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Chapter One

I dreamed of them again, those angels with
unnatural wings and eyes that haunt me even now, in this waking
world, where visions of the night should be forgotten. They chased
me into a dark wood, their white robes and pale skin glowing
ethereally in the night, yet all I could see were their bony
fingers reaching for me, exploding with light. Then the pain
struck, and I sprawled atop the soft, damp ground, blanketed by
moss and leaves.

I screamed as they advanced, unable to move
except to writhe in pain from the light that enveloped my body,
their voices booming inside my head: “You must stand judgment for
your crimes against us.”

That’s when Griffin wakes me by shoving at my
shoulder, his gaunt face pale in the moonlight. When he realizes my
eyes are open, he stops prodding and sits on the bed next to
me.

“You scared the hell out of me with all that
shouting,” he rants, raking his fingers through his hair. “I
thought someone was killing you.”

I’m about to tell him that so far as my dream
is concerned he isn’t far off, but there’s no point in vocalizing
that fear. Whoever those angels are, at least for the moment
they’re gone from my head. Griffin has enough trouble dealing with
his own Jayzee-sized demons. Even though we think she’s dead, it’s
like she’s still keeping some kind of hold on him so he really
doesn’t need to add my problems to the mix.

“Sorry I woke you,” I murmur, brushing the
hair from my face. “Please tell me that at least Jimmie is still
asleep.”

He nods. “Since he fell asleep on the couch,
he’s farther from your noise than I am, and I haven’t been sleeping
too soundly, remember?”

“Yeah.” I keep blinking as though that will
drive away the nightmares, but those angels refuse to leave.

“What did you dream about?”

I shrug. “Don’t remember.”

“Lizzie.” Griffin warns.

“Seriously, I don’t,” I argue, brushing my
hands up and down my arms, trying to drive away the goose bumps
rising on my skin.

“You were ready to fly out of that bed,” he
counters, shaking his head. “You remember, and you really don’t
spook easily. Hell, when Maguire was pointing that gun at you, you
were completely calm, or seemed to be.”

“I was petrified!” I say, hoping to distract
him from the subject. “Maybe you couldn’t tell, but I was freaking
out, Griffin.”

“Just like today, when I woke you up.”

“It’s nothing,” I snap, standing and walking
to the open window, where a slight breeze stirs the night around
us. The parted curtains billow inward, and a gust toys with the
hair hanging over my shoulders, lifting it and tossing it back.

“Why won’t you tell me?” he asks, rising.

“It’s nothing.” That’s all I know to say
without complicating everything beyond measure.

For a moment, Griffin just stands there,
waiting. When silence answers him, he shakes his head.

“Fine. Have it your way.” He walks away.

 


By morning, I’ve convinced myself the dream
is just that; it’s easier that way. The last thing I want to
believe is that those kinds of angels do exist. I have enough
problems with angels who look like humans. The others are just
plain scary.

After I get out of bed, I peek into Griffin’s
room. He’s still in bed, but at least this time he’s not thrashing
around and calling Jayzee’s name, which, in its own way is just as
scary as the angels haunting me. Part of me wants to ask Lev about
them but I know better. Things have been going too well between us
to open that can of worms. And if I ask, he won’t let it go until
the truth comes out, and I’m not sure where it will go from there.
I don’t really want to find out. Right now, figuring out what’s
happening with Jayzee is more of a priority. Until that is
resolved, I don’t think there’s any way Griffin is going to
heal.

I head into the kitchen, where Jimmie sits,
smoking a cigarette. I’ve been trying to get him to quit;
considering how healthy he isn’t looking these days, I think it
would definitely help, but hiding his cigarettes hasn’t deterred
him any more than my less-than-subtle comments, so I’m not sure
what to try next.

He leans on one elbow and stares off into
space, not realizing I’ve come in. I grab a box of cereal and a
bowl before pulling the milk from the fridge.

“You want some cereal or something?” I ask.
“I can make some eggs.”

“Nope. Not hungry yet. Could you grab the
paper from the porch, though?”

“Sure.” I set everything down and trudge to
the front door. Two steps onto the porch, I grab the paper, yet as
I rise, I see a girl with long blonde hair that reminds me…of
Sarah. She’s standing on the sidewalk on the opposite side of the
street.

I stagger backwards, unwilling to be dragged
down that memory road again; It’ll be too hard to fight my way
back. Her name rests on the tip of my tongue, and I almost call it
out before clamping my mouth shut.

“I don’t want to know,” I whisper and dart
inside, closing the door and leaning against it, trying to stop
breathing so hard. Is it possible? I wonder, gritting my
teeth.

My hand is trembling, and I actually drop the
newspaper, which thuds atop the linoleum entryway. What if it were
Sarah? What would that mean? I lean over and pick up the paper,
pushing all thought from my head. I try to steady myself.

Returning to the kitchen, I plunk the paper
in front of Jimmie and go back to preparing my cereal, even though
I’ve pretty much lost my appetite. The only real giveaway I’m
nervous is that my hand shakes enough so I spill a little milk on
the counter that I quickly wipe up.

Every time I think I’ve moved beyond Kane and
the others, the past comes flying back so fast I can’t duck.

“So what are your plans today, Lizzie?”
Jimmie asks, stubbing out his cigarette and plucking the rubber
band from around the newspaper. He unrolls and spreads it across
the table.

“Lev and I are going to have a picnic at the
lake.” I snatch the rubber band from Jimmie and quickly braid my
hair, a good way to keep it from getting in my way while I eat.
Then I reach for a spoon. “Sure you don’t want something? I don’t
mind fixing it.”

“Lizzie, I fixed my own meals before you were
even born. If I’m hungry, I’ll eat. Stop worrying over me like a
mother hen.”

Biting my lip, I set my bowl on the table and
sit across from Jimmie, who is still staring at me. Then he shakes
his head and goes back to reading. I start eating and watch Jimmie
from my peripheral vision. At first he focuses on the paper,
adjusting his glasses to read, but, as he feels the weight of my
gaze, he looks up and pulls off the glasses altogether.

“Okay, Lizzie. Spit it out.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I know something is rattling around in that
head of yours, so you might as well just ask instead of staring at
me like I’m going to turn into the Cat in the Hat or
something.”

The absurdity of that image really makes me
want to laugh as I suddenly see Jimmie wearing one of those tall
red-and-white striped hats. Now there’re two things which should
never be combined.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I
protest innocently and take a spoonful of Frosted Flakes to keep my
mouth busy. If I can’t answer, maybe he won’t ask me any
questions.

“Lizzie, I’ve known you since you were a
baby. You never have been able to lie worth a damn, so just throw
it out there so I can read my paper in peace while you and Lev
enjoy your picnic. Out with it.”

I take a deep breath and swallow, figuring
he’s probably right. I’ve never been a good liar, and he does know
me better than a lot of people. I set my spoon in my bowl and sit
up straighter, as if that’s going to make this conversation any
easier.

“Do you ever dream about Theresa,
Jimmie?”

He frowns and squinches his nose in
confusion. “Theresa? Why would I? Where is this coming from?”
Jimmie is definitely not looking at the paper anymore. Whether I
want it or not, I have his full attention. Lucky me.

“I…just wondered, that’s all.”

Jimmie shakes his head. “No, Lizzie, I don’t
think you just wondered. There’s a reason you’re asking, and I want
to know.” He levels his gaze at me and taps his fingers
impatiently.

“Okay, here’s the deal. Griffin’s been having
nightmares about Jayzee. He’s convinced she’s still alive. I just
wondered if you might have had a similar problem with Theresa,
that’s all.”

He shakes his head. “No. If you’re asking if
I sense Theresa like before, I don’t. I think she’s gone, and
considering all the crap that happened while she was here, I don’t
miss her one damned bit.” He shakes his head. “Anything else you
want to share?”

“No. That’s it.” I focus on my cereal,
feeling more than just a little stupid for bringing any of this up.
I guess considering how hard this has been for all of us, I just
want to make sure nothing else happens.

Jimmie stares at me for a moment longer
before finally picking up his glasses and slipping them into place
so he can read the headlines. I see the pictures of soldiers in the
paper, and half of me worries about that. The other half worries
about all the unseen things in this world.

The floorboards creak, and I look to find
Griffin standing in the doorway, blinking as he tries to focus. He
leans against the jamb and absently raises his hand to run it
through his hair, trying to tame the wild strands. Our gazes meet
but he quickly looks away, probably because he, too, is tired of
dealing with all this stuff, and the last thing he wants is to
start the morning off with that.

“Want some cereal?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “No, not really hungry.”
His gaze flashes toward the refrigerator. “I think I’ll get some
juice, though.”

“Suit yourself.” I finish the last of my
cereal as he rummages through the cabinet for a glass.

“How’d you sleep?” Jimmie asks, trying to
meet his gaze.

“Good.” Griffin sits and takes a long sip of
his juice. No matter how hard he works at seeming fine, Jimmie and
I know better. The dark shadows under his eyes and the fact that
he’s losing weight tell the real story.

Griffin levels a meaningful glance in my
direction. “And how about you, Lizzie. How did you sleep?”

My shoulders stiffen, and I feign further
interest in my cereal than it’s worth. “I slept well, thank you.”
My tone is cooler than I mean for it to be, but I wish to hell
Griffin would just let things go. He can’t exactly help me with
this. No one can.

Sensing he isn’t going to let it go, I stand
and take my bowl to the sink. Both Jimmie and Griffin watch me
until I want to turn and hightail it out of there. Yeah—like
that wouldn’t be a dead giveaway. Instead, I carefully wash
the bowl out, set it in the sink and force myself to start humming
an upbeat tune as I head for the door.

“What time is Lev coming to get you?” Jimmie
asks, peering at the clock on the wall.

“In about an hour.”

I don’t wait for a response because there’s
no telling what will come out of Griffin’s mouth. I’d like to blame
this on Jayzee, but I know better. If it were Jayzee’s control
wreaking havoc, Griffin would probably forget I existed, not take a
keen interest in my nightmares. No, this is typical Griffin.

“Have fun,” Jimmie calls as I head into the
bedroom to get ready.

“I will,” I yell.

 


Lev kisses my cheek as I greet him on the
porch. In my left hand, I already carry the picnic basket, and he
cocks an eyebrow inquisitively at me.

“So are you excited to see me, or is Jimmie
driving you nuts?” he asks, folding his arms across his chest.

“Not Jimmie. Griffin.” I grab his hand and
try to tug him down the porch steps but he chooses that moment to
become an immoveable object.

“Griffin? Really? Maybe I should give him
some pointers.”

“Not funny,” I snap, tugging harder.

“Depends on whom you ask.” His mouth is
twisted into a smirk, reminding me of the teenage Lev I’d known
from Hauser’s Landing, the form I’ve really missed. Not that it
matters what body he possesses. It was Lev’s spirit that’s
connected with mine, not his form. I just happened to be fondest of
the body I’d met him in.

“Okay, you proved your point. I can’t make
you move. But unless you want to pack your own lunch, you might
want to pick up the pace. I’m leaving.”

“Spoil sport,” he mouths, suddenly stepping
forward so I almost fall. It’s only him holding me that keeps me on
my feet, and as I’m dangling from his arm, his broad, undaunted
smile making me wish I could trip him, but even if I did, that
would probably be because he let me, not because I was really all
that fast or tricky. Sometimes it’s tough having a supernatural
boyfriend.

“You ready to go?” he asks, hoisting me
upright. The basket almost topples my balance, so he quickly wraps
his arm around me to help stabilize me.

“No, I want to stand here all day,” I mutter.
He puts me down and I stride toward his truck.

He follows and opens my door so I can slide
the basket onto the floor and get in. Although I can tell by his
frown he’s wondering what’s up between me and Griffin, he’s good
enough to wait until we at least pull out of the driveway and head
to the lake before bringing it up.

“So what’s going on?” He stares ahead
casually, like that’s going to help.

I want to tell him it depends on who he’s
asking, but I know what he’ll say, so I shake my head. What Lev
really wants to know is if there is something going on with me. So
not going there. Instead, I think we really need to talk about
Griffin and his dreams. Yeah, that definitely seems a more suitable
topic.

“Things are really kind of tense, that’s
all.”

“What do you mean?” I feel his gaze wander my
way. He’s still pulling off that casual demeanor, which isn’t like
Lev at all.

“I’m worried about him, and he knows it.”

Now he’s flat out staring, his eyebrows
bunched together as a frown spreads across his face. “Okay,
Elizabeth, let’s just get to it. Why are you worried?” He’d
probably keep staring if he didn’t have to steer.

“Yesterday I saw that he was having a
nightmare and so I woke him up. I could tell he was freaking out,
and when he told me what he was dreaming about, I understood
why.”

“Which is?”

“He’s dreaming Jayzee is still alive.”

Lev’s foot falters on the accelerator, and he
flinches. “That’s not possible.”

I shake my head. “I know you believe that,
but after watching him closely these past months and realizing he’s
not much better than right after I used the dagger, it does seem
like Jayzee might still be alive. Lev, he still has feelings for
her, and that shouldn’t be.” I swallow hard and watch his fingers
cinch the wheel.

“It can’t be,” he mutters, shaking his head,
but judging by his tone and the way he’s staring, I know the
comment isn’t really meant for me.

“There’s more,” I add meekly.

Lev’s ocean eyes glare at me, and I know he
really doesn’t want to hear this. He wants things to keep going the
way they have been as much as I do, but I don’t think that’s going
to be possible.

“Okay, what is it now?”

“I think I saw Sarah walking down my this
morning.” I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until I finally
exhale. “I know you don’t want to hear this.”

“You’re right. I don’t,” he snaps. “That
dagger almost killed you, Elizabeth, and it was supposed to have
cleaned house when it came to the evil angels, but from what you’re
telling me, we might just be back at square one again, fighting
Kane and Colin, which I am so not looking forward to.”

A shiver runs through me as I think about
Kane finding me again. I don’t think I could bear that. “Don’t you
think if Kane were alive I’d sense him or something?” It’s the only
thing I can think of which gives me hope. After all, Griffin senses
Jayzee, meaning the connection must still be in place. Shouldn’t it
work like that with Kane?

“I don’t know. The fact that Kane managed to
connect with you at all, considering how strong our connection had
been, astounded me so I can’t rule out the possibility that he’s
here somewhere off the radar.”

He parks the truck in front of a copse of
trees just before the beach area, and I think we’re both relieved
there are no other cars, meaning we’ll have the place to ourselves.
Granted, it’s September and well past swimming season when this
area is usually packed beyond belief. Still, even in autumn, there
are usually at least a few people around so privacy isn’t possible.
Today must be our lucky day. Yeah, right.

The stiffness starts in my shoulders and
seizes my whole body in a matter of minutes as I try to wrap my
head around our conversation without panicking. I can’t face Kane
again. Period. I don’t have it in me. Without realizing it, I start
shaking and can’t stop.

As Lev pulls the keys from the ignition, he
sees my ashen face and freezes. “Elizabeth, you okay?”

“Yeah,” I manage, but my voice is all wrong,
and I feel light-headed.

“Calm down,” he soothes, wrapping his arm
around me, and the minute I feel his touch, I cave in toward him,
my head falling into its usual spot just beneath his chin. I think
I’m so shell-shocked by this whole thing I can’t cry. Nothing will
come out except the violent shaking that keeps me from
speaking.

“I know you’re scared,” he says, “but you
don’t have to be. Last time you felt like you were fighting him all
by yourself. You weren’t alone then, and you sure aren’t alone now.
Besides, we don’t even know for sure Kane survived. Before you
panic, we need to confirm as much.”

“How?” My voice shakes, just like my body.
“How can we know for sure?”

“Evan. He can sense these things.” Lev tilts
his head and kisses my temple.

“But Evan isn’t here.” The shaking is worse,
and Lev embraces me more tightly; I feel the heated light that
emanates from his body, the white noise of it helping purge the
panic, and a moment later, all I can think about is Lev.

I don’t know how long we stay wrapped in each
other like that, but when he finally pulls away, I feel strong
enough so the fear isn’t so overwhelming and I can meet his probing
blue eyes.

“Are you sure it was Sarah? Think carefully.”
One of his hands slips over mine, and I feel his fingers softly
caressing my skin.

I close my eyes and think back to the moment
when I saw the blonde ambling down my street. “She was facing the
opposite direction, so I can’t be positive. I just…felt it was
her.”

Lev nods. “All right. Until Evan returns, we
can’t rule out that it wasn’t Sarah, so we need to be careful and
watch for Kane and Colin as well, just in case. I’m not as worried
about Jayzee and Sarah because without the others, they have no
great source of power or strength.”

Although he sounds so assured of that, I can
still see the hard line of his shoulders and the clench of his jaw,
as though he can’t relax either.

“What will happen if they are here?”

Lev takes a deep breath and lets it go.
“Truthfully, I have no idea. I need to talk to Evan. He’ll know
what to do.” He nods toward the lake. “Anyway, didn’t we come here
to have a picnic?”

I nod and open my door, and together we head
for the beach wrapped in each other’s arms. Lev carries the basket,
probably knowing it is safer with him because he isn’t nearly as
likely to trip over his own two feet.

“I missed you last night,” he whispers in my
ear, giving me a shy smile.

“I know the feeling.” I stare ahead, watching
as the trees give way to a clearing white with sand, and I smile.
I’ve always liked this spot. I mean, it’s the same lake as where we
were at yesterday, just on the other side--but what I love about it
today is that the birds circle overhead lazily, cooing at our
arrival as the water gently laps the sandy shore.

The minute we leave the rocky path and touch
sand, my sandals are off and in my hand so I can feel the coolness
beneath my feet. As I get my first glimpse of the shoreline, I
propel myself from Lev’s arm toward the shore where sand and water
meet. Yeah, I know the water is going to be cold, but I don’t care.
I love the feel of wet sand over my feet. Nothing else in this
world relaxes me the way water does.

Although I tense when I feel the cold, I
don’t back up, knowing if I just give it a moment, my body will
adjust. And it does. Still, Lev stands on the shore, the basket in
one hand as he stares at me, grinning at my lunacy.

I stare at my wriggling toes, suddenly
feeling very refreshed. “Come on in.” That smile is so rare. I
beckon him to join me.

He looks down at his sneakers and jeans. “I’m
not exactly dressed for this….” He shakes his head ruefully. “I
didn’t know that during a picnic you would want to play in the cold
water. It is September….”

“I know! Now come on!” I wave again, harder,
more determined, thinking if I just keep trying, he’ll eventually
come.

“All right,” he finally agrees, setting the
basket down. “Give me a minute.” He sits amid the sand and unties
his shoes. He jerks them off, following by his socks before ambling
toward me. For the first time I realize he’s wearing a black
button-down cotton shirt that makes his skin look all the more
golden and turns his eyes a brighter blue. I didn’t think that was
possible.

Lev rolls up the legs of his jeans and
wanders down the shore. He reaches for me, wrapping his arms around
my waist, still grinning. “Happy now?”

“Of course. I’m at my favorite place with my
favorite person.”

“Glad to hear it.” He draws me closer and
slips his hands to either side of my face, gently resting there. As
usual, the nearness of him leaves my heart racing, and all I can
see is my reflection in his eyes and how I swim in them.

Lev’s lips part slightly, and I see his
Adam’s apple bob with it, feeling myself drifting toward him, a
slow stretch of nothing but him. The rest of the world has ceased
to exist, and it seems as though I’ve been waiting forever to feel
his lips upon mine; yet I’m still surprised by the feather-light
caress when it comes, and my whole body stirs with
anticipation.

We seem to linger like this forever and a
scattering of seconds at the same time when he pulls back, leaving
me waiting for more. When I finally realize he’s moved away, I open
my eyes to find him staring intently. No matter how much I might
have wished for a guy to look at me the way Lev does, I know I’ll
never be able to earn it. It’s like he sees something within me I
can’t find but want to become for him. If he believes she’s in
there, she must be, doesn’t she?

His left hand moves from my face to stroke my
hair. At that moment, I feel I can barely breathe, and I can’t stop
staring into his eyes. I lick my lips. All this feels like a dream
and, if it is, I never want to wake up.

“Why me?”

Lev blinks. “What do you mean?”

“Why me? Of all people, why was I so
lucky?”

He laughs humorlessly. “Lucky? This is lucky,
Elizabeth?”

I nod, feeling a catch in my throat as tears
prick my eyes. I never thought I would find anyone like him. “I’m
with you, aren’t I?”

He tenses and closes his eyes. When they
resurface, I find myself swimming in that ocean. He opens his
mouth, but nothing comes out, and for once he seems pale and
unsure. “Elizabeth.” His voice is like rough silk, and his mouth
twists into a frown.

I raise my hands to his lips, knowing what
he’s trying to tell me. “Shhh. Don’t say it. I am lucky. No matter
what happens, I’ll take this life with you over any other. I know
it’s right. It’s what should be.”

I try to embrace him, but he steps back, and
he seems on the verge of tears. “No, this isn’t luck. If it were, I
could protect you. What kind of an angel am I to stumble so much
and fail you at every turn? And yet you still remain. You can’t
have a normal life with me.”

“Maybe I don’t want one.” I step closer.
“This is my life, Lev. Don’t I get to pick what I want?” I reach to
hold him, but he catches my wrists.

“You’re seventeen. You haven’t had time to
discover what your heart yearns for.” His fingers start to ease as
he seeks to release me, but my hands quickly latch onto his.

“Maybe you want to believe some part of me is
a stupid teenage girl who had no choice in any of this, but you’re
wrong. I’m here, looking at the road we’ve come down and seeing
everything, every horrible dream and reality, I’d go through it
again just to get to this one moment with you. I’m seventeen,
Lev—one year away from being an adult, and I know what I want.
You.”

He flinches again, but at least this time he
doesn’t push me away. Instead, when I seek his arms, he enfolds me
in them, and those beautiful wings furl around us, closing off the
rest of the world.


Chapter Two

By Monday morning, I’m sure of one thing: the
nightmares aren’t going anywhere. For the last two weeks, I’ve
dreamed of those same angelic beings, and every night I end up
being attacked by them. While I used to wake Griffin up with them,
I guess now I’ve convinced my subconscious they’re just dreams, so
I’ve stopped talking so loudly in my sleep and Griffin usually
isn’t there when I wake in a cold sweat.

Still, no matter how “trained” my mind is to
keep quiet, these dreams are wreaking havoc with my sleep patterns
because after I see those angels trying to kill me, the last thing
I want to do is go back to sleep. I’ve thought about describing
them to Lev to see what he says, but I know that would just lead to
other questions I’m really not ready to answer. So I just try to
shrug them away as best I can in the mornings. Like today.

By the time my alarm goes off to wake me for
school, I’ve already been up four hours, staring at the walls where
moonlight paints a changing landscape of leaves from the tree
outside my window. Still, I force myself to get ready, something I
could do in my sleep and today probably am. Have I mentioned that
with such an active dream life, it’s really hard to see the point
in school?

By the time I get ready, Jimmie has already
left for work, and Griffin is still in his room, probably sleeping.
Still uncomfortable with the hold Jayzee seems to have on him even
now, I open the door a crack and peer in. For a moment, I just
watch him sleep, making sure his chest is rising and falling
evenly. Call me paranoid, but I like to make sure people are
breathing when they sleep. There’s too much that happens when you
leave things like that up to assumptions.

Once I leave Griffin’s room, I grab my
backpack and head out the door. The grass is moist from heavy dew.
I almost trip over the newspaper on the porch and scoot it aside.
I’m halfway to my Jeep when I spot the same blonde as yesterday—the
dead ringer for Sarah. I debate letting her keep walking and
chalking her striking resemblance to Sarah up as part of my
overworked imagination, but there’s already so much up in the air I
can’t juggle anymore. Considering how Griffin is struggling to deal
with Jayzee, I have to know if it really is Sarah. If it is, maybe
she can give me some answers.

I take a deep breath and shove my backpack
into the driver’s seat. In my hurry to catch the girl, I leave the
driver’s door open. Half of me wants to go back and shut it, but
all I can really see right now is that the woman is halfway down
the street and getting father and father away each moment I waste;
if she gets away, she takes all the answers with her. I run after
her, feeling the wind tossing my long hair behind me.

My heart is racing, and I feel so far behind,
like I’ll never be able to catch up. She turns at a corner. It
seems she’s speeding up, but really it’s the same pace, as though
it really doesn’t matter whether I catch her. I squint, trying to
tell if her profile also looks like Sarah, but considering I’m
running and freaked out, it’s pretty hard to tell so I run faster,
reminding myself I have to find out for sure.

By the time I’ve almost caught her, my heart
is slamming in my chest, and it’s hard for me to breathe. I need to
run more often, I think, wondering if I’m going to be able to go
the last few steps. I stretch out my arm, and when my fingers
finally feel her shirt, she shrugs my hand away and keeps
walking.

I abruptly lose my balance and fall onto the
concrete, taking the hide off my knees. I’m expecting her to stop,
but she just keeps going, and I force myself to stand despite the
ache in my legs.

“Stop!” I yell, sprinting toward her.

And she does. I catch my breath and force
myself to step around her so I can see her face. In that moment,
when Sarah’s features come into sharp focus, I gasp.

“You.” My voice is breathless and weak as I
take a stumbling step backwards.

“Stay away from me,” she hisses, glaring. Her
fingers quickly ball into fists, and she grits her teeth angrily.
Her long blonde hair hangs limply down the front of her shirt and
her skin seems uneven, not refined like when I last saw her. Her
pale face seems more gaunt than usual, and she takes a step back
despite the way her shoulders stiffen, seeming to beg for a
fight.

“You aren’t supposed to be here.” My voice is
cold and calculating as I remember what has happened between us,
the deception she was party to that almost destroyed so many.

“Well, that doesn’t matter because I am.” She
gives me one last scathing look before trying to walk past.

“So how did you manage it?” I step in front
of her to block her path, but even as I move I feel the warmth
begin to wriggle through me, the parasitic feeling of the dagger.
My stomach aches and I feel nauseated.

“Like I’ll tell you.” She side-steps me.

I grab her arm. “You will tell me—one way or
another.”

Sarah tries to break free, but my fingers
clench tightly around her arm. “Let go.” I see the shimmer of the
aura around her, and her eyes seem to turn brighter, suggesting her
supernatural essence. At once, my hand burns, and I jerk it away.
“Back off. Now!”

I feel my body flying through the air, and I
slam against a nearby fire hydrant. The burning from the dagger
spreads through me until I can barely breathe. My vision wanes to
blackness, and suddenly the burning is excruciating; all I can do
is scream as loudly as I can.

The pain in my head wakes me to a dark world
illuminated only by a single street lamp and a luminous, full moon
hanging in a starless sky. Wincing, I sit up, and my hand
immediately drifts to the back of my head where I must have struck
the hydrant. Although I scan the street in both directions, I see
no pedestrians or even cars, for that matter. The only sounds that
break the stillness are the rapid thud of my heart in my chest and
the rasp of leaves against each other driven by the wind.

I glance down the street to see my Jeep still
sitting in the driveway—the driver’s door half-open as I left it
before Sarah and I got into it. Shaking my head, I try to get rid
of that stuffed feeling in my brain, the sensation that I’m not
entirely awake or asleep that coats everything in a Novocain haze.
Getting to my feet, I almost fall. My equilibrium is off, and I
stumble like I’m drunk.

What is going on, and where is everyone?

I stagger; only the fact that I can grab the
bus stop bench keeps me upright. For a moment I just stand there,
trying to make all this go away, but it won’t leave me. What is
wrong with me, anyway? I’ve never felt like this, as though every
breath makes me want to double over. Is it the dagger wound,
somehow?

As I stand, I quickly realize that no matter
what, this pain and disorientation aren’t going to improve, so I
force myself to release the bench and walk towards my house. It
seems to take forever, and only when I’m heading up the walkway
does it occur to me to wonder why Jimmie’s truck isn’t sitting in
the driveway. Considering how dark it is, he should have gotten
here hours ago. And why is it dark already? Wasn’t it just
morning?

I fall over the second porch step and grab
the railing to keep my face from smacking the concrete. On my
knees, I feel I’m going to vomit, but at the last minute the
clenching passes enough for me to get to my feet. My whole body
shakes uncontrollably, and I’m wondering if this is what it feels
like right before someone passes out; if it is, I can’t let myself
do that, not considering how topsy-turvy everything is.

Swallowing the bile I feel at the back of my
throat, I force myself to keep going. I have to find Griffin. Even
as I walk, I finally realize the reason for my disorientation—my
vision. It’s like I’m looking through a camera’s fish-eye lens, and
the distortion makes me feel like I’m stuck in a funhouse
surrounded by trick mirrors.

“Griffin!” I yell, grabbing for the front
door handle and propelling myself through the doorway. I try to
keep my gaze downward because that seems to downplay the visual
effects that make me so miserable. The house is stifling, as though
it’s been shut up on a hot summer day without the air conditioner
on. Sweat beads my forehead and trickles down the sides of my face,
and it seems harder to breathe than before, if that’s possible.

“Griffin!” I yell again, hoping this time
he’ll answer. I don’t know how much farther I can go like this, and
I sure don’t have a clue what’s wrong with me.

Silence.

Taking a deep breath, I force myself to
continue down the hall, heading to his room. He’s got to be there.
Despite my distorted vision, I see his door is closed, probably
because he’s resting, but I can’t wait for him to wake up. I won’t
make it that long.

“Griffin? Please help me.” I knock softly on
the door and lean against it, pressing my face against the smooth
wood. Although I’m hoping the surface will cool me, it doesn’t;
it’s just as hot as the rest of the house. I close my eyes and
focus on my breathing, waiting for him to answer.

Silence.

“Griffin, I think there’s something wrong
with me.” I wait a few seconds more to see if he says
something—anything. No such luck. Gritting my teeth, I twist the
door and push. As the door gives, I almost fall into the room, and
I’m definitely not prepared for what I find. Instead of just
Griffin standing there, I also see Jayzee. The two of them are
close enough to kiss but instead look deeply into each other’s
eyes. Suddenly my vision really goes haywire. Instead of having the
funhouse effect, it distorts to blackness except for the heat
images from Jayzee and Griffin. Jayzee’s form is a white blur,
whereas Griffin’s is more of an orange-red, and I shake my head,
trying to get rid of the distortions.

“Get away from him!” I shout, stepping into
the room. Immediately, I trip over something and fall headlong into
the room. Even after I finally get up, the forms remain in the same
position despite my entrance. I try to move forward, but something
blocks me.

“You shouldn’t be here, Jayzee!” I yell,
finding the bed blocks me.

“Griffin wants me here,” she purrs. “And what
Griffin wants, Griffin gets.”

The nausea and pain I’ve been dealing with
this whole time suddenly kick into high gear, doubling me over. As
I’m lying there, trying to remember how to breathe, I look down at
my hands and see the hard white glow that seem to match Jayzee’s
aura. I don’t understand. Seemingly of its own accord, one hand
stretches out, and an even whiter flash leaps from my hand to both
Jayzee and Griffin. I watch the light, suddenly fascinated, trying
to understand what’s happening and why I can’t seem to control my
own body when all at once I can’t shake the pain anymore. I start
crying, and my hand falls as I linger in the embrace of the
darkness splintering around me.

I don’t know how long it takes before the
pain finally subsides enough for me to move, but when it goes, I
blink and see my vision is back to the funhouse mirror perspective.
Swallowing hard, I peer at my hand. It seems unchanged as I furl my
fingers to clenched fists and splay them wide. Trying to make sense
of what I’ve seen, I repeat the motion once or twice, but it
doesn’t give me any answers. The only way I’m going to find those
is by standing so I ignore the rising feeling of nausea and roll
onto my knees to get up. Even before I put my weight on unsteady
knees, all I see is what appears to be an empty room. No Griffin.
No Jayzee.

What in the hell is going on?

“Griffin?” I lean against the bed as I
stand.

Silence. My breath stutters in and out as I
slip around the bed to find two bodies collapsed one atop the
other. The world suddenly stills, and I begin shaking my head in
denial. Even from here, I can see Griffin isn’t breathing. I want
to be wrong. Maybe since my vision is so messed up I can’t really
tell.

I force myself to kneel and reach out to
Griffin’s neck. My trembling fingers skim his flesh and sink down,
probing for a pulse. Nothing. It doesn’t matter where I move. I
can’t feel anything. Still, I keep trying. It has to be there.

“Griffin?” I say, my voice trembling like my
body. “Can you hear me?”

I stare hard at him, watching for any sign of
movement. Nothing—no flaring of the nostrils or fluttering of
eyelashes, not the slightest hint he’s still in his body.

What have I done?

I look at my hand, trying to find anything
else out of the ordinary, something to make all of this logical,
but it looks the same as it always has. I run my fingers across the
top of it, but nothing feels amiss.

Confused, I snatch my fingers away and force
myself to stand. I give Griffin one last glance, desperately
searching for any signs of change; there are none, which means I’ve
really killed him.

I suck in air like somebody has just punched
me in the stomach and scurry from the bodies. I actually make it
about four feet before I vomit, and it’s then I see my reflection
in Griffin’s bureau mirror. The person looking back at me is a
stranger. Her long hair cascades over her shoulders, and her face
is flushed. Her eyes peer at me with that haunted look.

I hate her. I hate her. I hate her.

I grab a baseball from the stand next to his
mirror. I know somebody signed the thing and that’s why Jimmie
keeps it, but it doesn’t matter to me. I hurl it with all my might
at the mirror, and the shattering glass sprays outward in a silver
shower. Still, even after the damage is done, a single shard
remains, and in it, I see my reflection just as clearly as if I’d
broken nothing.

I have to get out of here.

I stagger out the door, my hands grasping the
walls as I stumble down the hall. The world is spinning like a
crazy carnival ride, and it’s hot—so so hot. I’m almost to the end
of the hall when I see the shadow of someone about to turn the
corner. I stagger backward, my gaze falling to my hand. I shove it
in my pocket, as if that’ll do any good.

The shadow lengthens, and Jimmie enters. He
stops short as he sees me and cocks his head to one side, as if
surprised.

“Lizzie? Are you all right?” He steps toward
me, but I stagger backwards.

“Stay away from me!” I clench my fingers into
a fist just to prove that I can still control my own body, that my
hand won’t suddenly act of its own accord and kill the man I’ve
come to think of as my father.

Jimmie stops short and raises his hands.
“Lizzie, you look like hell. What’s wrong with you? Are you on
something?” He shakes his head and starts toward me again.

It’s then I feel the horrible pain seize me,
and my vision suddenly shifts to the blackness in which Jimmie
becomes a red-orange blur. My throat is tightening, and my body
shakes convulsively. I slam against the wall and start sliding down
it.

“Lizzie. Oh, God!” I hear Jimmie say, and the
blur rushes toward me. I want to fight it, but I can’t. My hand
slips out of my pocket, and I feel the muscles contracting in my
arm as it lifts. I know what’s coming abut I can’t fight it, no
matter how hard I try.

“Please, Jimmie.” Those words are the last
thing I remember hearing as the pain fractures my world so much I
can’t think. There are only shapes and blurs of light as I see
Jimmie reach for my hand, thinking I’m reaching for him, as the
light glows on my fingertips and jumps toward him. The
reddish-orange blur suddenly crumbles to the floor, and I hear a
loud keening cry it takes a moment to realize is coming from
me.

It takes what seems like forever for the pain
to become bearable enough to move. I don’t even want to blink, so I
just close my eyes, trying to shut out Jimmie’s prone form in front
of me. All the while, I’m screaming and crying, and it doesn’t
matter anymore. Jimmie and Griffin are both gone, and it’s my
fault. I’m stuck in this hellish world that makes no sense.

When I can finally lift my head up without
feeling as though lightning is striking me, I try to sit up. My
face is soaked with tears, and I draw the back of my hand across my
cheeks as I get to my knees and crawl to Jimmie. Once again, my
vision has returned to that funhouse look so I try to believe that
just because I don’t see him breathing doesn’t mean anything. It
could be a mistake. He could still be alive.

“Jimmie.” My voice warbles with the pain, and
I’m so tired. I want to go to sleep and never wake up. I force
myself to reach across him, too, my hand lingering just above his
neck. For a few seconds, I just can’t make myself touch him, afraid
of what I’ll find, but then I force my fingers downward. Once
again, no matter where I search, I feel no gentle throbbing beneath
the skin, no signs Jimmie has survived.

“No,” I scream and slam my hand against the
ground until it hurts. I want to cut it from my body, anything to
stop what it’s doing.

“Jimmie, you have to get up,” I whisper. More
tears run down my face. “I can’t do this without you. Period. You
have to get up.” I start tugging at his body, trying to propel him
into movement, but he lies there like a stone no matter what I
do.

“Jimmie! Please!” I cradle his head in my lap
and stroke his face, thinking that will bring him around. I know
what he’s gonna say. “Lizzie, you sick or something?” And he’s
right. It’s the “or something.”

I don’t know how long I sit there, crying and
touching Jimmie’s face, expecting he’ll come back to me, but when I
finally realize beyond any doubt Jimmie is dead, I softly lay his
head back on the carpet and force myself to get up. Swallowing the
bile in the back of my throat, I force myself to head toward the
kitchen. My balance is so out of whack I knock off a lamp and a few
books from a table in passing before I finally get there.

The room is dark, but I know it well. I don’t
bother turning on the lights before I go to the cutting block and
pull out the first knife I can find. I glare at my hand, trying to
ignore the tears and then lay it palm up on the counter. I slam the
knife into it.

Pain. I scream and pull the knife out. Blood
pools darkly and in the jagged cut. But my fingers still wriggle as
they should, and I can’t have that. I don’t want to kill anyone
else, so I bring the knife up again.

Suddenly someone grabs me from behind. A
strong hand grips the hand with the knife, stalling my motion,
while the other wraps itself around my waist.

“No!” I scream, thrashing. “I have to do
this! I have to!”

“Elizabeth, it’s okay. You’re okay!” A cold
fear washes over me as I recognize the voice. Lev. Sweet Jesus, he
can’t be here. Not now.

“No! I’m not!” I scream. “You have to get out
of here. My hand!” I look at it, searching for the glow that could
kill him.

“Shhh!” he whispers in my ear. “Your hand
will heal. You need to stop fighting, baby.”

I see my hand start to glow and thrash
harder. “No! No!” I try to bring the knife toward me, but Lev is
stronger. He doesn’t know I will destroy him.

“Stop fighting, Elizabeth. It’s going to be
okay.” I can hear him trying to be calm, but I know better. He’s
just as afraid as I am, but he’s thinking of me—and it’s gonna get
him killed.

My perception dwindles to that blindness and
heat vision, but since he’s behind me, I see only blackness ahead
except for the hands that hold me. No, I think, realizing the fire
doesn’t have to jump from me to him. If I’m touching him, it will
work just as well.

“No!” I scream, thrashing as violently as I
can. Even as strong as Lev is, he’s completely taken by surprise
and barely maintains his grip as I try to free myself. Suddenly
there is another source of white heat in front of me, and I try to
clench my fist to contain the growing power I feel there, but I
can’t. Once again, I have no control over my body.

“Elizabeth, you have got to calm down. We
can’t help you until you do.”

The voice fills my mind, but this isn’t Lev;
it’s Evan. That must be who’s standing in front of me. He’s not
safe, either. “Please go,” I whisper. My body feels so tired, and I
suddenly stop fighting Lev as the energy builds in my hand. “I
don’t want to hurt you.”

“Slow her heart,” Evan orders.

Suddenly there is this humming, and I feel my
heart slowing even as the light shoots from my hand. This time,
there is a wall there it harmlessly bounces off.

“Now what?” Lev asks.

“Make her sleep.”

“It’s okay, Elizabeth. Let go of the knife.”
His touch is soothing, and his voice suddenly sounds musical. I
blink two or three times, and my vision starts to clear so I can
see Evan’s clear form in front of me. He’s holding his hands up,
and the white light is bouncing off an invisible wall. His wings
are fully visible, and he glows with the bright light.

Lev kisses my temple and whispers something
in my ear. Then that other blackness swoops in and takes me with
it.


Chapter Three

“Elizabeth, can you hear me?”

The voice is deep, distorted, and far away,
buried beneath the vicious pounding that pulses in my temples. “Go
away,” I whisper. “Please just go away.”

I try to cling to the blackness, aware of
what will happen if I fully awaken. The nightmare will continue,
and there is only one person left who matters-Lev. I’d rather die
than go through that loss all over again.

“You have to wake up.” The voice is less
distorted and closer. Although I still cannot recognize it, I have
a feeling it’s Lev.

“No. If I wake up, I’ll hurt you.”

Suddenly there’s an image of me standing in a
white room when Lev appears. He wears white pants, and his
shirtless chest glows golden in the bright light. His skin is
translucent, ethereal. His wings seem so much taller than I
remember, and he holds my hands in his. His expression is cast in a
worried frown.

Immediately, I try to pull away, terrified of
being too close. “Get away from me!”

“It’s okay. You can’t hurt me here.” He
holds me despite my struggles and pulls me into his
embrace.

“Where are we?” All around us, all I can
see is stark whiteness—no walls, windows, or doors. Just endless
space, and Lev with me.

“An…alternate dimension.”

I shudder against him and feel his arms
tighten around me. “I don’t understand. What’s happening?” I feel
like I’m about to fall apart, so it’s a good thing he’s holding
me.

“Shhh,” he soothes. “You’re going to be
fine.”

“No,” I whisper. “Not after what I’ve
done. I wish I were dead, Lev!”

He pulls back. “What you’ve done?” I don’t
understand.” He shakes his head in confusion.

“Griffin. And Jimmie.” My voice breaks,
and I start crying. I look down at my hand and spot a bandage which
makes me cry even harder because it reminds me all the more of my
transgressions against those I love.

“What about them, Elizabeth? I don’t
understand what you are getting at.”

“They’re dead,” I sputter. “I killed
them.” I feel my body sinking as my knees give way, but Lev’s hands
sense the shift and support me.

“No, Elizabeth. They’re not dead. You’ve
got to listen to me. The dagger is doing something to you. I’m not
sure what, and I’m not sure about the trigger, but not everything
you’ve seen is real. A lot of it is just in your head.”

“So what didn’t I imagine?” I ask, trying
not to think about the images of Griffin and Jimmie dying.

“Your hand. What you did—that’s real.” He
touches the bandage and when he looks at me, I see the pain in his
tight-lipped frown. He looks scared as hell, and that alone
threatens to send me into orbit. It’s never a good thing to
be able to unnerve an angel.

“Jimmie and Griffin are both fine.” He
reaches out and touches my face. “It’s you I’m worried
about.”

“No.” I try to pull away even though I
want to stay there, feeling his caress for the rest of my life. I
know I can’t, not at this cost.

“Elizabeth, they’re fine. I promise you.”
Lev follows after me, his hands reaching for me.

“I believe you,” I finally manage, my
voice raspy from all the tears I’m keeping so tightly locked inside
. “But they’re only going to stay fine if I remain here, where I
can’t hurt them. The minute I leave this place, I put them in
danger, and I’d rather die first.”

For the first time, I see anger darken Lev’s
features as those ocean eyes boil into a violent, churning storm.
“You listen to me, Elizabeth Moon. You can’t stay here! You can’t
pull yourself out of life because living it scares you. That’s not
an option.”

His hands latch onto my arms, and I try
unsuccessfully to pull away. “Yes, it is!” Let go!”

“No.” His grip tightens. “I know you want
to protect them, but this isn’t the way, and you know it. You have
a reason to be afraid of this power, but truth be told, even if you
stay here, locked in a self-imposed prison you mean to use to keep
them safe, that doesn’t mean you won’t destroy them. Your body
doesn’t need your mind to kill, Elizabeth. It can do it just fine
even if you stay here.”

“No!” I scream and jerk away. I start
running. I don’t know where I’m going, and it doesn’t matter. I
just want to escape from his words because they’re tearing me
apart.

Lev catches me, and I whirl to face him. “Why
did you stop me!” I look at my hand. “Why didn’t you let me tear it
apart?”

Lev gently grabs my hand. “And do you think
that would have stopped it? Elizabeth, it isn’t just about your
hand. The power is fused to your entire being. Even if you cut off
your hand, your body will still kill. Trust me.”

I burst into tears and start sinking, Lev
tries to grab me but I’m falling too fast for anyone to stop the
momentum. We both end up on the ground. He wraps his arms around
me, and we both sit there. He rocks me as I cry, realizing this
nightmare is never going to be over. Never.

“It’s going to be okay. I promise,” he
whispers, kissing my ear.

“How can you say that? It’s not your
promise to make, is it?”

He peers into my eyes and rests his forehead
against mine. “I know you think this is impossible, but we will
find a way to get through it. And yes, it is a promise I can make.
You just have to trust me. Can you do that?”

Knowing there are no other choices, I nod.
“Can Evan protect you?”

He nods and squeezes my hand. “Yes. It will
be fine.”

“Okay. How do I get back?”

He kisses my forehead. “Just close your eyes
and follow the sound of my voice. Remember—it will be okay.”

“’Kay.” I start to close my eyes but then
stop.

“What’s wrong?”

I peer up into his eyes and find my small
reflection filling them. “I’m scared, Lev. I don’t want to lose
you, and I don’t know what’s going on.”

“You couldn’t lose me if you tried.” I
open my mouth to argue, and he slips his fingers over my
lips. “Yeah, I know a couple of months ago you tried. It didn’t
work then, either, if you remember. Now close your eyes.”

I stare at his face, memorizing the way I
look in his eyes, hoping he’ll always see me like that, no matter
what happens. He brushes his thumbs across my eyelids, and I let
them close. Everything seems to fall away. I hear a voice calling
my name. It seems so distant I have to reach for it. My mind is
sluggish, like I am swimming through deep water, trying to reach
the surface.

The distance and distortions in the voice
fade and I find myself awake and well aware of the horrible
pounding in my head and the pain throbbing in my hand even before I
force open my eyes.

“Elizabeth? Can you hear me?” Lev’s
voice.

“Stay away,” I whisper, hoping I’m speaking
louder than it sounds. I open my eyes and find, to my dismay, he’s
leaning close to me.

“Calm down,” he says.

“Go away,” I say louder, despite the fact
that raising my voice intensifies the pain. When I see he’s not
going to move, I try to sit up. His hand shoots out and nudges me
back down.

“You’re too weak to attack anyone, okay? I’m
not in any danger, so stop fighting me.”

“Where’s Evan?” I look around the room,
searching. He’s the only one who can fight this power. He has to be
here.

“In the living room, talking to Jimmie. You
need me to get him?”

I shake my head and lick my lips, realizing
just how parched my throat is. Lev grabs a glass of water from the
nightstand by my bed. As I start to take it, I see the thick, white
gauze wrapped around my hand. It startles me so badly I almost drop
the glass, but Lev is there to steady it.

“My hand. What happened?” I look at him,
pleading.

He sets the glass back on the nightstand and
takes my wounded hand in his. “You…did…this.” His voice is
strained, and I can tell by the tense line of his shoulders and the
hard set of his jaw he’s struggling not to show emotions.

“What about Jimmie…and Griffin?” My heart is
speeding up, and I feel my thoughts swirling crazily. I grip the
blankets tightly in one fist, all the while staring at his face,
begging for certain words to come out.

“They’re fine, just like before you…slipped
away. I promised, remember?”

I close my eyes and release the breath I’ve
been holding, grateful for those two miracles. “But my hand….”

He looks down at it. “I found you when you
were stabbing yourself, Elizabeth. I tried to stop you, but I
wasn’t quick enough. You were lost in some kind of trance, and no
one could seem to wake you.”

I look down at my hand and try to move it
beneath the swaddling gauze. That’s when the pain hits and I
grimace. Lev strokes the bandage lightly. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth. I
am so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I manage, suddenly
exhausted. “None of this is your fault. It’s mine.” I can barely
speak because my throat is so dry.

“No, it’s because of the dagger.” He grabs
the glass and helps me up enough so I can take a few sips before
lying back down.

In my peripheral vision I keep seeing the
bandages. “How bad is it?” I whisper.

He shrugs. We cleaned it and did the stitches
here because the last thing we needed was to take you to the
hospital and keep you in a mental ward for observation. It’s like
you were sleep-walking with your eyes open. I don’t have a clue how
we would have tried to explain that to the ER doctors, so we
thought trying to treat you here was better. Evan is pretty skilled
in that area.”

I nod and try not to think about the vicious
throbbing that feels like I’m being stabbed all over again with
each new breath.

“Do you need something for the pain?”

I shake my head, knowing any drug I get for
pain will likely dull my thoughts, and with this damned power, the
last thing I need is to be less than coherent. I can see that he’s
about to argue, but I shake my head even harder. “I’ll be fine,
okay? Trust me. If I can’t take it, I’ll ask for something.”

“Do you remember what happened before all
this started? What might have set it off?”

I swallow hard and try to remember. To be
honest, even with the pain, my thoughts are scattered, and it
frightens me. “I was getting ready to go to school. I walked to the
Jeep.” I blink, trying to remember. It seems like so long ago.

“And then what?” Lev softly prompts, stroking
my good hand. “What else do you remember?”

I chew my bottom lip, fighting to remember.
Then it comes to me. Sarah. I’d seen Sarah walking down the street.
“I saw a woman who looked like Sarah and chased her down. It was
her, Lev. She threw me into a fire hydrant, and I hit my head.”

The golden glow of Lev’s skin fades slightly,
and he swallows hard. Although he tries not to show any emotions,
the neutral line of his mouth is a dead giveaway. He closes his
eyes and shakes his head as though trying to come to terms with
something he doesn’t like.

“You know what’s going on, don’t you?” I ask,
pushing the hair from my face.

“Not entirely, but enough.”

“Then explain it to me.” I sit up as the grim
reality of what’s happened sets in deeper than before.

“Apparently the powers of the dagger were
latent and might have remained that way if Sarah hadn’t attacked
you, but once she did that, the power began to feed off that
negative energy. I’m surprised we didn’t find Sarah’s dead body on
the street. But if you see her again, I’m quite sure she won’t get
away a second time.”

I open my mouth to ask another question when
Jimmie appears in the doorway, followed by Evan. The usual
tight-lipped frown belies the fear in his eyes as he strides to me
and sits on the bed beside me. For a moment, we just stare at each
other, but as I realize how grateful I am at least most of what I
witnessed wasn’t real, I fall into his arms and cling to him. He
rubs a large circle on my back just like he used to when I was
small and I’d had a horrible nightmare I couldn’t shake.

“It’s okay,” he whispers. I don’t know how
much Lev or Evan have told him, but I do know one thing. It doesn’t
feel remotely close to okay. For a moment, I just sit there and let
his love cocoon me against all the fears I can’t control, and when
I finally do withdraw, he stares at my face for a few long seconds
before standing so Evan can get through.

He looks at both Jimmie and Lev. “I want to
talk to Lizzie alone for a few minutes.” Lev straightens, and his
lips part as though he’s about to argue, but something in Evan’s
eyes convinces him otherwise. He gives me one last look before
following Jimmie out of the room and closing the door behind
them.

“I get the feeling I’m not going to like
this,” I finally say, looking down at my hand. Part of me wants to
toy with the bandage, but part of me knows better.

“No, you’re probably not.” Evan pulls up the
chair from my desk and situates it near the bed so we face each
other. I want to ask how the whole angel thing works and if he
really isn’t Lev’s father, what their relationship is, but I know
that’s just my coping mechanism. I guess I don’t want to talk about
anything unless there’s something really difficult to talk about.
Then it’s nothing rather than something, if that makes any
sense.

“I’m sorry Lev had to drag you away from
wherever you were.”

“It’s all right,” he manages and nods to my
hand. “How’s your hand?”

“Hurts some, but I’ll be all right.” The
fluorescent lighting glitters in his blond hair, reminding me of
Lev—as if I need any reminders.

I can see he’s struggling to find the right
words to tell me whatever it is I won’t want to hear, so I just
shake my head. “You might as well just go ahead and say it. No
matter how hard you try to find easy words, it won’t help.”

“You’re more right than you know,” he finally
admits, leaning back in the chair. “Here it is, then. Lev risked a
lot when he interfered with things in order to keep you alive when
you stabbed yourself with the dagger. He had worked so hard to save
you he couldn’t not intervene, even though the consequences of that
choice could lead to destruction. Do you understand what I’m
saying?”

His tone is soft and low, and his eyes are
sad. But none of that eases the truth. I nod. “You’re saying I
never should have survived.” The words make me want to panic, but I
manage to say them in a more or less detached way, as if I’m
speaking about the weather.

“Yes.” He shifts in his chair, and I can tell
he’s just as uncomfortable as I am. “I tried to tell Lev there
would be consequences for his decision, but he didn’t want to hear
that. He wanted to believe that he could save you and avoid the
unpleasant chain of events he’d set off.”

“But he can’t, can he?” I reach for my water
just for something to do, but my hand fumbles. The glass starts to
tip, but Evan quickly seizes it.

“No, he can’t.” He hands me the glass, and I
take a sip. I feel him staring, and I have trouble breathing. It’s
like the world has totally changed, and it scares me.

“So what do we do now?” I set the glass back
on the nightstand.

“That depends on how far things have
progressed, Elizabeth.”

A cold chill sweeps through me, and I
shudder. I know it’s more from fear than the temperature. “I don’t
understand what that means.”

“Did you see three very different angels
after you hit your head and the world seemed to go crazy?”

I know the angels he’s talking about, but I
didn’t see them after, only before. It’s a technicality, but at
this point, I don’t want to talk about those angels, so I lie. “No,
I didn’t see them, at least not that I’m aware of.”

Evan stares at my face, frowning for a moment
before he finally nods. “All right.”

“Who are they, anyway?” It’s a question I
know I shouldn’t ask because I’m not going to like the answer, but
I’m too rattled not to ask.

“Every supernatural power has angels to watch
over it, Elizabeth. The Dagger of Light was no different. When that
power fused with you, you became a supernatural being, subject to
their watching as well.” He stands and looks out the window.

“But why should I bear watching? I’m not a
weapon like the dagger.”

Evan turns and folds his arms across his
chest. “Yes, Elizabeth, you are, and since the transformation, you
are more dangerous to the world of men and of angels because so
ancient a power is now fused with a fallible human spirit. And now
that power has been awakened, thanks to Sarah, we have to temper it
and teach you how to use it if necessary.”

“Where do those angels come in, then?” I try
to keep my voice casual, but that’s far from easy considering the
panic building inside.

Evan draws a deep breath and lets it out.
“I’m hoping by some miracle they didn’t feel the disturbance when
the dagger’s power shifted to you. Then again, I don’t know how
they could’ve missed it, considering I wasn’t anywhere close to
you, and I felt it.”

I lick my lips nervously. “So what if they do
come? What happens then?”

“They’ll begin tracking you by your aura,
Elizabeth, and once they find you, we will have to convince them
you didn’t intend to absorb the power and are really no
threat.”

I grip the blanket tighter and shake my head.
“How could they believe anybody would want this power?”

Evan rakes his fingers through his hair.
“They have good reason to want to protect the power you possess—and
just because you don’t want it doesn’t mean others with less
altruistic motives wouldn’t love to have it. You don’t realize what
you possess.”

I shiver. “Then tell me.”

“You can kill all beings, Elizabeth, even
angels. Do you understand just how dangerous that gift could be and
why if they come looking for you, it’s not going to be any small
feat to convince them you do not wish to have this power, and that
it was an accident that gave it to you? If we don’t convince them
as much, they will kill you.”

I sit up and start to swing my legs over the
side of the bed, all the while feeling Evan hovering, a grim frown
of concern on his face. I start to get up, but my knees are
unsteady, and I fall back onto the bed.

“Perhaps you should lie down a bit longer.
You still seem pretty shaken.”

I want to tell him I’m fine, that I’m ready
to start learning how to use this gift, but I’m frightened, not of
the angels but of myself. What if I cannot learn to control it? I
swallow hard. “In my dream or whatever it was, you were the only
one who could fend off the power. Why?”

He shrugs. “I’m guessing because the dagger
was supposed to be in my keeping, so it was built with a fail-safe
mechanism to keep from harming me.” Although he’s trying to keep
his voice strong and undaunted, I can sense a turmoil from within
him.

“But you don’t know how long that fail-safe
mechanism is good for, do you? You can’t say for sure it will last,
can you?”

“No.”

I close my eyes, and a shudder runs through
me as I remember the details of that dream or trance, whatever it
was. Lev was so sure Evan could save him from me, and I was so sure
I wanted to believe him. Biting my lip, I force myself to stand and
ignore the fuzziness still plaguing my vision.

“You should get back in that bed,” Evan warns
softly. He walks over to cut off my path. “You’re still pale and
weak.”

“I can’t just lie around and pray this gets
better. You didn’t see the world I saw, the one where I actually
used this ‘gift.’”

I try to brush past him, but Evan sets his
hands on my shoulders, stopping me. “You think not, Elizabeth? Both
Lev and I know what you imagined. In order to free you from the
trance, we had to slip into that world with you.”

“Then you know why I can’t stay here.” I fold
my arms across my abdomen. “You know why I wish I could cut this
thing out of me.”

Evan reaches out and touches the bandage. “I
know that. But it’s not something you can cut out. It has become
one with you, and no matter how much you hurt yourself, you won’t
get rid of it.”

I close my eyes and tense at the thought of
my next words. “Unless I get rid of me, too.” I try to walk away,
but Evan’s fingers tighten.

“That’s not an answer, Elizabeth. Lev would
do anything to save you. Don’t throw that away because right now
it’s hard.”

I jerk free, even though the motion makes me
dizzy. “This is hard? That’s it? Because I was thinking more along
the lines of impossible. I love Lev with every fiber of my being,
but I can’t be with him because I’m afraid of what this power will
do. You’re the one who said I could kill angels, or don’t you
remember that?”

“You can’t run away from this. If we don’t do
something, the triune of angels will hunt you down, and Lev will
sacrifice himself protecting you. Is that what you want?”

My shoulders cave under the weight of that
news, and I try to think of something—anything—that will make my
life salvageable. But there’s nothing. My knees start to buckle,
and I feel the tears coming but can’t stop them. The grief is like
a freight train hitting my body at top speed. Somehow Evan is there
to guide me back to the bed, and I lie down, closing my eyes to
shut out the world around me.

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I whisper.
“Why can’t I make it go away?”

Evan strokes my hair. “I know you didn’t.
Just give me some time to figure out how to help, okay? Don’t do
anything rash.”

If I weren’t hurting so badly, I’d ask him to
define rash. Is it stabbing my body with a supernatural
weapon? Or falling in love with an angel? What defines rash and how
the hell do I avoid it?


Chapter Four

It’s evening when I finally resurface into
consciousness. Although I’ve been having nightmares, for some
reason I’m not experiencing them right now. At first, I just think
maybe I just imagined the dreams. Then I open my eyes and find
myself curled up next to Lev, with his wings draped around my body.
Although there’s a soft glow that emanates from his body and wings,
it’s a peaceful, drowsy light that almost soothes me back to
sleep.

“Welcome back,” he whispers, staring at me
with those mesmerizing blue eyes.

“How long have I been out?” I start trying to
move, but he’s got one arm draped over me, and it isn’t budging,
his way of making sure I don’t exert myself.

“It’s almost midnight.” He looks at my hand.
“How does it feel?”

I shrug. “Not so bad, I guess.” I want to
tell him it doesn’t matter how much my hand hurts; it’s nothing
compared to this deep ache buried in my chest. “Where’s Evan?” I
try not to tense, but I can’t help it, not with this power that
could go off at any moment.

“Research. He’ll be back soon.” He offers me
a lazy smile.

“What if—”

Lev slips his fingers across my lips and
murmurs, “Shhhh. There’s no point in going there. If I need to,
I’ll make myself scarce, don’t worry.” He brushes my cheek softly
and moves forward so he can kiss my lips, and for that moment, when
I feel that feather-light caress, I’m lost as I can be, only with
Lev. The world around us ceases to exist, and time stops. I wish I
could remain there with him, but he gently pulls away and brushes
the hair from my eyes.

“You are beautiful, Elizabeth.”

“So you are trying to distract me, aren’t
you?” I whisper breathlessly, feeling my heart galloping in my
chest.

“No, just stating an observation.” He lays
his head so close to mine he is all I can see.

“I wish we could stay like this forever.” I
feel my body begin to tremble, and I know it’s because he’s so
near. It happens every time.

“Well, we can,” he murmurs, leaning close to
kiss me. “At least until you get hungry or have to go to the
bathroom.

I swat at him lightly, and he laughs. “Not
funny,” I say, waving a warning finger at him.

“It all depends on your perspective,
Elizabeth.” He starts to say something else when his body abruptly
stiffens and he withdraws his wings from around us to reveal Evan
sitting in the chair. A meaningful exchange of glances forces Lev
to slide his legs over the side of the bed and rise.

“What…what’s going on?” I ask, looking from
one to the other, but neither is giving anything away. The two
start to step into the hallway, but I quickly move from the
bed.

“No, you don’t. This is about me, so I get to
know what,” I demand, starting to follow.

“Elizabeth,” Lev says, stroking my face.

I bat his hand away. “Don’t try to distract
me. You want me to trust you, but I can’t do that if you won’t tell
me what’s going on.”

Evan nods. “She has a right to that.” Another
exchange of meaningful glances and they both come back into the
room. Lev and I sit on the edge of the bed as Evan takes the chair.
For a moment, we just look at one another until Evan finally clears
his throat.

“I’ve been looking for answers, Elizabeth,
but I don’t think you’re going to like what I’ve found.”

I stiffen, my back suddenly rigid. “All
right. Maybe I won’t. But not hearing it won’t change it.”

“Elizabeth, we don’t have to go here.” I hear
Lev’s voice in my thoughts, blocking everything out, and when I
look over, I see the concerned frown on his face as he sets his
hand atop mine.

“Stop it!” I snap, jerking away. “I know you
want to protect me, but the truth is you can’t. No one can. This is
how my life is right now, so I have to learn to deal.” I take a
shaky breath and turn to Evan. “Get on with it.” My voice sounds so
normal; I only wish I felt normal to match. Anything except this
emptiness.

Evan leans back and shakes his head. “I was
looking for a way to reverse the transfer, but there’s
nothing.”

“What do you mean?” I feel Lev’s hand settle
back atop mine.

“Well, there might be a way, but the only
ones who know are the angels in the triune ultimately responsible
for the dagger, and we don’t want to involve them. If they find
out, we’ll figure out a way to deal with them. But our best bet is
to continue with the original plan of training you to use the power
as best we can so the episode you experienced yesterday won’t
replay itself. That’s when it will become very dangerous for
everyone concerned, especially you, Elizabeth.” He stands and paces
toward the window. As he peels back the curtains to peer out, I see
the dark just outside. Part of me has always loved moonlight, but
part of me—the part that dreams—hates it with a passion.

“I take it these three angels aren’t very
tolerant.” I barely manage the words; the answer Evan will give
frightens me.

“They are the extreme, Elizabeth, beings who
come with a sure swiftness to cut through grey issues.”

“Are they ever wrong?” I fold my arms across
my chest and rub them, trying to feel warmer.

“Of course they can be wrong. They’re
supernatural, not perfect. We can all be wrong.” Evan whirls to
face us. “Have you learned nothing from Lev’s choices?”

Evan’s sudden burst of anger leaves me dazed
as he and Lev share yet another round of meaningful glances before
Evan departs.

I look down at my hand. “I didn’t mean to
anger him.”

Lev slips his finger under my chin and lifts
so I have to face him. “He’s not angry at you, Elizabeth. If there
is someone he blames, it’s me. He advised me to make a different
choice, and I didn’t listen.” He sighs and shakes his head.

“Do you regret your choice?”

He frowns and shakes his head. “Do you really
even need to ask? I love you, and I would do anything to keep you
safe, so there wasn’t a choice. I had to intervene. I knew what I
was doing and take full responsibility, but I’m not the one who
might be judged. You are. That troubles both Evan and me, which is
why his temperament is off.” He opens his arms, and I fall into
them.

“This is so crazy,” I whisper.

“I know.” I hear his voice rumble through his
chest, and the sound of it makes me feel safe.

“Do you regret loving me, Elizabeth?” He
speaks casually, as if either answer would be acceptable, but I
know that can’t be right. He’s trying not to feel so much, but the
pain is there all the same.

“Of course not.”

His embrace tightens, and I smile, knowing
that even though he won’t admit it, my words have eased at least
some of his pain.

For a few moments, we linger like that before
I stir from the throbbing in my hand. I look down at the gauze and
try to move my fist, but it hurts like mad.

“We should probably take a look at that and
change the dressing,” Lev says. When he sees my pale face and
horrified grimace, he shakes his head. “On second thought, I should
probably take a look at it because I really don’t want you passing
out on me.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, wishing I felt well
enough to wipe the smirk off his face. But my tone comes out as
anything but sarcastic, probably because I’m too busy looking away
while he unwraps the gauze and inspects the wound.

“How does it look?” I ask, counting the books
on the shelf just to give myself something to do.

“Like you put a knife through your hand,” Lev
says gruffly.

“Thanks!” I mutter, shaking my head. “You’re
so witty sometimes.”

“It’s not infected, if that’s what you’re
worried about.” He drags my hand over to a plastic basin and pours
peroxide on the open wound. Although I usually don’t react to
peroxide, this time the stinging almost makes me jump off the
bed.

“Take it easy, Elizabeth. I’m almost done
torturing you.”

He lightly dabs something against it to dry
it and then puts a topical cream on it before wrapping it in a
fresh bandage. When he’s done, he throws the old dressing away.

“There you go. Good as new,” he says.

“Somehow it doesn’t feel it,” I mutter,
trying not to think about the constant throbbing.

“It’s gonna take time to heal.” He shakes his
head. “You were lucky you only got one strike in. When I came into
the kitchen, you were about to try to cut your hand off at the
wrist.” He’s looking at the floor, and I can tell this topic really
bothers him, probably like it bothered me to be holding that dagger
with people expecting me to stab him.

“I know you thought Sarah was dead, but she
isn’t. Is it possible some of the others have survived as
well?”

“You mean like Jayzee?” He screws the lid
back on the peroxide.

“Yeah.”

He nods. “Evan seems to think so.” He sets
the bottle back on my nightstand.

“How is Griffin?” I chew my lip until it
bleeds.

“Still weak, which is pretty much a give-away
that something isn’t right. He should be feeling a lot stronger by
now, but he isn’t. He’s actually weaker.”

I quickly stand and walk toward the door. “I
want to see him.”

“All right.” Lev falls in behind me, and
together we go down the hall to Griffin’s room. As we reach the
doorway, Lev slips his hand into mine and pushes open the door. As
the hinges squeak, I realize that someone sits beside his bed,
watching over him, and I stiffen, remembering in my dreams how
Jayzee was in the room with him.

“It’s all right,” Lev says and nudges me
forward.

At the sound of his voice, the woman in the
chair abruptly turns, and I rush toward her, smiling at her tight
curls and impish grin.

“Celia!” I grab her so tightly I almost knock
the breath out of her.

She laughs and hugs me back. “Glad to see
you, too. Just wish it were under better circumstances.”

I pull back and look at Griffin. He’s
sleeping, but it’s far from peaceful. Sweat glosses his face, and
he’s so pale; I’ve never seen Griffin like this. Ever. “Is there
anything I can do for him?” My voice barely comes out as a
whisper.

“We’re doing everything we can,” Celia says,
giving me one last reassuring squeeze before releasing me. “How are
you holding up?”

I take a deep breath and shrug. “Definitely
been better.”

She nods sympathetically. “I know things seem
pretty dark right now, but it won’t last forever. You just have to
remember that.”

“I’m trying. I edge towards Griffin. “How
long has he been sleeping?”

“A while.” Celia sits down in the chair.

“Could I have a few moments alone with
him?”

Celia and Lev exchange glances before they
finally head for the door. I shut it, hoping Griffin will awaken
long enough for me to talk to him about Jayzee.

Once I’m sure they aren’t coming back, I sit
in the chair next to Griffin and watch him sleep for a couple of
moments, which only makes things harder. I hate to see him like
this. It really bothers me. I have to find a way to fix this.
Shaking my head, I start to reach and wake him, but that’s when his
body starts twitching convulsively.

“Griffin?” I say, shaking him.

His body convulses worse.

“Wake up!” I shake him even harder. I must be
shouting because the next thing I know Celia, Evan, and Lev throw
open the door and stride into the room. I feel them behind me even
as I keep shaking Griffin, so sure I can jar him from this
nightmare. Lev gently takes my arm.

“Come on, Elizabeth.” He tries to lead me
away, but I pull free, still frantically trying to wake Griffin. I
don’t understand. He looks weak, and he won’t respond.

“Griffin, wake up!” My voice trembles, and I
hear myself about to cry but can’t stop shaking him.

“Get her out of here,” Evan orders as he
stands on the other side of the bed, examining Griffin’s
pupils.

Although I start to argue I want to stay, Lev
wraps his arms around me and carries me from the room, ignoring my
flailing legs. My arms struggling beneath his are no match, and it
takes very little for him to get me into the hallway.

“Put me down!” I snap, fully intending to go
back in there and help.

“I will. As soon as you promise me you’ll
stay put.” His voice is calm and reasonable, everything I don’t
feel right now, and no matter how hard I try to break his grip,
it’s no use, and my feet dangle uselessly so I can’t even use the
floor for leverage.

“I want to help Griffin.”

Lev leans close to my ear. “I know. But
there’s nothing you can do. In fact, your presence may be more
detrimental to him than we realized.”

I immediately stop trying to free myself as a
coldness washes over me, and even after Lev gently sets me on the
ground, I remain rooted to the spot, trying to understand what he
meant. “How….”

Lev shrugs. “I don’t know, really. But
Griffin has been unconscious and calm this whole time. Then, after
the powers were triggered, you go in there and he starts having
what looks like a seizure. Something doesn’t add up.”

I swallow hard and look at the ground. “So
this is my fault.” I can hear my voice, but it sounds far away,
speaking words I never expected to have to say.

Lev steps towards me and gently caresses my
arms. “No, it’s not your fault. You didn’t ask for any of this. It
just happened. You were trying to save me, and that sacrifice has
had consequences.”

I lean against the wall and look at Griffin’s
closed door. “This is the reason I shouldn’t be here. I don’t want
to hurt anyone else, and that seems to be all I’m good at right
now.”

“No,” Lev argues as he comes to rest against
the wall next to me. “You confirmed something we suspected but
weren’t sure of. Griffin is right. Jayzee is still alive.”

“How do you know?” I think of the last time I
saw her, when everything was going south and I was about to destroy
Lev. I shudder violently.

He takes my hand. “Because if she weren’t
still attached to Griffin, he wouldn’t have had that kind of a
reaction to being in the same room with you. Jayzee senses the
power via the connection she shares with Griffin. That’s what made
him physically react that way.”

“But how do we break that connection? There
has to be a way.”

Lev nods. “There is.” He looks ahead instead
of meeting my gaze.

My throat tightens, making it harder to
breathe. “What is it?”

“The power of the dagger, Elizabeth. That’s
what it was designed for, dealing with rogue angels who have
completely forsaken their true purposes.”

My shoulders sag as I realize exactly what
he’s telling me. “You mean I have to kill her, don’t you?” I grit
my teeth and think back to that dream or whatever it was that
almost resulted in me cutting off my own hand.

He stares just head for a moment before
finally nodding. “Yes.”

“Is that why I dreamed I killed her?” I
fiddle with the corner of the gauze wrap, threatening to pull it
loose before Lev stops me.

“I don’t know, Elizabeth. There’s so much we
don’t know about the dagger. It’s possible the power latched onto
her because you were mulling over the possibility she had survived
the last use of the dagger, which should have killed her. But all
of this is speculation. I don’t have any way of knowing exactly
what’s going on.”

I lean my head against the wall and close my
eyes, willing myself to focus on my breathing, not the furious
pounding of my heart I can’t seem to slow no matter what I do. My
thoughts are spinning out of control, and I don’t know what to do.
I remembered the feeling when I thought I’d killed Jayzee. The
power was so painful, and then seeing her body next to Griffin.

“How do I do this?” My voice is raw, and I
keep my eyes closed so I don’t have to see his face. “How do I kill
another being?”

Lev squeezes my hand. “I don’t really think
it’s going to be up to you, Lizzie. The power will work of its own
accord no matter how you feel about it.”

“Meaning?” My throat feels dry and scratchy.
I just want to run away.

“You have become the vessel for it,
Elizabeth. I’m hoping we can harness the power, but if arguing with
Sarah was the touchstone to trigger the power’s awakening, I’m not
sure what will happen the first time you actually see Jayzee, which
is why we need to start training you as soon as possible.”

“Great,” I mutter. “So the next time I see a
rogue angel, am I going to go bonkers and start killing everyone in
sight like in that dream?” My whole body now aches with tension,
and I want to quit and run anywhere but here.

“It’s going to be okay,” Lev whispers,
enfolding me in his arms. “One way or another, we’ll find a way to
deal with this stuff.”

“I don’t want to kill anyone,” I whisper and
open my eyes to peer into his. The hall light shimmers in his blond
hair, and I find myself lost in his gaze. The heat of his body
warms me so I stop shivering. I know it’s not about temperature;
it’s about my whole world collapsing in on itself as I stand and
watch. But even the pain and sadness that seem to cling to me
lessen in Lev’s arms. Part of me thinks it’s just being with him
that makes it easier to bear; part of me thinks he’s using his
abilities to relax me. Both parts are probably right.

“I’m glad Celia is here,” I whisper as he
leads me into the living room where we sit on the couch. Lev
probably realizes I’m not going to be able to drift to sleep very
easily, not with my thoughts racing so fast, so he’s probably
hoping to distract me with a movie or some mindless television
show.

“Yeah, I know you missed her.” He kisses my
forehead as I lean against his chest and wait for his arms to wrap
around me.

“So will you explain something to me?”

He shrugs. “If I can.”

“I know Evan isn’t your father and Celia
isn’t your sister, but you three seem to stay together. Why?”

He looks down at me, studying my expression.
“Earth is a hard place for angels, Elizabeth. We’re used to a place
that doesn’t have this kind of misery, and so when we are expected
to fulfill our duties, our Father puts us in groups—not for safety,
just to help remind us of what we left behind and to hold fast to
those memories as we accomplish our earthly tasks.” He leans his
head back. “So even though Evan and Celia are not related to me as
most families are, they are my family because of my Father’s
designs.”

And when he says that, I realize that me
falling into Jimmie’s life was no accident. That, too, was part of
a design, and I will always be grateful for that. Jimmie has been
amazing.

“So how is this training thing going to
work?” I ask softly, my thoughts still lingering on Griffin and
Jayzee.

“We’ll start tomorrow. Since the key, I
think, is getting to feel the power within you and channel it, the
first thing we have to do is help you understand how the power
feels when it is hidden.”

“How will you do that?” I ask, thinking maybe
that doesn’t sound so bad, after all. Surely that won’t hurt
anyone.

“You’ll have to go back into a trance state,
where you are most susceptible to feeling the power. Once you feel
it, we can begin to work with it.”

“No, don’t ask me to do that.” I sit upright,
and even the thought of returning to a state where I wanted to kill
myself to protect those around me makes me feel nauseated.

“It won’t be like last time,” Lev whispers,
leaning forward with me. His fingers lazily stroke my lower back,
trying to soothe me.

“You can’t know that.”

“Evan will be there. He will keep things
under control.” He leans his forehead against mine. “I promise you
no one will be in danger.”

“But what if something goes wrong? What if
Evan’s power somehow fails?” I pull back and look at him, my faith
shaken. “I can’t lose you, Lev. I won’t.” I tense my hands,
forgetting that one of them is wounded. Immediately the pain rips
through me.

Lev gently takes that hand. “Evan won’t fail
us. You just have to have faith.”

I shake my head, wondering how much of what
Evan told me he shared with Lev because it sure seems like Lev has
no idea that Evan may not be able to control that power growing
within me.

“Lev, worst case scenario, what happens if I
lose complete control and this power takes over? What happens
then?” I don’t know why I’m asking, maybe to test his
boundaries.

“It won’t.” He’s quick to answer and even
quicker to stand, and I realize it’s not me he’s trying to get away
from so much as it is the questions I’m asking him for answers he
can’t bear to give.

“You don’t know that.” I force myself to rise
as well and follow him to the window. “And we have to talk about
this. There has to be a plan. I can’t go around killing people,
Lev. Whether I wanted this gift or not, it doesn’t matter. I can’t
do that. So you have to be prepared-”

“Enough!” Lev hisses, raising his hand, as
though that will physically silence me. “It’s not going to happen
like that.”

“You don’t know that.”

He grabs my arms and whirls me to face him so
our noses are mere inches apart. “I do, Elizabeth. I have faith—and
I believe that no matter what, it won’t come to that.”


Chapter Five

The world is darkness swirling around me as I
run through the misty forest. My feet are bare, and I feel rocks
and sticks jab my soles. But I cannot stop. Never stop. They will
find me.

I risk a skewed glance back. More darkness. I
cannot see them. But they have no trouble finding me in spite of
the thick mist that seems to hang in the air. Ahead, a low branch
crosses my path, and I barely manage to duck while keeping my speed
up.

“Where am I?” I mutter, trying to get my
bearings. But nothing looks like it should, and even the sky is
dark. The mist and clouds block the full moon from my
sight.

A light flashes in front of me, and I cannot
stop except by sliding to the ground in front of the large, glowing
being with shimmering wings. Before I can scramble to my feet, two
more of them converge from the sides.

I open my mouth to scream, but no sound will
come even as I watch them raise their long arms and point at me.
Glowing light leaps from their fingertips to my chest. I scream.
How I scream.

I jerk upright, expecting to find myself
lying beside Lev on the couch. Instead I lie atop the damp ground,
a full moon hanging in a cloudless sky. I look around, trying to
figure out where I am and how I got here—something that makes
sense. What is even more bizarre is that I’m surrounded by
headstones and statues.

What in the hell am I doing in a
cemetery?

Trying to shake off the dream, I force myself
to stand and search for Lev. He has to be here. This makes no
sense. As I start to walk around, I feel pain. Looking down, I
realize I’m not wearing any shoes, and one foot aches from
something sharp prodded into it.

“Lev?” I call, forcing myself to start
walking again despite the pain. The moonlight helps me avoid
stepping on other things, at least.

An owl answers my call, and I jump, not
expecting the sound to come from behind.

“Lev? Are you here?”

Stupid question. If he were, I think he would
have answered. But I don’t know what else to do, and although the
days are still pretty warm, the night breeze caressing my bare arms
leaves goosebumps stippling the skin. I keep thinking about those
angels, the ones who will be coming for me, and I know I probably
should have told Evan the truth, but I’m so tired of this.
Sometimes I just want the whole thing to go away.

But that would take Lev away, too, and I
can’t bear that thought.

“Lev?” I call, one last time, hoping he’ll
answer. I just want to know what’s happening to me. Is this yet
another side-effect of the dagger, or are my fears causing me to do
things like sleepwalk when I’ve never done so before?

I fold my arms across my abdomen and turn,
taking in the full landscape surrounding me. Did I drive or walk
here? It’s two miles from the house. I frown and try to orient
myself, but this is a bigger cemetery than I’m used to, and I
haven’t been here that much except when Bob was here. So where is
that headstone he used to visit? I start walking to my left, but
I’m not sure where I’m going. At night, the place looks totally
different, and I’m cold, so it’s hard to focus.

In the distance, I see a figure standing by
one of the crypts. I can’t make much out besides his or her slight
build, but I’m willing to bet it’s Lev looking for me, so I start
over that way, trying to ignore the hard ground and stones that dig
into my feet and make me hobble around, muttering curses under my
breath. The wind picks up strands of my long hair and toys with
them before thrusting them into my face and obscuring what little I
can see that much more.

Sensing the figure is about to turn the
corner of the crypt and disappear into the shadows, I break into a
run. Granted, it’s more of a jog because of all the headstones in
my path, but I have to catch him. I just don’t understand why he’s
not coming to me. Doesn’t he see me?

“Lev?” I call, half-stumbling over a stone.
The pain rips across the top of my foot and I wince, but I can’t
stop now or I’ll lose him. I jog faster, reaching the building as
he disappears. By this time, I’m starting to pant because I don’t
normally run anywhere, and I’m pretty tired, anyway. My hand is
starting to ache, and I just want to go home.

I turn the corner, but I’m definitely not
prepared for what’s on the other side. The figure is shorter than
Lev and far less bulky, suggesting not a male but a female, and
when I rustle through the thick grass, she turns to face me.

Jayzee. Her long, golden-brown hair has been
tucked up under a hood that she jerks back so the length of it can
spill over her shoulders.

“Not quite who you were expecting, Lizzie?”
she asks in a caustic tone. Her arms dangle at her sides, but her
fingers clench to fists. “This is so not going to be good for
you.”

I step back, stunned. My heart rams in my
chest, and all I can think is that I need to run. I don’t want this
power to overtake me, and I can’t control it. So I turn and get
about three steps before I feel her lunge upon me. The force of it
knocks us both to the ground. My chest slams against the earth,
stunning me, and for a second all I can think about is breathing,
not getting up.

“Wasn’t that fun?” she asks, quickly rising
and standing over me.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” I
whisper, trying to get to my feet. “You have to stop!”

“No, actually, I don’t.” She jerks her leg
back, and I feel the front of her shoe jam into my ribs. “And you
can’t make me, Lizzie. You might as well face that.”

She doesn’t know how wrong she is, I
think, rolling into a ball, trying to slow my heart rate. I close
my eyes, thinking that will stop my vision from transforming—the
first sign things have progressed too far to turn around.

“Please stop,” I say again, my voice
breathless.

“I will. When I’m ready.” Another kick I
can’t block. Then her foot strikes my hand, and I scream from the
pain. My eyelids jerk open, and I feel the cramps in my stomach,
the desperate ache that accompanies the shift in visions.

“You don’t know what you’re doing! Stop!”

“I know exactly what I’m doing. Getting rid
of my problem—the one that ruined all the plans I’d so carefully
laid with Kane and Colin. You deserve to die!”

She starts to kick me again when I catch her
foot and yank so she tumbles to the ground beside me. As her body
hits the earth, she grunts as though she’s definitely not expecting
it.

Pain shoots through my hand, and even in the
moonlight, I can see a huge pink spot now stains the gauze, and
it’s probably only going to get bigger from ripping out the
stitches Evan put in.

“You’re going to pay for that,” she snarls,
quickly getting to her feet. Behind her, I see the air shimmer as
the faintest hint of her wings make themselves apparent. That’s the
last thing I see as my vision totally shifts to the splotches of
light. Her form is so bright it hurts to see her, and the outline
of her body is so clear that when she starts to throw a punch, I
easily dodge—too easily, which worries me all the more. I shouldn’t
be this flexible or fast.

Despite her attempts to lash out at me, I
keep blocking her and get to my feet. As I stand, her eyes widen,
as though this is the first time she’s really thought about things
going badly. “You’re not acting like you,” she mutters, stepping
back and holding her punches for the moment. She cocks her head to
the side and eyes me in a new light, as though trying to figure out
what’s changed.

“It’s the dagger, isn’t it?”

I hate the way my heartbeat is speeding up. I
feel like I can’t breathe. And she just stands there, watching me
as though she’s expecting me to do tricks. I only have one, and
she’s really not going to like it.

“You might want to get out of here and leave
Griffin alone, Jayzee. It’s for your own good, I promise.”

“Like hell,” she mutters. “Griffin is
mine.”

Anger simmers inside of me, and that’s when I
see the light starting to glow in my fingertips. “I’m serious,
Jayzee. Leave Griffin alone and get out of here. Now!”

“Should I pretend to be frightened of you?”
She folds her arms across her chest and shakes her head. “I haven’t
even used any supernatural force to hit you, Lizzie. Imagine what
that would feel like.”

I can’t believe she hasn’t spotted the glow
in my hands. I know it’s going to keep building. I have to get her
to leave. I reach out and shove her with both hands. “I’m dead
serious. Get out of here before I kill you, Jayzee. You don’t have
a clue what you’re messing with.”

At that moment, she finally sees the fire on
my fingertips and stumbles backwards, still staring at the bright
light glowing in my hand. “What…what’s that?” She should be
running. Instead, she’s just staring. How has she lived this long?
It’s like a stupid horror film in which one of the girls just
watches the monster, knowing it’s going to kill her but not moving
just the same.

Except this time, I’m the monster.

“Get out of here!” I scream as the glow in my
hand seems blinding even to me. But the warning has come too late.
My stomach tenses with cramps, and I feel nauseated—as though I
can’t bear the pain anymore but can’t stop it either. All I can do
is grit my teeth and ride it; I no longer control my body. The
dagger does.

Jayzee turns and starts to run, her wings
materializing even as she flees. The light dances from my hand
toward her, striking the middle of her back where the wings seam
together so flawlessly. She screams and for a few seconds, she
stands motionless, her body caught in the posture of mid-running,
one knee raised high, her arms bent at the elbows and hands curled
into loose fists.

“No!” I say, trying to unfurl my fists, but I
can’t, and the light just keeps coming. Her body starts to fall,
and the lasso of brightness holds her, charring her wings before
the light finally dies away. All my energy goes as well, and all I
can see is the blackness that washes over me. It tears at me,
trying to suck me into its nothingness, but I fight it, unwilling
to let it win again.

The pain is excruciating. I can hardly
breathe. I roll into a tight ball and close my eyes, willing away
the pain. Anything to diminish the clawing inside my gut.

It seems to take forever for my sight to
finally go from the darkness to being able to see the dead grass I
lie in, waiting for the world to make sense, yet some part of me
knows that in the darkness there is no guilt or shame. Now that I
can see, my vision focuses on Jayzee’s tennis shoe not far from my
head. Part of me wants her to jerk her foot or something—anything
but this stillness that belies the unthinkable. Part of me wants to
believe that at least now Griffin will be free, which has to be a
good thing.

But that also means I’ve killed someone.

I shudder and gasp before forcing myself to
sit upright and look over at her. Sure enough, she’s lying on her
side with both legs bent. Her face peers straight up at the heavens
with unblinking eyes, and her long, beautiful hair splayed around
her head in a wild wispy halo. The wings are visible, but are not
nearly as large as I thought they would be, and the feathers around
the edges have been charred.

Her lips are parted. Only God knows the last
sound that came out of them, and I don’t even want to try to
imagine it. She’s so still, and right now I can’t bear it. I knew
this would happen. I keep shaking my head as I force myself to go
over there and check to see if she’s breathing, even though I
pretty much already know the answer. The stillness in her body
forces me to snatch my hand away, and I scurry backwards, ignoring
the rocks nestled in the grass that bruise my legs and steal my
breath. I’d keep backing up, but when I hit the wall of a crypt,
there’s nowhere else to go and all the time in the world to get
there.

I start shaking and force myself to get up.
Unable to tear my gaze from her face, I retreat , my hand brushing
against the polished marble I walk, more for guidance than
support.

How do things get so twisted that people or
angels become corpses? I don’t understand, and I’m tired. The
nausea hits suddenly, and I force myself to turn away when I vomit.
I don’t know why. It’s not as if she could actually see me do it.
It’s not as if it matters. But I can’t feel her eyes on me like
this. It hurts too much.

When my stomach has emptied itself, I force
myself to straighten, closing my eyes as I turn away from Jayzee
this last time. Part of me wonders if Griffin felt her passing from
this world like I felt Lev’s the day Maguire shot him. Then again,
it’s not the same. Griffin didn’t willingly fall in love with her;
she forced his hand. I loved Lev with every fiber of my being, and
it almost killed me to lose him.

As I grab the side of the crypt to get away
from Jayzee, pain erupts in my hand, and I jerk it away. Through my
blurred vision, I notice the stain on the palm is much worse, just
like the pain. Of course, I’m alive, which made one of us.

I keep telling myself not to cry, but I can’t
help it. I should have run when Lev told me I would probably kill
Jayzee, that it would be the only way to free Griffin. I just
thought if I avoided her, it would somehow work out. Suddenly my
body starts shaking convulsively, and I know I have to get out of
here; I can’t take much more of this. As it is, all the days I wish
I could take back are gaining on all the days I’m glad I’m
alive.

The heated flow of tears pour down my face,
and no matter how fast and hard I try to wipe them away, I can’t
stop them. They just keep coming. So I start to hurry my steps,
trying desperately to ignore the stones beneath my feet. It’s so
hard to know where I’m walking, and the night is just this crater
of blackness around me. There’s lots of space, but I still can’t
breathe. An image of Jayzee’s face fills my head and I suddenly
break into a run, not caring how many stones I run into or how
easily I could trip. I have to put some distance between me and
this place where even the dead don’t seem to rest in peace.

The blackness blurs together, and I peer up
at the starless canopy of midnight blue overhead, lamenting the
absence of starlight. My teeth chatter, and I rub my good hand over
my arm, trying to add to the warmth. The wind picks up and flips my
hair into my eyes, making them sting.

The world is so strange around me, and I
don’t know where I’m going; I just know that anywhere has to be
better than here.


Chapter Six

One moment I’m running through the cemetery
in a blind panic, my vision smeared with tears, and the next I feel
hands gripping my arms, stopping me.

“Elizabeth? What’s going on?” The voice is
distorted, and I can see a figure in front of me, but the moonlight
isn’t bright enough for me to distinguish much else, which only
leads to me trying to pull away harder and crying. I have to get
out of here. Jayzee is dead back there.

“Are you hurt?” Hands wrap around tightly my
arms as I try to bolt again. His grasp is strong and sure. Faint
moonlight washes over his grey sweatshirt. “Stop trying to run.” He
slips his hand under my chin and forces my gaze to his.

It is then I see the moonlight trickle
through his blond hair, and I realize Lev has found me, but it is
too late to take things back—too late to stop the monster I am
becoming.

“Say something, Elizabeth!” he demands in a
frantic voice, and his gaze sweeps over me as though looking for a
physical reason I have become mute.

“You have to get away from me!” I snap,
wondering if that power will suddenly resurface. While Lev is pure
and Jayzee wasn’t, I don’t know that there is much else that is
different about them.

“Calm down. I’m not in any danger, okay? If I
were, I’d be gone. Now tell me what happened.”

“Jayzee.” I don’t have the strength to say
more and I start to pull away, bent on running until I get the hell
out of this place, but Lev isn’t releasing me.

“Where is Jayzee?” he asks, frowning as he
takes in the lay of the cemetery. “I don’t see her.”

I swallow hard and force myself to look back
so I can find the crypt and point it out. “On the side.” I try to
hedge away. No go. He isn’t easing his grip one bit.

“Okay. You need to calm down and tell me what
happened.” His jaw clenches, and I can tell this is so not what he
wants to talk about.

“How did you find me?” I ask, wishing my
heart would slow and let me breathe normally.

“It took a while. Now back to Jayzee….” he
prompts, his gaze lingering on the crypt.

“I must have sleep-walked out here because I
woke up from a nightmare and found myself on the ground. I’ve never
been here at night so I was disoriented. I thought I saw a figure
by the crypt and expected it to be you. When I got there, I
realized my mistake—that it was Jayzee. I tried to get out of
there, but she attacked me. I was afraid of the power coming out,
so I tried to stay calm and not react. I did pretty well until my
hand got hurt again. Then….” My voice trails off and it’s just as
well because I know I’m going to start crying again if I keep
talking about this.

“Let me see your hand,” he demands, reaching
for it.

“It’ll be okay,” I lie, not wanting him to
freak out about the blood seeping through the bandage.

“Let me be the judge of that.” He quickly
grabs my hand and flips my palm up to the sky so the growing stain
which is now about the size of a tennis ball faces him.

“It’ll be fine!” I insist and try to jerk my
hand away.

“No, it won’t. When Jayzee attacked you, she
pulled the stitches loose. Evan is going to have to redo them to
get the bleeding to stop.”

The thought of a needle going into my skin
forces a convulsive shudder, and I whisper, “No.”

“This isn’t a debate, Elizabeth. We have to
get the bleeding to stop.” He grabs my free hand and starts to lead
me back toward the crypt and Jayzee when I fight him, not that it
does much good.

“I don’t want to go back there!” I dig in my
heels and try to jerk back, but he keeps towing me toward Jayzee
regardless. “Lev, please. I can’t go back…there.”

My voice is filled with panic and pain, which
halts him. “Will you promise to sit here, then, and let me look
after her if I don’t force you to go?”

“Yes.” At his point, I would promise him
pretty much anything not to have to revisit what I’ve done. It
doesn’t matter that maybe she did deserve it. She was alive, and
now she isn’t, which is all my fault, and that goes against
everything I believe.

“Sit down,” he says quietly and waits for me
to sink to the ground before he turns and heads to the crypt. Once
or twice he looks back to make sure I’m staying put. Satisfied, he
rounds the corner and disappears. I draw my knees to my chest and
wrap my arms around them so I can lay my head on my legs. Once I’ve
settled, I close my eyes and wait, wondering how Lev will deal with
Jayzee and what will happen next.

As I sit there, I feel myself start to drift
to sleep, so I jerk upright. Even though the dreams haven’t begun
again, I see those angelic faces, and they frighten me, and I force
myself to sit straighter, hoping that will drive away the
exhaustion. The cold night air is definitely helping on that score.
Chewing my bottom lip, my gaze keeps shooting toward the crypt,
waiting for Lev to re-emerge.

I know I tried not to kill her. I warned her,
but she refused to listen. But knowing that doesn’t change how I
feel about what happened. I blink to see Lev return. At first, his
head is tilted to the ground, but as he walks he looks up at me, a
frown etching lines into his forehead.

As he gets closer, I stand. “What did you
do?” I shiver.

“Dealt with her human form.” His gruff voice
hints that he really doesn’t want to talk about this.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, feeling my shoulders
sag.

“It’s not your fault,” he says, taking my
hand so he can check the bleeding. “You look like you are
freezing.”

“Yeah. It’s colder than during the day.” I
try to brush the hair from my face, but the wind keeps blowing it
back, blocking my vision.

“I should get you home.”

I try to orient myself to the parking lot,
but I’m still turned around enough so I can’t even guess where it
is. “Did you drive here?”

Lev shakes his head. “What do you think,
Elizabeth?”

“Guess not.”

“Are you ready to fly?”

I nod , and he slips in front of me and wraps
his arms around my torso. Seconds later, we rise into the air
toward the bruised sky sans stars. Once again, Lev’s hold seems so
casual, not like he’s the only thing keeping me from falling to my
death, and even as we soar across the sky, all I can see are his
blue eyes staring at me. His lips are parted, and I know he must be
thinking a million things, but I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know
any of them right now.

“Are you all right?” he whispers.

“I don’t understand any of this. I never
meant for it to happen.” As he embraces me, I feel his warmth begin
to suffuse through me, and I’m grateful for it—anything to drive
away the wind.

“I know,” he finally replies, taking a
cursory glance around us. It’s nice to know that angels have to
check their bearings from time to time to get to their
destinations. “It’s not exactly your fault, Elizabeth. Sometimes
things just happen.”

“I’m scared.”

His hands tighten their hold, but we both
know the fear has nothing to do with the sensation of being
dropped. I trust Lev with my life; I just don’t trust myself with
his.

“It will get better.” He leans close and
gives me a soft kiss on my temple. “You have to believe that.”

“What if it doesn’t? What if you can’t teach
me how to control these powers?”

“There’s no point worrying about the future,
Elizabeth. We’ve got more than enough going on right now.”

The angle of our bodies shifts slightly,
telling me that we’re coming down. Lev’s feet touch the earth
first, and I feel him carefully lower me until mine touch as well.
Looking around, I realize that we’ve landed in the back yard, and
that only the living room light blazes against the darkness.

“Is anyone else up?”

He nods . “Yeah. Evan wanted to come after
you, but I persuaded him I could find you more easily. And Celia
has had her hands full with Griffin. He must have seen everything
in his dreams because he’s been screaming his head off for the last
fifteen minutes. Celia’s had a difficult of a time getting him
calm.

My whole body stiffens, and I realize for the
first time I might just have made things so much worse for my best
friend. “I…I thought that if Jayzee wasn’t around, that would break
her hold.”

We walk up to the patio, and he opens the
screen door for me. “In theory, it should have been the answer. Her
hold has been broken but that act shattered Griffin. I’m not sure
his affections for Jayzee were all forced; her sudden death has
left him in pieces.”

I inhale sharply. “You mean that I just made
it worse.”

He gently rubs a circle on my back. “I keep
telling you this isn’t your fault, Elizabeth—you didn’t want to
kill Jayzee, but the powers in your body didn’t leave you a choice.
You know that.”

“It doesn’t mean I’m okay with it.”

As we slip into the living room, we almost
run into Evan, who stands waiting. He looks at Lev, and then turns
to me.

“What happened?”

I recognize the forced calm in Evan’s tone,
and I know he’s not taking all of this in stride like he’s
pretending. He knows there’s a whole lot at stake here, and I’m at
the center of it.

“I guess I went sleepwalking and wound up in
the cemetery.” I pull away slightly from Lev, and he drops his arm
from around me, but that doesn’t change the fact that Evan is still
looking at me expectantly, monitoring my expression for the
smallest changes.

“And Jayzee?” Evan’s blue eyes peer at
me.

“She’s dead,” Lev offers.

Evan nods but waves him to silence. “So what
happened, Elizabeth?”

“I just had a dream, and I woke up—”

“What was the dream about?” Evan interrupts,
folding his arms across his chest.

I don’t know what to say; I sure don’t want
to tell him about the angels. Maybe it will come back to haunt me
in the not-so-distant future, but I don’t want to go there, and
luckily, Lev steps between us, cutting off the conversation.

“Evan, I know you want to question her, but
Jayzee broke open the stitches, and we really need to attend to the
bleeding.” The two of them exchange meaningful glances.

“All right,” Evan finally agrees. “Take her
to the kitchen table, and I’ll get the medical bag.”

My stomach drops at the thought of what is
coming, and my body freezes, even though Lev keeps trying to tug me
forward. Yes, my hand is aching, but I think that’s only going to
get worse, considering what Evan is about to do.

“Come on, Elizabeth. We need to get the
bleeding stopped.” Since trying to tug me isn’t getting him
anywhere, Lev steps back and grabs my elbow to flat-out lead me
toward the kitchen.

“Did I mention I hate needles?” I mutter
between clenched teeth.

“It’s definitely better than bleeding to
death, right?” He tries to usher me forward, but I refuse to
go.

“Maybe.” I know he’s right, but I’m being
stubborn, like always. It’s in my nature, and it’s probably not
about to change.

“Elizabeth, we can do this the easy way, or
we can do it the hard way, but we are going to do it—unless you
really want me to carry you, you need to get a move on.”

Glaring at him, I finally shake my head.
“Fine. Whatever.” I amble into the kitchen, more than a little
aware of the feel of his hand on my arm, guiding me. “At least I
was unconscious during the first go-round,” I grumble.

“You want me to help you with that?” he asks
as I sit at the table and set my hand in front of me, my palm
resting toward the ceiling.

“Not if Evan has some kind of drug to make me
numb.”

“Yeah, I do.” Evan strides into the kitchen
carrying a black bag he sets down on the other side of the table.
“I wouldn’t stitch you up if I knew you could feel the pain.” He
looks at my bandaged hand, where the blood stain is almost as big
as my palm. “Are you ready?”

“No, but go ahead,” I mutter, watching as Lev
sinks into the chair beside me. He reaches for my other hand, and
he nods encouragingly at me as if to say everything will be all
right. I jump as Evan starts to tug the wrap loose and unwind
it.

“Easy, Elisabeth. I’m just taking off the old
wrap.”

I take a deep breath, hoping it will help.
“Easier said than done.”

“Not necessarily,” Lev replies, and that’s
when I feel the warmth suddenly wash into my other hand and start
to make its way up that arm and to my chest. With the warmth comes
a soft, relaxing sensation. Lev carefully watches my face, probably
making sure that while he relaxes me, I don’t fall asleep.

The warmth continues washing through me until
it reaches my other arm and makes its way down to the injured hand,
and even though I’m aware Evan has pulled the bandage loose and
will probably be giving me a local to deaden the area, I’m not
tensing in anticipation of the coming pain.

“You all right?” Lev asks, and Evan looks up,
his gaze filled with concern as his hands pause.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Really.”

He sees me blinking like I’m getting drowsy
and scoots his chair closer so I can rest my head on his shoulder.
He drapes his arm around my back and kisses the top of my head.
“You look sleepy.”

“It’s been a really long day.” I could say
year instead. That would be more accurate, but I think Lev probably
knows exactly what I mean.

“Yeah, it has,” he agrees.

“You’re going to feel a pinch, Elizabeth.
It’s just the local.”

I want to tell him it’s far from okay, but I
know that’s not the right answer, so I just nod and close my eyes
to enjoy the warmth of Lev’s embrace. I love resting my head by his
throat; it’s soothing.

Okay, I’m expecting a pinch all right, not
this awful jab that tenses my whole body with its vicious sting. I
start to pull my hand back, but Evan refuses to release it.

“I know it hurts. Give the local a minute to
kick in. Then you won’t feel a thing. I promise.” Evan stares at
me, watching my expression before he pulls the needle out and sinks
it into a different spot. This time, the pain is still significant,
but at least I don’t jump. Still, Lev’s arm tightens around me as I
inhale sharply and close my eyes.

“You okay?” he whispers?

“Peachy,” I murmur, trying to convince myself
it’s true. At least I’m starting to feel the effects of the local,
so my hand isn’t throbbing nearly so much. In fact, I don’t even
feel Evan withdraw the needle. I can just see his motions in my
peripheral vision when I open my eyes and glance at Lev. I start to
focus on Evan’s movements, but Lev shakes his head.

“You might not want to do that, Elizabeth.
He’s cleaning the wound now, but then he’ll start stitching it
shut. Again.”

I close my eyes, sudden nauseated . “Yeah,
you might have a point.”

“I know how well you handle the sight of
blood,” he murmurs, his lips twisting into a wry smile.

“Don’t have too much fun with this,” I
mutter.

“I’m not.” Although there’s a shadow of that
smile, I can tell it’s just a surface-level thing, that wherever
his thoughts are, he’s really not amused. “I’d rather you weren’t
bleeding at all, but that’s not an option.”

I feel a coolness on my skin as Evan washes
it, but this time there’s no pain, so I don’t really mind. Lev
glances at Evan and I see his frown deepen. “How bad is it?” I’d
look, but both Lev and I know I don’t want to pass out, especially
not with a needle about to be the mix.

“It’s going to be okay,” he says, but I can
tell he’s still worried. His blue eyes find mine, and he softly
kisses my forehead. “I’m just glad the only thing you seem to need
is stitches.”

“Me, too.”

I suddenly notice Evan is gripping my hand
tighter than before, and I feel this strange sensation of pressure
over my fingers. Without realizing it, I try to pull my hand away,
which makes Evan pause.

“Does that hurt?”

“No,” I finally manage. “It just feels really
weird. Lots of pressure.” I try to relax. “Go ahead and finish what
you need to do.”

He nods and turns his attention back to my
hand. I feel the pressure resume and grit my teeth, trying to
ignore it. I lean against Lev and savor the feel of his hand
stroking my back, trying to distract me.

“Give me a minute more, and I’ll be done,”
Evan says quietly, and he’s as good as his word. Another few
stitches, and he wipes the cold wetness across it before patting it
dry and wrapping fresh gauze around it to protect the stitches.
Then he releases my hand and gathers up the supplies to put them
away.
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