realize there’s no reason he shouldn’t answer. I snap the phone
shut. We pull into the drive an eternity later.

“Everything looks all
right,” Lev cranes his neck to take a close look at the
property.

“Yeah, well, Ted Bundy
looked all right, too.”

“That’s a healthy
thought,” he admits, cutting off the engine and pulling the keys
from the ignition. “I’ll go have a look.”

“I’m coming,
too.”

“Just stay
here.”

I nod to the encroaching
darkness. “If you go in there and everything is fine, you’re going
to make Jimmie suspicious as hell, which is the last thing either
of us need.”

He holds up his hands.
“Okay. Stay close.”

I walk around the truck
until I’m standing beside him. “This close enough?”

“Definitely.”

Lapsing into silence, we jog
up the walk to the porch to find the door ajar. Forcing myself not
to panic, I nudge the door open.

Inside, the living room is
a tumble of overturned shelves and scattered books. The sofa has
been capsized, and the recliner seat cushion has been slit, the
stuffing strewn about the room like artificial snow. DVDs are
everywhere, in and out of cases, and the curtains have been torn
down, leaving the blinds askew. “Half-breed” is painted across the
wall.

Breathing frantically, I
start to rush inside, but Lev grabs my arm. “Call 911 now. I’ll
look for Jimmie.”

I lean against the
doorframe and with trembling fingers flip open Lev’s cell. I thumb
911 and wait. On the second ring, the dispatcher picks
up.

“911. How may I assist
you?”

I fight to keep my voice
even. “Someone broke into my house, and I haven’t found my guardian
yet.” I watch Lev carefully move some of the books and shelves
aside.

“Please calm down, Miss.
What is your address?”

“4618 SW Finley.” The
trembling in my voice sounds like I’m about to lose it. I’m dizzy
and breaking out into a cold sweat.

“I’ll send a unit right
out. Is the intruder still there?”

“I don’t know. We’re
having trouble getting past all the clutter on the
floor.”

“Is anyone at the
residence injured?” Her voice is so calm.

I stammer, biting back my
hysteria. “I don’t know.” I keep looking at all the damage. I
stumble over my own two feet, and even though she’s asking another
question, I can’t make out what she’s saying. All I can think about
is Jimmie and how none of this was supposed to happen. I try to
step to the left, but my foot gets tangled in a pile of books,
tripping me. The world is completely silent as my knees immerse
themselves amid the mess. The phone lands atop a broken picture,
and it’s then I see the glass jutting from my palms. An image of
Jimmie floods my mind, and I start crying. I feel my body spasm
with soundless sobs.

Lev turns abruptly and
quickly steps to me. Grabbing the phone, he says something to the
dispatcher. Then he snaps the phone shut and lifts me. He’s
speaking, but I don’t hear him, either.

“You have to calm down.” I
watch his face, but his lips aren’t moving. Lev turns my palms up.
Four distinct gashes seep blood, and Lev runs his fingers over
them, eyeing the jagged remnants he gingerly pulls out.

“You can’t help like this.
Focus.” He finishes with my hand and forces me to look at him.
“Just breathe, and wait for the world to resume.”

The first sound I hear is
that of my own heart. It’s galloping so fast it seems it will never
slow. Then I hear the faint wail of approaching sirens, mingled
with the lazy spin of the ceiling fan above.

“The police are almost
here,” he says. I rise and start upstairs, but he holds me back.
“Let the cops go in.”

“What if Jimmie’s
hurt?”

Lev shakes his head. “I
don’t think so. I’m used to carrying souls across the threshold;
I’m pretty sure I’d know if someone here were close. Trust
me.”

I nod as Lev grips my
elbows and forces me to go with him. Together, we step to the door,
where a cop is getting out of his car and walking to the
door.

“We had a call about
breaking and entering.”

I nod woodenly.

He looks from me to Lev.
“You two need to wait outside so I can go through the
house.”

“Yes, sir.” Lev rests his
hands on my shoulder, rubbing gently, reassuringly. “We’ll be out
by my truck.” I start to fight, but I’m no match for Lev as he
pulls me outside.

“Let me go.” I keep
struggling.

“I’ll carry you if I need
to.” His flat tone and neutral expression tell me he’s
determined.

The last thing I see before
Lev forces me outside is the cop drawing his gun and starting up
the stairs. Panic threatens to consume me, but Lev’s soothing
warmth keeps washing over me, fighting back.

“It’ll be okay,” he
whispers. “Trust me.”

“Why Jimmie?” I ask
softly, turning into him so I can rest against the warm, soft wall
of his chest as his arms curl around me. I feel the truck at my
back.

“It may be related to the
discovery today,” Lev says. “When Jimmie went to the police years
ago, there was no case to be made. Your father was just missing.
Everybody thought he’d taken off. Everybody except Jimmie. Now that
suddenly there’s a body, Jimmie might have a reason to start
dissecting this little town, trying to discover who hated your
father enough to kill him. Probably Jimmie knows something he
really doesn’t remember knowing, and that something could cause a
world of problems for the attacker, so Jimmie is a ticking bomb the
killer has to deal with.”

If he wasn’t holding me so
tightly, I’d be shaking to pieces, but the calming aura comes with
Lev, and as long as I feel him touching me, I can survive this
fear. His words swim around me. I know there is meaning in them,
and Lev’s more apt at pulling things together as they should be
than most others. So I just let the world wait apart from this
moment.

A couple of moments later,
the cop comes outside and does a perimeter sweep before walking
over to Lev’s truck. “The house is clear. I found Mr. Abram and
have called for an ambulance.”

I take a shuddering breath
and pull away from Lev as the world restarts its spin. Even though
I lurch toward the house, Lev maintains a hand on my
back.

“How is he?” My voice
sounds desperate.

“Breathing but
unconscious.” He eyes the house. “I need to clear a path for the
EMTs. You two stay here”

“Oh, my God.” Tears burn
my eyes, threatening to spill down my face. Lev’s hands brace my
shoulders. I try to pull away from them, hating the way he wants to
numb my pain, as if not feeling it will make it less real—a distant
memory I can keep simmering in the back of my mind instead of
burning through my thoughts, consuming me.

A siren wails distantly,
and all I can do is stand there numbly and wait until the ambulance
lurches to the house. Two EMTs get out. One carries a medical bag,
and the other some kind of a board. Lev’s hands move from gently
massaging to gripping my shoulders. They glance at us, and Lev nods
to the house.

“Jimmie can’t die.” I meet
his eyes and whisper, “Save him. I’m begging you.” My voice is
filled with pain I can’t control.

Lev brings me close and
kisses my forehead. “I can’t,

Elizabeth. It’s not in my power, though I wish it were.”

I close my eyes, and feel
lightheaded, as though everything is warped and weird. “If
something happens, it’s because of me,” I whisper. “It will be my
fault.”

“That’s not true,” Lev
argues. “You didn’t try to kill Jimmie. Someone else did
that.”

Sensing my weakness, he
slips his arm around me and ushers me into the truck and turns on
the engine for the heater. I want somebody to take this back—take
back finding my father’s body and all the other things I can’t
control. Lev reaches for my hand and clutches it
tightly.

“There’s never just
darkness,” he whispers, and I lean against his chest, feeling his
arm wrapping around me, my head tucked just under his
chin.

“What if I can’t do this?”
I whisper. “What if I can’t take it?”

He kisses my forehead.
“You’re stronger than you realize.”

The officer approaches and
begins firing questions. I can’t seem to regain control of
thoughts. They begin with Jimmie and scatter like buckshot in so
many different tangles that I can’t seem to control. I stare ahead
at nothing and keep seeing either Jimmie’s face or the news footage
about my father’s body being discovered.

“We’ll finish collecting
evidence, but it’s going to take some time.” He looks at me. “Do
you have any place you can stay this evening?”

“Our families are close.
She can stay with us.”

“I’ll probably be down at
the hospital with Jimmie, anyway.”

The two EMT’s come outside
carrying Jimmie on that board they brought in. I stand and start
toward them, but Lev pulls me back.

“Give them some
room.”

The officer opens the front
door wider so they can carry him out to the ambulance. One of the
EMTs looks at me. “We’re going to Grace Hospital. You want to ride
along?”

“Yes.” I turn and look up
at Lev.

“I’ll follow you. Go
ahead.”

I nod and head out to the
ambulance, watching as they load Jimmie up. The red and blue lights
whirl around, bathing all the houses in the neighborhood in that
garish glow. All the neighbors have come out and now stand on their
porches, watching. Another mark against me fitting in.

Once they settle Jimmie, the
EMT nods for me to get in, and I sit next to Jimmie. I hold his
hand, thinking that it looked as though Jimmie were only sleeping
and that any moment he’ll wake and I can stop this fear that seems
to be eating through me. The vehicle rumbles forward,
wailing.

“How is he?” I force
myself to ask, my fingers gently stroking Jimmie’s hand.

“Stable. I can’t be sure
about any broken bones, but I’m willing to bet his ribs are
probably cracked. The x-ray will tell us what we need to
know.”

More waiting. That’s all
there is. I wait for my father’s body to turn up. I wait for tests
on Jimmie. Now I wait for the same person who attacked Jimmie to
find me. Then I wait to lose Lev. My heart keeps racing, and I lean
back, trying to steady my nerves.

“Lizzie?” The voice is
gruff and weak.

I open my eyes to find
Jimmie weakly looking at me. “Thank God,” I whisper and lean over
to kiss his forehead. Jimmie blinks two or three times before his
eyes close again, and he slips back into the painful
haze.

I hear a sudden long beep,
and the EMT frantically rises and glares at the monitor. I follow
his gaze and see that where the line shows the spikes and valleys
of Jimmie’s heartbeat. A flat line.

The EMT starts
CPR.

I think of Lev and begin
rocking. “Jimmie, you’ve got to stay here. Stay with me.” I grip
his hand harder, touching his face. “I can’t do this
alone.”

He’s so quiet, so still.
Only the EMT is moving. The machine is screaming one long hateful
note, and I can’t make it go away. “Jimmie!” I cry
again.

He doesn’t answer. I can’t
take the sound of the monitor, so I cover my ears and rock back and
forth. Back and forth. I force myself to think about Lev and the
place among the stars where I lingered in his arms. Lev….
Lev….

Lev….

The darkness has never been
this palpable before. It patterns my skin, bruising every part of
me, and I ache from the residue of my nightmares. How can loss hurt
this much? I can’t lose him.

“You won’t.” I hear Lev’s
voice in my thoughts. “Trust me.”

Silence. Shaking, I slowly
open my eyes. I look at the monitor. The line rises and falls like
Jimmie’s heart. I take his hand again. He feels cold, but then
again, so does everyone who isn’t Lev.

The
nearest hospital is twenty miles away, and it seems to take forever
before we finally pull into the parking lot. Thankfully, the driver
cuts the siren as we pull into the emergency bay so Jimmie can be
unloaded into the ER. I am not ready for
this, I think, brushing my hair
back.

I’m not strong enough to
lose those I love.


Chapter
Eighteen

Most of the night passes in
a white disinfectant blur, first in the ER, and, then finally, in a
hospital room where Jimmie lies with three fractured ribs, a
concussion, and a broken arm. His blood pressure is elevated, and
even though Jimmie has always taken medication for it, I know it’s
this town eating away at him.

One side of Jimmie’s face
is swollen from where a fist probably pummeled it; the bruising is
bluish-purple, I wince every time I look at it. But at least the
machines are consistently quiet, and Jimmie’s EKG is a calm wave of
spikes and valleys. I lean back in an uncomfortable chair and try
to rub the stress from my neck. The muscles in my shoulders ache
from sitting in the same position so long with my back unsupported.
Glancing at the clock, I realize that in about half an hour class
will be starting, and I won’t be there. I refuse to leave Jimmie’s
side until he regains consciousness. Hopefully, then he’ll be able
to tell me who hurt him. At the very least, he can hear me tell him
how much I love him and how much I appreciate all the things he’s
done for me.

My hand rests atop his, and
I’ve seen more than a few nurses wandering in and out, taking his
vitals and looking to see if anything has changed. Already, I can
see sunlight seeping in around the vertical blinds, creeping into
the room through frosted glass. The room is warm enough, but I
can’t seem to stop trembling. Jimmie is the only family I have, and
I can’t fathom a life without him.

The door opens slowly, and
Lev slips in, carrying a covered Styrofoam take-out box and a can
of soda. I shake my head as he shoves them into my
hands.

“You need to eat
something. You didn’t get dinner last night.” He gestures to the
box. “I shoved some silverware inside.”

“You didn’t have to do
this,” I protest, knowing I should be hungry, but I’m not. It’s
like I’m dead inside. Maybe when Jimmie wakes up, I will,
too.

“Yeah, right.” He moves to
the chair on the other side of the bed. “You have low blood sugar
sometimes, and the last thing either you or Jimmie needs is for you
to end up in here.” He points to the box again. “So
eat.”

“Yes, sir,” I mutter,
carefully pulling up the lid to reveal a stack of pancakes doused
with syrup, with a pile of eggs on the side.

“How did you know what I
liked?”

He shrugs. “Lucky guess.”
Reaching behind him, he gently tugs the pole to open the blinds
ever so slightly, revealing a brighter sky.

“Don’t
you need to go to school?” It’s a ridiculous question, really,
considering Lev is an angel—a really old angel. But he does have to keep
up his appearances, right?

“Evan’ll call me in sick
and let the school know you’re here. Not that it will be a big
secret. I’m sure everyone, including Principal Williams, has heard
the rumors by now.”

“Probably,” I glumly
agree, wishing someone else’s life could fall under the microscope
for a change. I cut into my pancakes. As the first bite hits my
taste buds, I remember what it feels like to be
ravenous.

I finish most of the
pancakes, but by that time, I wave off the eggs and re-cover the
box, feeling full and very, very tired. I set the box on the
rolling table beside the soda Lev brought. I open the soda, hoping
it will give me more energy.

“You look a little better,
but I’ll bet taking a little walk might help wake you up.” He picks
up the box. “Are you finished?”

“I can throw my own trash
away,” I argue.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”
He carries it to the trash and sets it on top. He stares ahead
distractedly, and I can tell there’s something he wants to
say.

“So what’s on your mind?”
I roll my shoulders one at a time, trying to stretch the cramped
feeling from them.

“Last night I overheard
something troublesome.”

“Troublesome?” I wrap my
arms around my body, not liking the way that sounds. “What do you
mean?”

“Apparently before Jimmie
was attacked, the neighbors across the street saw someone stop
by.”

The breath catches in my
throat. “Who, exactly, did the Baumans see?”

“Griffin. Mr. Bauman said
that when Jimmie answered the door, they had words. Griffin’s voice
was too low for him to hear, but he very distinctly heard Jimmie
cussing him.

“So?” I pretended I don’t
understand the implications. It’s safer that way, considering all
the things Mr. Maguire said about Griffin. I want to believe that
Maguire just doesn’t like him, but this…this goes beyond just not
liking him.

“The police have taken him
into custody, and right now it looks like some charges are actually
going to be filed against him.”

I stand and pace, unable to
believe what I’m hearing. Although I never liked Griffin’s cocky
attitude, I can’t believe he would hate me that much. “I don’t
think he did anything.”

“If it weren’t for the
accident at the falls and the break-in, he wouldn’t look guilty,
but having a loud argument with someone who’s later attacked only
makes things look worse.”

As if Griffin needed
that.

“So, how about that
walk?”

I shake my head. “I don’t
want to leave before he wakes up. He shouldn’t wake up
alone.”

Lev sets his hand on my
shoulder and squeezes reassuringly. “That could be in five minutes
or five hours, Elizabeth. Jimmie’s working on his own time.
Besides, you won’t be gone long, just enough time to stretch your
legs.”

“No.” I reach up and
squeeze his hand. “He’s always been there for me, and I have to be
there for him.” My words are clipped, and sitting here, looking at
Jimmie’s wounded body wrapped in that stupid gown just keeps
reminding me of how close I came to losing him altogether and how
close he came to losing me.

“You need a break. At
least for a few minutes.” He takes my hand and pulls me up despite
my reluctance.

“What if he wakes up and
I’m not here?” The thought is unbearable.

“The nurses will page you.
Trust me.”

I lean over and kiss
Jimmie’s forehead before Lev leads me away. My breath catches as I
take a last look and step into the hallway, my legs rubbery from
not having used them. As we step away from the room, I feel
weightless and adrift, as though I have no place.

“You okay?” Lev asks, his
fingers gently caressing my arm.

“Fine,” I reply,
unsure.



Late that evening, when
darkness has claimed the sky and the room steeps in warm glimmer of
the lights, Jimmie’s eyes finally flutter open. I don’t notice at
first; I’m lost in my own world where this nightmare isn’t
happening, the world where my parents are alive and I’m not worried
about fitting in. It’s a fantasy, but that’s better than where I’m
at. In that world, Lev will always be there just as he’s been here.
He rests against the chair, my head on his chest.

“Lizzie?” Jimmie whispers
hoarsely. The sound is dry and grating, his throat raw.

I blink and nod. Jimmie
blinks rapidly, trying to clear the haze, I imagine.

“Jimmie,” I whisper,
immediately leaning forward, my hand grabbing for his. Lev scoots
to the edge of his seat to be closer to both of us. “I’m glad
you’re awake. I was so scared.” I feel the panic and tears I’ve
been holding washing over me, immersing me in that painful
tide.

“I’m okay. Could I have
some water?” he whispers. He keeps blinking as though the bright
lights hurt, so I turn one of them off. I start to grab the pitcher
from the nightstand, but Lev stays my trembling hand.

“I don’t think Jimmie
wants to wear that; I’ll get it.”

I nod, still in a daze,
thinking maybe it’s the fatigue kicking in. I know I’ve been awake
for close to 24 hours, so I’m bound to get loopy any
minute.

“Thanks.” I offer Lev a
weak smile and go back to Jimmie’s bedside. “How are you feeling?”
I take his hand and stroke it.

“Head hurts.”

Lev offers him the cup. “I
didn’t fill it completely because I was afraid the water might end
up on you.” Lev pushes the button to raise the head of the
bed.

“Smart,” Jimmie says,
closing his eyes and taking the cup with his IV hand. He sips at
first, then keeps going until the cup is dry. Lev takes it from
Jimmie.

“More?” Lev asks, one hand
resting on the pitcher.

“That’s plenty.” He rests
his head back against the pillow. “Thank you.”

Lev sets the cup down next
to the pitcher. “Who did this, Mr. Abram?”

He gazes around the room as
though he’s fully realizing his predicament. “He came at me from
behind. I never even saw him.”

“Do you remember Griffin
coming by?” I ask softly.

Jimmie blinks once or
twice. “Yeah. He kept trying to say he thought you were in danger.
Hell, I could have told him that much. Besides, he almost killed
you at the falls, and I didn’t have much of a mind to listen to him
ramble on, so I yelled at him to leave.” He shakes his head. “If I
remember correctly, I had to keep yelling for the next ten
minutes.”

Lev and I exchange glances.
So much for that. Still, the fact Jimmie is still here is more than
I dared hope for.

“I told you this town was
no good. You can’t stay at the house by yourself.” His voice almost
dies, and he winces as the pain washes over him.

“She won’t, Mr. Abram. She
can stay in my sister’s room, and if the police okay it, I’ll help
clean the mess.”

Jimmie whispers, “Thank
you.” I can tell he wants to say more, but the fatigue won’t allow
it. As it is, his eyes are closing. The last thing he says before
drifting off is for me to get some sleep.

We both sit there long after
Jimmie has drifted off, but I feel Lev staring at me more than
Jimmie, which seems odd. Then, as if to command my attention, he
brushes the hair from my eyes.

“I should take you back.
It’s been a rocky day, and you really look beat, kind of like
you’re going to fall over.”

“Shouldn’t I stay here?” I
wipe my face, trying to get rid of the haze clouding my thoughts,
but I can’t.

“Nope. Even Jimmie said
you need rest, and what Jimmie wants, Jimmie gets.” He lifts me
from the chair by my arm.

“I don’t think it’s such a
good idea.” I stare at Jimmie’s face, hating the way the gown and
bruises have made him so vulnerable.

“Too bad.” He pulls me
toward the door.

“Don’t you ever listen to
the word ‘no?’”

“What do you think?” His
winning smile mocks me. “Besides, Jimmie is fine. You, however,
need about a 20-hour nap to recuperate, and it just so happens I
can help you with that.”

Without waiting for me to
protest, he drags me down the hall to the exit. Once we step
through the sliding glass doors, I notice the temperature has
dropped significantly since last night. It feels like it’s about
five degrees without the wind blowing.

Lev sees me shivering and
drapes his arm around me, drawing me into his warm zone. I’m so
tired. I lean against him, longing desperately for sleep as we
trudge across the lot to the truck.

Lev opens the passenger
door, and I force myself to stay awake so I can get inside. My
fingers fumble drawing the seatbelt across my lap, but then I can
lean against the seat and close my eyes. Somewhere in the
blackness, I feel the truck start moving, but I’m past giving it
serious thought. I feel my body shifting with the movement, and Lev
gently draws my body toward him as he lifts his arm up so I rest
against his chest, my head tucked just beneath his chin. The
movement goes on, lulling me deeper. I’m barely conscious when we
come to a stop and Lev gently picks me up and lifts me from the
truck to carry me inside.

“Is she all right?” Celia
whispers, leaning close to me.

“Exhausted. I’m going to
put her in my bed, and I’ll take the couch.”

I try to fight the
blackness, but that, coupled with Lev’s warmth, finds me unable to
escape—not that I really want to anyway. It’s only when he gently
sets me on the bed and removes my coat and shoes that I realize I’m
in Lev’s bed, where he lovingly draws the covers around my
body.

Lev kneels and kisses my
forehead. I can’t explain it, but he’s the only part of my life I
can’t wish had never happened. Through half-closed eyes, I see a
smile touch his lips. He starts to pull away, probably heading for
the door, but I grab his hand.

“Please stay.”

“You’ll be safe here.” He
tries to pull free, but I won’t let go.

“I’m not scared. I just
don’t want to be alone.”

“Of course.” He kisses my
forehead again and settles on his side against the mattress. Then,
as if in a dream, I see his wings erupt from beneath his shoulders,
austere and white and amazing as they wrap around me, closing off
everything but him.


Chapter
Nineteen

That night, the only dreams
I have are of Lev and me floating among the stars, his great wings
lifting us as far as we want to go into a black sky studded with
shards of starlight. The moon hangs high, a huge yellow ball,
illuminating our skin. Lev’s arms clutch me, my back against his
chest, the world spread out far below, and when dawn at last creeps
into the sky, it steals across our skin in pink and blue as the sun
emerges from her bed.

Then I wake to find him
there, watching as I stir. His arms are drawn about me, and his
wings have vanished into hiding, but I can still see their barest
shimmer. Curious, I reach out to touch them, but to no
avail.

“What are you doing?” Lev
asks, grinning.

“I can always see this
shimmer where your wings are. I thought I might touch
them.”

“You see a shimmer?
Really? You’re the first.” He seems genuinely surprised.

“No one else
has?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”
He shrugs and watches my hand. “Do you feel anything?”

“No.”

The shimmering grows a
little brighter, and I see the outline of the wing. “What about
now?”

“Nope.”

More brilliance then, but
this time I feel heat, and in its wake, something solid. It’s
weird.

“Well?” he asks
softly.

“I feel it. It’s just not
what I expected.”

He laughs and shakes his
head. “Angels never are. How did you sleep?”

“Okay.” I sit up slowly
and glance at the window, where the sun is already pouring in
around the curtains. “What time is it?” I run my fingers through my
hair, and from the feel, it’s all over the place.

“Ten.”

My mouth drops open. “Wow! I
never sleep that late.” Throwing the covers back, I scramble out of
bed. “I have to check on Jimmie.”

Lev rises and lays a hand
on my shoulder. “Take it easy. Evan is at the hospital. Right now,
Jimmie’s eating breakfast and giving the nurses a hard time, which
tells you how much better he must feel. He knows where you are and
that you’ll be in to see him soon, so take a deep breath and grab a
shower while I fix breakfast.”

He pats my shoulder, and
before I can reply, he’s out the door. For a moment, I stand there
trying to regain my focus. I should be calm; at least Jimmie’s
okay. But that doesn’t stop the fear. A cold chill runs through me,
and I force myself into the bathroom.

By the time I’ve finished
and dressed in borrowed sweats, I smell biscuits baking and bacon
sizzling. I towel my hair dry and brush through it. Moments later,
I find Lev in the kitchen, fixing two plates of food. When he sees
me, he smiles.

“Hope you like scrambled
eggs, bacon, and biscuits. I figured the last thing you wanted was
pancakes.” He nods to the table. “Have a seat, and I’ll get you
some juice.”

“Thanks.” I pull up a
chair and sit, brushing the hair from my face. Lev has already set
out silverware and napkins. “I didn’t think I was in the shower
long enough for all this.”

“You’d be surprised.” He
carries a pitcher of juice to the table and fills our glasses. “If
you’re anything like Celia, she takes long showers and leaves no
hot water.”

“I’m sure that’s not a
problem for you,” I say, pointing to the faint shimmer.

“Nope. Somehow I radiate a
lot of heat.” He picks up his fork. “Dig in. Cold eggs don’t taste
very good.”

“Yeah, you’re right about
that.” I, too, pick up my fork and eat. For a second, I’m stunned
by how normal this whole thing feels-- sitting here having
breakfast like Jimmie hasn’t been admitted to the hospital because
he was attacked and our home destroyed.

“Thinking about it won’t
help, Elizabeth,” Lev says quietly. “Just worry about one thing at
a time. After we finish breakfast, I’ll drive you to the hospital.
Whenever you’re ready, we’ll drive to your house. If the police
will let us, we’ll start picking up the mess before Jimmie is
released. The last thing we want is for him to come home to
that.”

I’m touched by his kindness
for both Jimmie and me. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Everything.” I look down,
momentarily feeling overwhelmed by emotion, and I blink to drive
the tears away.

“You don’t have to thank
me. I’m just glad to be with you—and besides, you’re not leaving my
sight, remember?” He levels a knowing glance at me, as though to
remind me of why that’s important.

“I know, I know,” I
finally respond, unsure of what else to say. I want to ask him what
happens if the person never tries to kill me. Does that mean he’ll
stay with me, forever waiting? It’s stupid to think of things like
that, and I’m just trying to find a loophole.

“There are no loopholes,”
Lev whispers, pushing his empty plate away.

I shake my head, frustrated.
“How can you take all this so calmly, as if none of it
matters?”

He stands and carries his
plate and glass to the sink. “I’ve lived on this earth a long, long
time, Elizabeth, and I’ve watched you die over and over until I
felt like I didn’t even know my name, but I’ve always known that no
matter how many times your spirit has walked this earth, you’ve
never made it to 18. The last time I saw you die, I knew that was
all I could take. Maybe I won’t get everything I want, but at least
I get to know that I’ll finally have done something for you that
matters.” He closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and forces it
out.

I can tell he’s barely
controlling his emotions, and perhaps, buried deep beneath his hard
exterior, there are doubts he isn’t sharing. Maybe it’s better for
him, knowing that no matter what, I’m alive, but how do I let him
go?

Lev lifts my chin with his
finger. “When the time comes, you won’t have a choice. It will just
happen.”

Confused, I jerk away and
take my own plate and glass to the sink. “We should go see
Jimmie.”

He sighs. “All right. Your
coat and shoes are in my room.” He goes to the closet and grabs his
coat, yanking the keys from the pocket. I try not to think about
what he said and the choice I won’t have in all of this.

The winter morning seems to
have warmed up a little, but then again, that’s probably because I
usually set out just after dawn for school. The sun is bright, and
it seems like it should be warmer out, this being one of those rare
days when the earth seems to take in all the sun it can get and
radiate it right back. The first part of the drive passes in
silence. Lev’s skin drinks in the light, radiating in its glow. His
hair shines like spun gold, and he’s wearing the same brown coat I
recognize from the dream. His body shimmers, and I’m spellbound by
his beauty.

“Are all angels
beautiful?”

“To humans, yes,” he
admits, his fingers tightly gripping the wheel. “Then again, that’s
the allure of most supernatural creatures. We’re different than
you, and that difference evokes curiosity and fascination.” I look
at him, his words reminding me jarringly of our
differences.

“What other supernatural
beings are there?”

He taps his turn signal and
pulls into the hospital parking lot. “No offense, Elizabeth, but
you’ve more than enough problems with other humans. The last thing
you need to do is dwell on what other creatures occupy this world.
That’s a story for later.” He pulls into a space and stuffs his
keys back into his pocket.

“But you won’t be here
later to ask.”

“’There are more things in
heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy,’”
Lev says, smiling, a twinkle in his eye. “Let’s leave it at that
and go visit Jimmie. I’m sure he’ll be excited to see
you.”

“Thank you, William
Shakespeare.” Reluctantly, I leave the questions behind, and a
moment later, as we slip into Jimmie’s room, he’s sitting up in
bed, chatting with Evan. Both of them look over at us.

“Well, look what the cat
dragged in,” Jimmie says. His voice still sounds weak. The IV is
still taped to the back of his hand. The bruise on his face looks
worse, and I try not to cringe. It’s not exactly his fault it looks
so painful.

Evan stands. “Well, I
think I’ll head off since Elizabeth’s here.” He pats Jimmie’s
shoulder. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need
something.”

“Thanks.” Jimmie extends
his free hand, and Evan shakes it.

As Evan ambles toward the
door, he nudges me and says, “He ate well this morning and seems in
good spirits, but I didn’t want to leave until you got
here.”

“Thanks.”

As Evan slips out, I step
to Jimmie’s bedside and kiss his cheek. Lev takes the other
chair.

“How are you
feeling?”

He shrugs. “Ribs hurt
today. Face hurts, too. What condition is the house in?” He rubs
his hand across his forehead.

“Don’t worry about the
house. Lev and I’ll take care of it.”

“No,” Jimmie says, looking
from one to the other of us. “Whoever did this might come
back.”

“It’s all right, Mr.
Abram. My dad and Celia will be there, too. Nobody’ll hurt
Elizabeth, I promise.” Lev glances at Jimmie. “I’m gonna go get a
soda. Either of you want anything?”

“No, I’m good,” I tell him
as I lean back in the chair. Both Jimmie and I watch him go, and an
uncomfortable silence fills the room.

“You okay, Lizzie?” He
reaches for my hand, and I give it to him. He’s frowning, and I can
tell that despite having fractured ribs, a broken arm, and a
concussion, what he’s really worried about is me. Like that makes
sense.

“You scared me,” I finally
admit, pushing hair from my face. “I thought I was going to lose
you.”

“Not happening, kiddo.” He
squeezes my hand. “You’re stuck with me.” He glances at the clock.
“The cops came and took my statement earlier. They think it’s the
same guy from your school, based on the graffiti. They also
mentioned something else, something I’d hoped never to
confirm.”

He’s frowning and looking
beyond me, probably having just been informed of the body they
found yesterday. It’s not like there’s a whole lot of people it
could be. For the most part, people don’t suddenly go missing from
small towns. Even the odds tell Jimmie that body was Ephraim Moon,
my father. Still, I can’t exactly act like I know all about this,
so I ask, “What?”

“Some hikers found a body
by the falls, Elizabeth. It’s probably been there for over a
decade, and there’s only one missing person from this town. Your
dad.”

“They think they found
Dad’s body?”

“Yeah.”

I realize the next
question isn’t one I know the answer to, and that makes it more
difficult to ask. “Do they know what happened?”

Jimmie shakes his head.
“They’ve got to confirm it’s your dad first. They’ll also be trying
to determine what killed him and whether foul play was involved.”
He looks out the window. “I’m sorry, Lizzie. We never should have
come here.”

“You didn’t have a choice,
Jimmie. I know that.”

He leans back against the
pillow, his face pasty as though being awake and talkative are
catching up to him. “I just hoped this place had changed, but I
don’t guess it ever will.”

“You look like you’re not
feeling well, Jimmie.”

He winces. “Yeah, the pain
meds have worn off, and I’m kind of tired.” He closes his
eyes.

“I’m going to go work on
putting the house back in order so it’s ready when you come home.”
I stand and lean over to give him a kiss on the cheek. The bruise
is getting better by minute degrees, I guess, but it still makes me
cringe. All of this because of me.

His eyelids flutter open,
and he catches my hand. “Be careful.”

I give him a reassuring
smile I don’t feel. “Nothing’s going to happen. I’ll be surrounded
by Lev and his family. You need to get some rest. I’ll be back
tonight.” I give him another kiss and wander into the
hallway.

I don’t know how long Lev
has been standing there, but our gazes lock when I leave the room.
I’m light-headed, probably once again from all the stress and fear
swirling around me. All the things I can’t control. He follows my
lead as we walk toward the exit, and I feel him watching
me.

“You all right?” he asks
while staring straight ahead. It’s disconcerting.

“Peachy.” I think of
Jimmie’s wounds and the fatigue all over his face. He doesn’t
deserve this. Not at all.

“Oh, sarcasm. That means
you’re about as fine as pulled taffy.” He slips his arm around me
and pulls out his keys. “Where are we off to?” he asks
quietly.

“The house. I want to
start working on it.” I grit my teeth, thinking it isn’t much that
I can give back to Jimmie to make up for this nightmare, but it’s
all I’ve got, and I want to help.

“Okay.” He holds the glass
door open, and we slip out into the cool air. “Once we get there,
I’ll call Evan and Celia. Among the four of us, it shouldn’t take
long to get it put back together.”

I shake my head in
disgust. “Yeah, right. Didn’t you see that place? It’s my home, and
I feel like every piece of my life has been trashed.” I keep seeing
the living room and the way the words “Half breed” are scrawled
across the wall in blood red letters that drip
suggestively.

“Just take my word. We’ll
get it fixed.” He opens the passenger door, and I get in. Then he
walks to the driver’s side.

As we drive, I look at
Lev’s profile, and he reaches over and pats my leg. “Okay,
Elizabeth. What is rattling around in that head of
yours?”

“Why don’t I remember
being in love with you before? Why is the only memory I kept the
one when I die?”

He shrugs. “The same
reason the only real memory you have of your mom is the day you got
lost at the zoo and couldn’t find her. Or the one of your dad
braiding your hair. I don’t know why some moments make it across
the chasm. I wish I did.”

I lean against the
headrest. “Was it hard to watch me from a distance when I didn’t
remember you?”

He takes a deep breath and
nods. “Yeah. But I also kind of felt like it was better because I
didn’t want you to make the same choice as last time. I want you to
live.”

A small sports car cuts in
front of us and speeds off. Lev shakes his head. “There’s no
guardian angel who’s going to be able to keep them out of
trouble.”

“How long have you known
I’d returned, that my spirit was housed in a different
body?”

“Since you were born.” He
flips his turn signal on, and we turn into my
neighborhood.

“How?”

“The same way you
communicate with others of your kind. Angels have different duties.
Someone had to re-direct your spirit back into a body.”

I lean against his
shoulder. “What happened when you found out?”

“I kept tabs on you.
Sometimes, I went to Dallas to see you. I’d hide in the shadows and
watch you play with your friends. I’d be listening in on your
thoughts in case you ever got into trouble so I could help you, and
the time drifted past until at last you came to Hauser’s Landing.
Then I didn’t have to wait anymore. You had come to me without
realizing it.”

Squinting, I think about
all my years in Dallas, growing up with Jimmie. We had a decent
backyard with lots of trees and a place we could put up one of
those snap-frame pools to wile away the time during the summer
heat. No matter how many different instances I drag to mind, I
don’t remember ever seeing Lev before we came to this place. But
there’s one thing I take great comfort in: Lev was with
me.

“I bet you thought I was a
scrawny kid,” I say as we pull up in front of my house. A police
cruiser still sits in the driveway. I glance at Lev, trying to read
his expression, but his face is inscrutable.

“No, your beanpole legs
were kind of cute.” He tugs on the door handle and gets out.
Nervous, I follow his lead. I take a deep breath as we reach the
front porch, where a yellow crime scene ribbon crisscrosses in
front of us. Before I can say anything, the police officer steps
out on the porch.

“What are you doing here?”
He’s not the same officer, and he doesn’t recognize me.

“This is Elizabeth Moon.
She lives here with Jimmie Abram. She called in the
attack.”

He finally nods. “Oh,
yeah. My partner said Jimmie is doin’ better. Have you been to see
him today?”

I nod. “I just came from
the hospital. He’s awake and feeling better. They will probably
release him soon and I wanted to get the mess cleaned up. He has a
broken arm, and the last thing I want is for him to trip over
anything and hurt himself. Are you guys finished with the
house?”

He nods. “Yeah, I was
coming to pull off the crime scene tape. I just wanted to take one
last look around in case we missed anything.” He nods toward the
door. “Go on in. I was just leaving.” He grabs the yellow tape,
tugs it down, and balls it into a wad.

“You ready?” Lev asks,
nodding toward the door.

I force myself to nod.
“Yeah. Weren’t you going to call Evan and Celia?”

“Already did.” He opens
the screen door and gently guides me inside by the small of my
back.

“Huh?”

“I already called them. I
just didn’t use a phone. They should be here soon.” He glances
around and fixates on the graffiti. “Now that will be the first to
go.”

I bend to start picking up
books. “Somehow I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget
it.”

“You might be surprised at
what time and distance will do.”

I start a pile of books
out of the way of the debris. “Yeah, like it did so much for
you.”

“I didn’t want to leave
you, Elizabeth. That’s the difference.”


Chapter Twenty

I thought cleaning up
would take at least two days, but Lev was right. Once Evan and
Celia arrived, the three of them managed to get the bulk of the
work done in no time. Of course, they are angels, and I’m not
asking how. I’m just grateful that Jimmie, when he’s released, will
come home to a house that doesn’t remind him of the nightmare he’s
gone through.

Their work done, Evan and
Celia have gone. Only Lev remains, sorting through the last of the
books to be re-shelved. He opens one, and a cache of photos spills
out. Jimmie must’ve put them there. There is a picture of me in
pigtails with my front teeth coming in. I looked like a dork, and I
scramble to snatch them up before he can. Still, my reflexes are
nothing compared to his, and he’s already looking.

“Can I have
those?”

“Sure,” he grins. “Just
give me a minute.”

“You’ll have seen them,” I
grumble, grabbing at his hands, but he isn’t giving.

He keeps looking. “I’d
forgotten what a beanpole you were.” I snap hold of his hand, and
he lets them go.

“Remind me to burn these
later.” I shove them back in the book and shelve it.

“Destroying the pictures
won’t change the fact. They’ll remain with me.”

I smack his arm. “Don’t
you have something else to clean?”

He waves his arm around
the tidy house. “It’s done, and all in less than five hours.” He
crosses to the recliner and sits in the chair that should’ve been
ruined. The attacker had dragged a knife across the cushion and
pulled out the stuffing.

“How did you fix
it?”

“Trade secret.” He props
his arms behind his head.

Part of me wants to be
annoyed, but Jimmie loves that chair, and I was dreading having to
tell him the creep who’d attacked him had ruined it. I can remember
so many days Jimmie has sat there, watching football or Jeopardy.
Whenever he’s not working, he’s like a part of it.

“Thank you for doing
this.” I sink down in the to chair and lie my head against his
chest.

“I’m glad I could help.”
He stares at the wall where the graffiti was, now re-covered in a
light brown that red letters won’t bleed through. Again, it should
have taken a ton of paint, but somehow Lev has managed it without
even a second coat.

We sit like that for a
while, neither of us speaking, listening to the clock down the hall
ticking off the minutes. How many? Ten? Twenty? I’m not sure, and
anyway, it doesn’t matter.

“I should probably go back
to the hospital and see Jimmie. Maybe the doctors have told him
when he’ll be released.” It’s probably wishful thinking,
but….

“I’ll take
you.”

“No, I’d rather drive
myself. Besides, if Griffin really is the creep, I may not really
be in danger at all.”

“I’m not counting on it.”
Lev shakes his head. “It’s not a good idea, Elizabeth. That maniac
is out there, and you are his number-one target, not
Jimmie.”

“It’s not like my location
is a mystery. You jump into my head at the spur of the moment, and
it’s not like I could lock you out, anyway, even if I wanted to.” I
shake my head. “Besides, it’s a hospital. What kind of moron is
going to come after me at a place like that?”

“Someone
desperate.”

I stand
and step around the room, trying to see the house in the way I did
before all of this happened, but I can’t. I’ll never be that person
again, and I miss her. “I’m going a little stir crazy. Jimmie used
to do this to me after my dad disappeared. It took him years to
lighten up, even though we were states away from here. He cared a
lot, and I know you do, too, but all this has been too much. I need
some time alone to sort things out, and the hospital isn’t
that far. I’ll be
okay.”

“I disagree.” He sits up
and pushes down the footrest. “Being alone isn’t safe. You know
that.”

“I just want a little time
with Jimmie. I’ll be careful. I promise.” I grab the rubber band
from around my wrist and draw my hair up into a pony.

He shakes his head and
pulls out his cell phone. “Call me every hour. If I don’t hear from
you, I’ll be at the hospital so fast you won’t believe it.” His
deep blue eyes are fixed on mine with that aching I can’t name, and
I feel the swells of the sea lapping around me. His hand gently
squeezes my arm just above my elbow, and his palm warms my skin.
His mouth is set in a grim line, as if he suspects everything is
spinning out of control again.

“I’ll be all right,” I
whisper, leaning into him. “I just need time to
regroup.”

“I love you,
Elizabeth.”

I kiss his neck, savoring
the warmth of his skin. Whenever I’m this close, I wish I could
stay, feeling his hand at the center of my back, the press of each
finger a pulse of heat through me.

Lev shudders and steps
back, his voice uncharacteristically short. “Go. I want you at my
place before dark.”

I nod and force myself to
turn, taking one last look at my house and the unbelievable way it
seems to have been pieced back together. Our time is short, I know,
and part of me aches as though he’s already gone.

I take a deep breath and
grab my coat, keys, and purse, heading out beneath a low, gun-metal
sky. I hear Lev step onto the porch, and when I open the Jeep’s
door, I toss him a wave.

His face is a neutral
slate. Right now, he looks as human as I’ve ever seen him,
stoop-shouldered and bent slightly forward at the waist, hands
thrust deep into his back pockets. His hair is mussed from
cleaning, and errant strands lift in the breeze like corn silk. So
human now, and so beautiful. It would be so easy to lie to myself,
saying, “I’m just a girl in love with a boy, and there’s a happy
ending just around the corner,” but the future is out of our hands,
and any ending by nature isn’t going to be a happy one. So I force
myself into the Jeep, pushing both the past and the future away
with equal distain and frustration.

When I get to the
hospital, Jimmie’s sitting up in bed, the rolling table close. He
nibbles at his dinner. He doesn’t hear me come in and glares at the
Beef Stroganoff before him. I have to admit, it doesn’t smell
edible. And Jimmie isn’t much of a sour cream fan.

“Looks yummy,” I say,
ambling across the room so I can set my purse on the window ledge
and bend to give him a kiss. The bruise on his cheek is healing,
but it looks even worse today. It’s a sickening yellow and mottled
purple. Then again, that happens with most bruises, so it doesn’t
worry me. He smiles and motions for me to sit.

“You eat it.” He nudges
the table toward me.

“It’s not that
yummy.”

“You think this is funny?
I can’t wait to get some real food.”

I laugh; he sounds good.
Much better. “Has the doctor said anything about releasing
you?”

He nods. “Tomorrow, thank
God. I think he’s as tired of my bellyaching as I’m tired of being
here.” He glares around the room as though even the furnishings are
annoying him.

“Sounds really good,
Jimmie.” I’m smiling despite all my fears; all things considered,
Jimmie is really okay. Tears prick my eyes, and I try to wipe them
away without Jimmie spotting them.

“You should’ve known I was
too ornery to die, Lizzie.” He squeezes my hand. “Give me a few
days, and I’ll be as good as new.” He glances around the room.
“Where’s your partner in crime?”

Trust Jimmie to put it
that way. “Home. We’ve got everything put back together. After I
leave here, I’m staying with Celia again.”

He nods. “That’s, probably
better. Evan said he’d watch out for you until I can take over.” He
looks out the window. “It’s getting dark. You might want to head
off.”

The door swings open,
admitting a janitor, and as I glance that way, I realize he looks
familiar. It’is Mr. Henley from school. He doesn’t look any happier
to see me here than he did at school and glares at me while
switching out trash bags, and leaves without a word.

I look outside at the
waning sunlight. A splash of orange sherbet dapples the clouds, a
herald of sunset. Where does time go? I know I need to leave, but
I’m not ready, not yet.

“I used to think nothing
exciting would ever happen to me, Jimmie, not in a small town like
this. Now I find myself wishing for the boredom I’d expected. It
was sure easier to think maybe my father ran off rather than ending
up as the pile of bones those hikers turned up.” No matter how hard
I try not to think about what happened to him, I still see him, the
face I imagine from pictures.

“They don’t know it’s
Ephraim.”

“But how many people go
missing around here, Jimmie? What’s the likelihood it’s somebody
else?” I look him in the eye, wondering if he’s going to deny
it—not that it matters, considering what Celia told me.

“I don’t know, Lizzie.
Fact is that no matter who the person was, somebody’s heart is
going to break in the end.”

“I know.” I fold my arms
across my chest and rub my hands up and down my arms, trying to
stave off the sudden cold. “Some part of me just wanted my father
to be off somewhere, living a happy life where nobody could hurt
him again.”

“That’s what I want for
you.” He pushes a button and lowers the head of the bed, and I can
tell that even though he’s feeling better, exhaustion is creeping
up on him. “I know we aren’t going to find it here, and we don’t
have to stay put. There’s a whole world out there, and as soon as
this house sells, we’re out of here.” He shifts slightly and pushes
his head deeper in the pillow. His eyelids are growing heavier, and
it won’t be long until he’s completely drifted off.

I glance back at the
window and find to my dismay that the sun has sunk beyond the
horizon. I kiss Jimmie’s face once more and whisper a parting “I
love you” he doesn’t hear. Turning, I head out into the hallway and
pull out Lev’s cell. As I head toward the parking lot, I dial Lev’s
house number, and after two rings, he answers.

I tell him I’m leaving the
hospital and that I’ll be home soon, and before I hang up he gives
me the standard “be careful” spiel. The lot is empty and dark, and
I pick up the pace. What is it with this town and street lamps? At
least two of them have burned out. How long ago, I wonder. A week?
A month? In Hauser’s landing, who can tell? In small towns, it
seems to me, change happens so gradually no one ever knows it’s
there.

I reach into my purse and
pull out my keys, trying not to tremble from the cold and fear
unnerving my fingers. Steady, Lizzie, I think. Surely nobody’s
going to grab me from a public parking lot. The Jeep is just ahead,
and I hasten my steps. My breath stammers in heated wisps. I hate
the cold even more, I really do.

I reach for the Jeep and
shove the key into the lock—and then there is nothing at
all.


Chapter Twenty-One

“Elizabeth, where are
you?” The voice seems so loud it hurts. Each syllable is like a
glass shard jabbing into me.

“I’m right here,” I try to
say, but my mouth won’t move. My throat is parched, and pain blazes
through my skull where an image of white light fills my mind and
Lev appears, his wings burning behind him in a white-hot fury that
makes his skin and hair that much more ethereal.

“Where are
you?”

Pain. Something is wrong.
I struggle with opening my eyes, but that doesn’t do a whole lot of
good. Even when I finally manage to pry them open, there is
darkness.

What’s going on?” I force
myself to remember where I was last. With Lev? No. At the hospital
with Jimmie. The memory is fuzzy, out of focus, and it’s so hot. It
feels like I’m moving.

“Where are you,
Elizabeth?” This time, I know the voice isn’t a dream. It’s Lev in
my mind, his voice worried.

“I don’t know,” I think.
How long has it been since I called you?” My mouth hurts, and it
takes a moment for me to realize there’s a gag between my
lips.

“An hour. I never should
have left you alone. What happened?” His face fills my thoughts,
and I know he’s just doing that to keep me calm. Surely he feels
the fear slowly escalating inside me.

“I remember unlocking the
Jeep, and then I think somebody hit me.”

“Do you have any idea
where you are?”

“In some kind of vehicle.
We’re moving. I can’t see anything, and I can’t move.”

The vehicle begins to slow
and finally comes to a stop. I’m shaking, sweat dappling my
forehead. I try to move my arms and legs but can’t. Panic rises
inside and a wordless cry escapes, a sound I don’t
recognize—animalistic and frightening.

“Elizabeth, what’s going
on?” Lev asks frantically, sensing the panic.

“We’ve stopped.” I
struggle harder against my restraints, but no matter how I thrash,
I can’t give myself an inch. Suddenly I hear a key being inserted
into a lock, and I expect to be able to see, but everything’s still
dark, the feel of hands grabbing my body muted by something. A
blanket?

Still, I struggle, trying
to make it more difficult than it’s worth to pull my body out of
the vehicle, but I’m no match. I feel myself being lifted and
carried. A peaceful whistle breaks the silence, and I cringe at the
way the notes echo in an upbeat song. It seems to go on forever,
and then suddenly my body drops. The unexpected motion steals my
breath, and I use that opportunity to start struggling, but the
motion gets me nowhere.

“Quit squirming. It’s only
gonna make me madder than I already am—and you really don’t want to
do that,” a calm voice tells me.

The darkness spins around
me, and the heat is beginning to get to me. I’ve never dealt well
with closed-in spaces, and right now it’s all I can do not to focus
on the midnight I can’t shed no matter how desperately I want to.
Suddenly the spinning is no longer just inside me. My body is being
jerked around repeatedly, until I spin out into the night and my
head slams into something. I gasp and hear the rasp of my breath
and an involuntary groan escapes my lips.

“Elizabeth,” Lev says,
“You okay?”

“Head hurts,” I think,
slowly, lifting one hand to touch my head. A sticky goo greets my
fingers. I pull my hand back and see scarlet staining my skin on at
least three hands in my blurry vision. The light around me is dim,
but we are inside a large room. Half the room still has wooden
floorboards. The other half, where I lie, is rough earth. For a
moment I look around and see the line of windows like at the
school.

“Here you are, making a
mess for me to clean up. At least this will be the last one.” The
voice that had seemed so unfamiliar now takes on a recognizable
form. Mr. Maguire, my history teacher. He leans over and unties the
gag before jerking it free.

“It’s Mr. Maguire?” Lev
asks.

“Yes, I think.” I blink,
trying to clear the darkness from my eyes.

“Can you tell where you
are yet?”

“The new wing of the
school,” I think, struggling to sit up even though I feel
lightheaded.

Maguire leans on the
handle edge of a shovel stuck into the ground. He’s actually
smiling as I struggle to move, and I recognize the rage in his
eyes.

“This is my new classroom,
Elizabeth. This way, you’ll always be with me, and nobody will ever
know any better. Except me.”

I rub my head, trying to
ease the pain. I still feel blood oozing on my hand, so I’m
guessing the wound hasn’t scabbed over.I manage to get to a
squatting position where I can lunge away if necessary.

“Why are you doing this?”
I ask, my voice weak and raspy.

“I was in love with your
mother. I loved her the first day I saw her. But the only guy she
would look at was that red trash who had no business with her. And
that night when she had to drive to the bar to get his sorry drunk
ass after he’d been laid off work, she ran off the road. He knew
the roads were bad. She never should have been driving, but she
was.. Because of your father. So I killed him and hid the body.
It’s been all good until now. And those damned hikers finding it.
So it’s forced me to tidy up the last of the unfinished
business—you. Once you’re dead, your father will cease to exist,
just like Anne.”

He pulls something out of
his pocket, a gun.

“What’s going on?” Lev
thinks. “What do you see?”

“He’s got a
gun.”

The teacher laughs. He’s
wearing khaki slacks and a button down shirt like he always does in
class. He still has his plastic identification card dangling around
his neck. A wicked gleam lights his eyes, and he steps toward me,
the gun almost invisible against the darkness.

“I’m coming, Elizabeth.” I
hear Lev’s voice fill my head. But he’s going to be too late. I
lunge and the first bullet rips into a wall, barely missing
me.

Someone grabs me. I look
up. Lev. His blue eyes narrow determinedly. Another shot. Those
eyes widen. His lips part. A spurt of red gleams from a hole in his
chest. Then the two of us begin falling. Mr. Maguire is still
coming, the gun raised. He stops right in front of me. Dead aim.
Then, just as I sense his finger pulling the trigger, I see
movement behind him. Griffin, shovel in hand, swings. The dull
silver of the spade clanging against Maguire’s temple with a dull
thud. Maguire drops.

“Lev,” I whisper. I feel
his warm blood saturating my coat, and I wonder how much he’s lost
already.

“I’m bleeding on you,” he
whispers, scarlet ebbing from the corner of his mouth. His body
shivers, and I don’t see the shimmer.

“This can’t be.” I
whisper.

“But it is.” A fit of
coughing claims him. His breath is labored. A siren wails in the
distance. His eyes seem unfocused, and he blinks a couple of times.
“No more bad dreams, Elizabeth. I’ve taken them from
you.”

“No,” I whisper. I know
what that means, and I won’t accept it.

He inhales sharply, and
his breath stutters once or twice before falling silent. A scream
rips through me. It’s a keening wail, high-pitched and awful.
Griffin is there, trying to pry me from Lev’s body, but I won’t let
go. I can’t. All I can do is scream.

The EMTs arrive and speak
to me, but I don’t understand. I clutch Lev to me, at least until
one of them slowly uncurls my fingers from his while the other
detangles our bodies. Dully, I watch one of them start CPR. The
other looks me over, trying to figure out of I’ve been shot,
too.

“Lizzie?” Griffin kneels
beside me. “I’m sorry—so sorry.” His expression is haunted. I keep
staring at the EMTs. It seems to go on forever until finally one
nods to the other and they stop. I draw my thighs to my chest and
rest my head atop my knees.


Chapter Twenty-Two

THREE WEEKS
LATER

The
first thing I notice when I wake is how quiet it is. I find myself
lying on my bed, dawn streaming through the window around the big
tree outside. The thick wooden fingers scrabble at the glass when
the wind stirs them so, but I’ve learned to ignore them.
Even as I stumble into consciousness, there’s a
deep, unsettled feeling, like waking from a nightmare I can’t
remember or trying to forget something so bad it’s impossible to
repress completely. The dread hangs over and all around me, waiting
for remembrance, yet the details of the last couple of weeks are
foggy, and no matter how hard I try to distill them, I
can’t.

Unable to take the
stillness and silence anymore, I pad barefoot to my bureau and grab
a brush. My hand trembles as I pull it through my hair. Without
warning, images scatter across my mind like pearls spilled from a
broken strand. Maguire. Gun. Lev. Blood.

The brush clatters to the
dresser top. I can’t move except to inhale and exhale. The final
truth I don’t remember is rushing at me like a locomotive, flying
past, just missing. But then, sometimes, a near miss is no miss at
all.

More memories spatter
inside my head. Maguire shooting at me. Lev blocking his path, then
falling. I shake my head and tell myself to focus. There’s more
locked away. I sense it, but the part of me holding them doesn’t
seem to want to give them up. It’s like denying the sun by staying
in a cave. Unfortunately, sunlight finds cracks.

“Lev?” I think, wondering
if he can hear me. I sit on the edge of the bed,
waiting.

No answer.

“Lev?” This time, I use my
voice and mind, as if by doing so it will force an
answer.

Silence.

More images. Lev in my
arms, writhing in agony. Blood seeping from his body onto mine. The
EMTs pulling me away. The stretch of CPR and… nothing. Maybe I’m
crazy, I tell myself. Maybe it was all a dream. Then I start
whirling around, searching for signs that will reinforce that
stupid hope because if not, the other is unthinkable. I can’t go
there.

No matter where I look, I
find nothing to dispel the memories. All my books line their
shelves. My pictures of friends back in Dallas are still
pincushioned to my bulletin board. Even my stuffed animals are
lumped into the piles near the bed where I throw them when I sleep.
Nothing and everything seem different.

I close my eyes and imagine
Lev on the bed with me, his glowing wings furled around me, holding
me safely each night until dawn spread across the sky. I remember
the heat of his body and the way his skin reflected the light. I
remember the feel of his lips on mine, his hand touching my back.
These are what I know of love, and every part of me bears a
memorial to his existence so I am not myself without him. I do not
exist in his absence.

Shaking, I grab my keys and
my purse and head out the door. The sky is a deep blue, and I think
of Lev’s eyes. The image of him in my arms comes to mind and I have
to force it away. It’s my fault he suffered. It’s all my fault. The
guilt hits hard and fast, and I have to do something or I won’t be
able to breathe.

I thrust the keys into the
ignition and drive toward the cemetery. As usual, the lot is empty,
and I wind around across the bridge, accelerating carefully so as
not to drive off it.

The pit of my stomach turns
to ice. I look at the empty driveway in disbelief, and I shove the
car into park. I run up to the door. My fist pounds as I yell for
Lev.

Silence. Tears begin
seeping down my face, and I can’t wipe them away quickly enough. I
keep pounding, ignoring the pain. He has to be here. He just has
to.

Someone catches my hand. I
turn, expecting Lev. It’s not even Celia or Evan. An unfamiliar
woman in jeans and a sweater stands there, looking at me like I’ve
gone mad.

“Can I help you, dear? I
work in the cemetery office.”

“I was looking for the
family that lives here.”

She shrugs. “They’re
gone.”

I stumble backward as though
her words are pushing me. “Do you know where they went?”

“Didn’t leave a forwarding
address.” She frowns, and I know she’s wondering what I’m doing out
here without a coat, crying like this. “You sure there isn’t
something I can help you with?”

“Yeah,” I tell her and run
back to the Jeep. I drive back through the cemetery, still waiting
for Lev to pop out from behind some headstone somewhere, but I
don’t see him, no matter how hard I look. Still, I don’t want to go
home yet, so I park the Jeep and get out to walk among the
dead.

“Lizzie?” I look up and
find Griffin standing there. He holds a newspaper in his
hand.

“Hey,” I manage, folding
my arms across my chest.

“I was just coming to see
Mom’s grave when I spotted your Jeep. I’ve been carrying around
this newspaper for a couple of weeks, but Jimmie said you weren’t
seeing anybody, so I just kept it.” He offers it to me, and I grab
it. It comes unfurled in my hands. On the front page, I see the
date, two weeks ago, and the headline “Local man confesses to
murder.” Beside the story is a picture of Maguire. In his eyes, I
see the same hatred my father must have the night he
died.

The newspaper begins to
slip from my fingers, but Griffin’s hands catch it. “I knew
something was up with Maguire, but everybody was looking at me. My
dad had to pay $10,000 to bail me out. So I was keeping an eye on
Maguire. I saw him carrying a roll of carpet into the school, which
made me suspicious, so I followed him. I’m sorry, Lizzie. I wish
I’d gotten there sooner. Before Lev was....”

I inhale sharply and wrap
my arms around my body, trying to keep it all together. “It’s not
your fault,” I whisper, thinking back to Jimmie disgustedly
explaining Maguire’s motive. He’d been in love with my mom, and it
enraged him that my mom had to drive those icy roads to pick my dad
up from that bar the night of her death. He wanted to kill me to
wipe out the rest of my father. He’d attacked Jimmie because Jimmie
was in the way. Maguire really wanted to find me. Then after he’d
hurt Jimmie, and he realized I wasn’t there, he tore the house
apart. Crazy. I force myself to stop thinking. “I should go
home.”

As I walk away, I feel
Griffin staring at me, watching. He wants to hover, but it won’t do
him any good, not unless he wants a close seat to watch this pain
take over my life. I’m still trying to understand everything that’s
happened and what the point of it all is.

I refuse to believe Lev no
longer exists. I don’t even know if he was my guardian angel or
just the spirit who ferried my soul. Either way, it doesn’t matter.
Some part of Lev is alive and will find a way to get to
me.

Or I will find
him.
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