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    PROLOGUE
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    COLDWATER, MAINE

    FOURTEEN MONTHS AGO


    THE FINGERS OF THE THORN-APPLE TREE CLAWED at the windowpane behind Harrison Grey, and he dog-eared his page, no longer able to read through the racket. A furious spring wind had hurled itself against the farmhouse all night, howling and whistling, causing the shutters to slam against the clapboards with a repetitive bang! bang! bang! The calendar may have been turned to March, but Harrison knew better than to think spring was on its way. With a storm blowing in, he wouldnt be surprised to find the countryside frozen in icy whiteness by morning.


    To drown out the winds piercing cry, Harrison punched the remote, turning up Bononcinis Ombra mai fu. Then he set another log on the fire, asking himself, not for the first time, if he would have bought the farmhouse had he known how much fuel it took to warm one little room, let alone all nine.


    The phone shrilled.


    Harrison picked it up halfway through the second ring, expecting to hear the voice of his daughters best friend, who had the annoying habit of calling at the latest possible hour the night before homework was due.


    Shallow, rapid breathing sounded in his ear before a voice broke the static. We need to meet. How soon can you be here?


    The voice floated through Harrison, a ghost from his past, leaving him bone cold. It had been a long time since hed heard the voice, and hearing it now could only mean something had gone wrong. Terribly wrong. He realized the phone in his hand was slick with sweat, his posture rigid.


    An hour, he answered flatly.


    He was slow to replace the handset. He shut his eyes, his mind unwillingly traveling back. There had been a time, fifteen years ago, when he froze at the sound of the phone ringing, the seconds pounding out like drums as he waited for the voice on the other end to speak. Over time, as one peaceful year replaced another, hed eventually convinced himself he was a man whod outrun the secrets of his past. He was a man living a normal life, a man with a beautiful family. A man with nothing to fear.


    In the kitchen, standing over the sink, Harrison poured himself a glass of water and tossed it back. It was full dark outside, and his waxen reflection stared back from the window straight ahead. Harrison nodded, as if to tell himself everything would be all right. But his eyes were heavy with lies.


    He loosened his tie to relieve the tightness within him that seemed to stretch his skin, and poured a second glass. The water swam uneasily inside him, threatening to come back up. Setting the glass in the basin of the sink, he reached for the car keys on the counter, hesitating once as if to change his mind.


    Harrison eased the car to the curb and killed the headlights. Sitting in darkness, breath smoking, he took in the ramshackle brick row houses in a seedy section of Portland. It had been yearsfifteen to be exactsince he had set foot in the neighborhood, and relying on his rusty memory, he wasnt sure he was in the right place. He popped open the glove box and retrieved a time-yellowed scrap of paper. 1565 Monroe. He was about to swing out of the car, but the silence on the streets bothered him. Reaching beneath his seat, he pulled out a loaded Smith & Wesson and tucked it into the waistband of his trousers at the small of his back. He hadnt aimed a gun since college, and never outside a shooting range. The only clear thought in his throbbing head was that he hoped he could still say as much an hour from now.


    The tap of Harrisons shoes sounded loud on the deserted pavement, but he ignored the rhythm, choosing instead to focus his attention on the shadows cast by the silver moon. Hunkering deeper into his coat, he passed cramped dirt yards boxed in by chain-link fences, the houses beyond them dark and eerily quiet. Twice he felt as if he was being followed, but when he glanced back, there was no one.


    At 1565 Monroe, he let himself through the gate and circled around to the back of the house. He knocked once and saw a shadow move behind the lace curtains.


    The door cracked.


    Its me, Harrison said, keeping his voice low.


    The door opened just wide enough to admit him.


    Were you followed? he was asked.


    No.


    Shes in trouble.


    Harrisons heart quickened. What kind of trouble?


    Once she turns sixteen, hell come for her. You need to take her far away. Someplace where hell never find her.


    Harrison shook his head. I dont understand


    He was cut off by a menacing glare. When we made this agreement, I told you there would be things you couldnt understand. Sixteen is a cursed age inin my world. Thats all you need to know, he finished brusquely.


    The two men watched each other, until at last Harrison gave a wary nod.


    You have to cover your tracks, he was told. Wherever you go, you have to start over. No one can know you came from Maine. No one. Hell never stop looking for her. Do you understand?


    I understand. But would his wife? Would Nora?


    Harrisons vision was adapting to the darkness, and he noted with curious disbelief that the man standing before him appeared not to have aged a day since their last meeting. In fact, he hadnt aged a day since college, when theyd met as roommates and become fast friends. A trick of the shadows? Harrison wondered. There was nothing else to attribute it to. One thing had changed, though. There was a small scar at the base of his friends throat. Harrison took a closer look at the disfigurement and flinched. A burn mark, raised and shiny, hardly larger than a quarter. It was in the shape of a clenched fist. To his shock and horror, Harrison realized his friend had been branded. Like cattle.


    His friend sensed the direction of Harrisons gaze, and his eyes turned steely, defensive. There are people who want to destroy me. Who want to demoralize and dehumanize me. Together with a trusted friend, Ive formed a society. More members are being initiated all the time. He stopped mid-breath, as if unsure how much more he should say, then finished hastily, We organized the society to give us protection, and Ive sworn allegiance to it. If you know me as well as you once did, you know Ill do whatever it takes to protect my interests. He paused and added almost absently, And my future.


    They branded you, Harrison said, hoping his friend didnt detect the repulsion that shuddered through him.


    His friend merely looked at him.


    After a moment, Harrison nodded, signaling he understood, even if he didnt accept it. The less he knew, the better. His friend had made that clear too many times to count. Is there anything else I can do?


    Just keep her safe.


    Harrison pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He began awkwardly, I thought you might like to know shes grown up healthy and strong. We named her Nor


    I dont want to be reminded of her name, his friend interrupted harshly. Ive done everything in my power to stamp it out from my mind. I dont want to know anything about her. I want my mind washed of any trace of her, so Ive got nothing to give that bastard. He turned his back, and Harrison took the gesture to mean the conversation was over. Harrison stood a moment, so many questions at the tip of his tongue, but at the same time, knowing nothing good would come from pressing. Stifling his need to make sense of this dark world his daughter had done nothing to deserve, he let himself out.


    Hed only made it a half block when a gunshot ripped through the night. Instinctively Harrison dropped low and whirled around. His friend. A second shot was fired, and without thinking, he ran in a dead sprint back toward the house. He shoved through the gate and cut around the side yard. He had almost rounded the final corner when arguing voices caused him to stop. Despite the cold, he was sweating. The backyard was shrouded in darkness, and he inched along the garden wall, careful to avoid kicking loose stones that would give him away, until the back door came into sight.


    Last chance, said a smooth, calm voice Harrison didnt recognize.


    Go to hell, his friend spat.


    A third gunshot. His friend bellowed in pain, and the shooter called over him, Where is she?


    Heart hammering, Harrison knew he had to act. Another five seconds and it could be too late. He slid his hand to his lower back and drew the gun. Two-handing it to steady his grip, he moved toward the doorway, approaching the dark-haired shooter from behind. Harrison saw his friend beyond the shooter, but when he made eye contact, his friends expression filled with alarm.


    Go!


    Harrison heard his friends order as loud as a bell, and for a moment believed it had been shouted out loud. But when the shooter didnt spin around in surprise, Harrison realized with cold confusion that his friends voice had sounded inside his head.


    No, Harrison thought back with a silent shake of his head, his sense of loyalty outweighing what he couldnt comprehend. This was the man hed spent four of the best years of his life with. The man whod introduced him to his wife. He wasnt going to leave him here at the hands of a killer.


    Harrison pulled the trigger. He heard the earsplitting shot and waited for the shooter to crumple. Harrison shot another time. And another.


    The dark-haired young man turned slowly. For the first time in his life, Harrison found himself truly afraid. Afraid of the young man standing before him, gun in hand. Afraid of death. Afraid of what would become of his family.


    He felt the shots rip through him with a searing fire that seemed to shatter him into a thousand pieces. He dropped to his knees. He saw his wifes face blur across his vision, followed by his daughters. He opened his mouth, their names at his lips, and tried to find a way to say how much he loved them before it was too late.


    The young man had his hands on Harrison now, dragging him into the alley at the rear of the house. Harrison could feel consciousness leaving him as he struggled without success to get his feet under him. He couldnt fail his daughter. There would be no one to protect her. This black-haired shooter would find her and, if his friend was right, kill her.


    Who are you? Harrison asked, the words causing fire to spread through his chest. He clung to the hope that there was still time. Maybe he could warn Nora from the next worlda world that was closing in on him like a thousand falling feathers painted black.


    The young man watched Harrison for a moment before the faintest of smiles broke his ice-hard expression. You thought wrong. Its definitely too late.


    Harrison looked up sharply, startled that the killer had guessed his thoughts, and couldnt help but wonder how many times the young man had stood in this same position before to guess a dying mans final thoughts. Not a few.


    As if to prove just how practiced he was, the young man aimed the gun without a single beat of hesitation, and Harrison found himself staring into the barrel of the weapon. The light of the fired shot flared, and it was the last image he saw.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER


    1


    DELPHIC BEACH, MAINE PRESENT DAY


    PATCH WAS STANDING BEHIND ME, HIS HANDS on my hips, his body relaxed. He stood two inches over six feet tall and had a lean, athletic build that even loose-fit jeans and a T-shirt couldnt conceal. The color of his hair gave midnight a run for its money, with eyes to match. His smile was sexy and warned of trouble, but Id made up my mind that not all trouble was bad.


    Overhead, fireworks lit up the night sky, raining streams of color into the Atlantic. The crowd oohed and aahed. It was late June, and Maine was jumping into summer with both feet, celebrating the beginning of two months of sun, sand, and tourists with deep pockets. I was celebrating two months of sun, sand, and plenty of exclusive time with Patch. Id enrolled in one summer school coursechemistryand had every intention of letting Patch monopolize the rest of my free time.


    The fire department was setting off the fireworks on a dock that couldnt have been more than two hundred yards down the beach from where we stood, and I felt the boom of each one vibrate in the sand under my feet. Waves crashed into the beach just down the hill, and carnival music tinkled at top volume. The smell of cotton candy, popcorn, and sizzling meat hung thick in the air, and my stomach reminded me I hadnt eaten since lunch.


    Im going to grab a cheeseburger, I told Patch. Want anything?


    Nothing on the menu.


    I smiled. Why, Patch, are you flirting with me?


    He kissed the crown of my head. Not yet. Ill grab your cheeseburger. Enjoy the last of the fireworks.


    I snagged one of his belt loops to stop him. Thanks, but Im ordering. I cant take the guilt.


    He raised his eyebrows in inquiry.


    When was the last time the girl at the hamburger stand let you pay for food?


    Its been a while.


    Its been never. Stay here. If she sees you, Ill spend the rest of the night with a guilty conscience.


    Patch opened his wallet and pulled out a twenty. Leave her a nice tip.


    It was my turn to raise my eyebrows. Trying to redeem yourself for all those times you took free food?


    Last time I paid, she chased me down and shoved the money in my pocket. Im trying to avoid another groping.


    It sounded made up, but knowing Patch, it was probably true.


    I hunted down the end of a long line that wrapped around the hamburger stand, finding it near the entrance to the indoor carousel. Judging by the size of the line, I estimated a fifteen-minute wait just to place my order. One hamburger stand on the entire beach. It felt un-American.


    After a few minutes of restless waiting, I was taking what must have been my tenth bored look around when I spotted Marcie Millar standing two spots back. Marcie and I had gone to school together since kindergarten, and in the eleven years since, Id seen more of her than I cared to remember. Because of her, the whole school had seen more of my underwear than necessary. In junior high, Marcies usual MO was stealing my bra from my gym locker and pinning it to the bulletin board outside the main offices, but occasionally she got creative and used it as a centerpiece in the cafeteriaboth my A cups filled with vanilla pudding and topped with maraschino cherries. Classy, I know. Marcies skirts were two sizes too small and five inches too short. Her hair was strawberry blond, and she had the shape of a Popsicle stickturn her sideways and she practically disappeared. If there was a scoreboard keeping track of wins and losses between us, I was pretty sure Marcie had double my score.


    Hey, I said, unintentionally catching her eye and not seeing any way around a bare-minimum greeting.


    Hey, she returned in what scraped by as a civil tone.


    Seeing Marcie at Delphic Beach tonight was like playing Whats Wrong with This Picture? Marcies dad owned the Toyota dealership in Coldwater, her family lived in an upscale hillside neighborhood, and the Millars took pride in being the only citizens of Coldwater welcomed into the prestigious Harraseeket Yacht Club. At this very minute, Marcies parents were probably in Freeport, racing sailboats and ordering salmon.


    By contrast, Delphic was a slum beach. The thought of a yacht club was laughable. The sole restaurant came in the form of a whitewashed hamburger stand with your choice of ketchup or mustard. On a good day, fries were offered in the mix. The entertainment slanted toward loud arcades and bumper cars, and after dark, the parking lot was known to sell more drugs than a pharmacy.


    Not the kind of atmosphere Mr. and Mrs. Millar would have their daughter polluting herself in.


    Could we move any slower, people? Marcie called up the line. Some of us are starving to death back here.


    Theres only one person working the counter, I told her.


    So? They should hire more people. Supply and demand.


    Given her GPA, Marcie was the last person who should be spouting economics.


    Ten minutes later, Id made progress, and stood close enough to the hamburger stand to read the word MUSTARD scribbled in black Magic Marker on the communal yellow squirt bottle. Behind me, Marcie did the whole shifting-weight-between-hips-and-sighing thing.


    Starving with a capital S, she complained.


    The guy in line ahead of me paid and carried off his food.


    A cheeseburger and a Coke, I told the girl working the stand.


    While she stood over the grill making my order, I turned back to Marcie. So. Who are you here with? I didnt particularly care who shed come with, especially since we didnt share any of the same friends, but my sense of courtesy got the better of me. Besides, Marcie hadnt done anything overtly rude to me in weeks. And wed stood in relative peace the past fifteen minutes. Maybe it was the beginning of a truce. Bygones and all that.


    She yawned, as if talking to me was more boring than waiting in line and staring at the backs of peoples heads. No offense, but Im not in a chatty mood. Ive been in line for what feels like five hours, waiting on an incompetent girl who obviously cant cook two hamburgers at once.


    The girl behind the counter had her head ducked low, concentrating on peehng premade hamburger patties from the wax paper, but I knew shed heard. She probably hated her job. She probably secretly spat on the hamburger patties when she turned her back. I wouldnt be surprised if at the end of her shift, she went out to her car and wept.


    Doesnt your dad mind that youre hanging out at Delphic Beach? I asked Marcie, narrowing my eyes ever so slightly. Might tarnish the estimable Millar family reputation. Especially now that your dads been accepted into the Harraseeket Yacht Club.


    Marcies expression cooled. Im surprised your dad doesnt mind youre here. Oh, wait. Thats right. Hes dead.


    My initial reaction was shock. My second was indignation at her cruelty. A knot of anger swelled in my throat.


    What? she argued with a one-shoulder shrug. Hes dead. Its a fact. Do you want me to lie about the facts?


    What did I ever do to you?


    You were born.


    Her complete lack of sensitivity yanked me inside outso much so that I didnt even have a comeback. I snatched my cheeseburger and Coke off the counter, leaving the twenty in its place. I wanted badly to hurry back to Patch, but this was between me and Marcie. If I showed up now, one look at my face would tell Patch something was wrong. I didnt need to drag him into the middle. Taking a moment alone to collect myself, I found a bench within sight of the hamburger stand and sat down as gracefully as I could, not wanting to give Marcie the power to ruin my night. The only thing that could make this moment worse was knowing she was watching, satisfied shed stuffed me into a little black hole of self-pity. I took a bite of cheeseburger, but it left a bad taste in my mouth. All I could think of was dead meat. Dead cows. My own dead father.


    I threw the cheeseburger into the trash and kept walking, feeling tears slip down the back of my throat.


    Hugging my arms tightly at the elbows, I hurried toward the shack of bathrooms at the edge of the parking lot, hoping to make it behind a stall door before the tears started falling. There was a steady line trickling out of the womens room, but I edged my way through the doorway and positioned myself in front of one of the grime-coated mirrors. Even under the low-watt bulb, I could tell my eyes were red and glassy. I wet a paper towel and pressed it to my eyes. What was Marcies problem? What had I ever done to her that was cruel enough to deserve this?


    Drawing a few stabilizing breaths, I squared my shoulders and constructed a brick wall in my mind, placing Marcie on the far side of it. What did I care what she said? I didnt even like her. Her opinion meant nothing. She was rude and self-centered and attacked below the belt. She didnt know me, and she definitely didnt know my dad. Crying over a single word that fell from her mouth was a waste.


    Get over it, I told myself.


    I waited until the red rimming my eyes faded before leaving the restroom. I roamed the crowd, looking for Patch, and found him at one of the ball toss games, his back to me. Rixon was at his side, probably wagering money on Patchs inability to knock over a single weighted bowling pin. Rixon was a fallen angel who had a long history with Patch, and their ties ran deep to the point of brotherhood. Patch didnt let many people into his life, and trusted even fewer, but if there was one person who knew all his secrets, it was Rixon.


    Up until two months ago, Patch had also been a fallen angel. Then he saved my life, earned his wings back, and became my guardian angel. He was supposed to play for the good guys now, but I secretly sensed that his connection to Rixon, and the world of fallen angels, meant more to him. And even though I didnt want to admit it, I sensed that he regretted the archangels decision to make him my guardian. After all, it wasnt what he wanted.


    He wanted to become human.


    My cell phone rang, jarring me from my thoughts. It was my best friend Vees ringtone, but I let voice mail take her call. With a squeeze of guilt, I vaguely noted it was the second call of hers Id avoided today. I justified my guilt with the thought that Id see her first thing tomorrow. Patch, on the other hand, I wouldnt see again until tomorrow evening. I planned to enjoy every minute I had with him.


    I watched him pitch the ball at a table neatly lined with six bowling pins, my stomach giving a little flutter when his T-shirt crept up in the back, revealing a stripe of skin. I knew from experience that every inch of him was hard, defined muscle. His back was smooth and perfect too, the scars from when hed fallen once again replaced with wingswings I, and every other human, couldnt see.


    Five dollars says you cant do it again, I said, coming up behind him.


    Patch looked back and grinned. I dont want your money, Angel.


    Hey now, kids, lets keep this discussion PG-rated, Rixon said.


    All three remaining pins, I challenged Patch.


    What kind of prize are we talking about? he asked.


    Bloody hell, Rixon said. Cant this wait until youre alone?


    Patch gave me a secret smile, then shifted his weight back, cradling the ball into his chest. He dropped his right shoulder, brought his arm around, and sent the ball flying forward as hard as he could. There was a loud crack! and the remaining three pins scattered off the table.


    Aye, now youre in trouble, lass, Rixon shouted at me over the commotion caused by a pocket of onlookers, who were clapping and whistling for Patch.


    Patch leaned back against the booth and arched his eyebrows at me. The gesture said it all: Pay up.


    You got lucky, I said.


    Im about to get lucky.


    Choose a prize, the old man running the booth barked at Patch, bending to pick up the fallen pins.


    The purple bear, Patch said, and accepted a hideous-looking teddy bear with matted purple fur. He held it out to me.


    For me? I said, pressing a hand to my heart.


    You like the rejects. At the grocery store, you always take the dented cans. Ive been paying attention. He hooked his finger in the waistband of my jeans and pulled me close. Lets get out of here.


    What did you have in mind? But I was all warm and fluttery inside, because I knew exactly what he had in mind.


    Your place.


    I shook my head. Not going to happen. My moms home. We could go to your place, I hinted.


    Wed been together two months, and I still didnt know where Patch lived. And not for lack of trying. Two weeks into a relationship seemed long enough to be invited over, especially since Patch lived alone. Two months felt like overkill. I was trying to be patient, but my curiosity kept getting in the way. I knew nothing about the private, intimate details of Patchs life, like the color of paint on his walls. If his can opener was electric or manual. The brand of soap he showered with. If his sheets were cotton or silk.


    Let me guess, I said. You live in a secret compound buried in the underbelly of the city.


    Angel.


    Are there dishes in the sink? Dirty underwear on the floor? Its a lot more private than my place.


    True, but the answers still no.


    Has Rixon seen your place?


    Rixon is need-to-know.


    Im not need-to-know?


    His mouth twitched. Theres a dark side to need-to-know.


    If you showed me, youd have to kill me? I guessed.


    He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my forehead. Close enough. What times curfew?


    Ten. Summer school starts tomorrow. That, and my mom had practically taken a part-time job finding opportunities to drop the knife between me and Patch. If Id been out with Vee, I could say with absolute certainty that my curfew would have stretched to ten thirty. I couldnt blame my mom for not trusting Patchthere was a point in my life when Id felt similarlybut it would have been extremely convenient if every now and then she relaxed her vigilance.


    Like, say, tonight. Besides, nothing was going to happen. Not with my guardian angel standing inches away.


    Patch looked at his watch. Time to roll.


    At 10:04, Patch flipped a U-turn in front of the farmhouse and parked by the mailbox. He cut the engine and the headlights, leaving us alone in the dark countryside. We sat that way for several moments before he said, Why so quiet, Angel?


    I instantly snapped to attention. Am I being quiet? Just lost in thought.


    A barely-there smile curved Patchs mouth. Liar. Whats wrong?


    Youre good, I said.


    His smile widened a fraction. Really good.


    I ran into Marcie Millar at the hamburger stand, I admitted. So much for keeping my troubles to myself. Obviously they were still smoldering under the surface. On the other hand, if I couldnt talk to Patch, who could I talk to? Two months ago our relationship involved a lot of spontaneous kissing inside our cars, outside our cars, under the bleachers, and on top of the kitchen table. It also involved a lot of wandering hands, tousled hair, and smudged lip gloss. But it was so much more than that now. I felt connected to Patch emotionally. His friendship meant more to me than a hundred casual acquaintances. When my dad died, hed left a huge hollowness inside me that threatened to eat me from the inside out. The emptiness was still there, but the ache didnt cut half as deep. I didnt see the point in staying frozen in the past, when I had everything I wanted right now. And I had Patch to thank for that. She was thoughtful enough to remind me my dad is dead.


    Want me to talk to her?


    That sounds a bit The Godfather.


    What started the war between the two of you?


    Thats the thing. I dont even know. It used to be over who got the last chocolate milk in the lunch crate. Then one day in junior high, Marcie marched into school and spray-painted whore on my locker. She didnt even try to be sneaky about it. The whole school was looking on.


    She went postal just like that? No reason?


    Yup. No reason I was aware of, anyway.


    He tucked one of my curls behind my ear. Whos winning the war?


    Marcie, but not by much.


    His smile grew. Go get her, Tiger.


    And heres another thing. Whore? In junior high, I hadnt even kissed anyone. Marcie should have spray-painted her own locker.


    Starting to sound like youve got a hang-up, Angel. He slid his finger under the strap of my tank top, his touch sending electricity humming along my skin. I bet I can take your mind off Marcie.


    A few lights were burning in the upper level of the farmhouse, but since I didnt see my moms face pressed up against any of the windows, I figured we had some time. I unlatched my seat belt and bent across the console, finding Patchs mouth in the darkness. I kissed him slowly, savoring the taste of sea salt on his skin. Hed shaved this morning, but now his stubble rasped my chin. His mouth skimmed my throat and I felt a touch of tongue, causing my heart to bump against my ribs.


    His kiss moved to my bare shoulder. He nudged the strap of my tank top down and brushed his mouth lower along my arm. Right then, I wanted to be as close to him as I could. I never wanted him to go. I needed him in my life right now, and tomorrow, and the day after. I needed him like Id never needed anyone.


    I crawled over the console, straddling his lap. I slid my hands up his chest, grasped him behind the neck, and pulled him in. His arms circled my waist, locking me against him, and I snuggled in deeper.


    Caught up in the moment, I ran my hands under his shirt, thinking only of how I loved the feel of his body heat spreading into my hands. As soon as my fingers brushed the place on his back where his wing scars used to be, a distant light exploded at the back of my mind. Perfect darkness, ruptured by one burst of blinding light. It was like watching a cosmic phenomenon in space from millions of miles away. I felt my mind being sucked inside Patchs, into all the thousands of private memories stored there, when suddenly he took my hand and slid it lower, away from the place where his wings joined with his back, and everything spun sharply back to normal.


    Nice try, he murmured, his lips brushing mine as he spoke.


    I nibbled his lower lip. If you could see into my past just by touching my back, youd have a hard time resisting the temptation too.


    I have a hard time keeping my hands off you without that added bonus.


    I laughed, but my expression quickly turned serious. Even with considerable concentration, I could hardly remember what life had been like without Patch. At night, when I lay in bed, I could remember with perfect clarity the low timbre of his laugh, the way his smile curved slightly higher on the right, the touch of his handshot, smooth, and dekcious on my skin. But it was only with serious effort that I could pick up memories from the previous sixteen years. Maybe because those memories paled in comparison to Patch. Or maybe because there was nothing good there at all.


    Dont ever leave me, I told Patch, hooking a finger in the collar of his shirt and pulling him close.


    Youre mine, Angel, he murmured, brushing the words across my jawbone as I arched my neck higher, inviting him to kiss everywhere. You have me forever.


    Show me you mean it, I said solemnly.


    He studied me a moment, then reached behind his neck and unclasped the plain silver chain hed worn since the day I met him. I had no idea where the chain had come from, or the significance behind it, but I sensed it was important to him. It was the only piece of jewelry he wore, and he kept it tucked under his shirt, next to his skin. Id never seen him take it off.


    His hands slid to the nape of my neck, where he fastened the chain. The metal fell on my skin, still warm from him.


    I was given this when I was an archangel, he said. To help me discern truth from deception.


    I fingered it gently, in awe of its importance. Does it still work?


    Not for me. He interlaced our fingers and turned my hand over to kiss my knuckles. Your turn.


    I twisted a small copper ring off the middle finger of my left hand and held it out to him. A heart was hand-carved into the smooth underside of the ring.


    Patch held the ring between his fingers, silently examining it.


    My dad gave it to me the week before he was killed, I said.


    Patchs eyes flicked up. I cant take this.


    Its the most important thing in the world to me. I want you to have it. I bent his fingers, folding them around the ring.


    Nora. He hesitated. I cant take this.


    Promise me youll keep it. Promise me nothing will ever come between us. I held his eyes, refusing to let him turn away. I dont want to be without you. I dont want this to ever end.


    Patchs eyes were slate black, darker than a million secrets stacked on top of each other. He dropped his gaze to the ring in his hand, turning it over slowly.


    Swear youll never stop loving me, I whispered.


    Ever so slightly, he nodded.


    I gripped his collar and pulled him against me, kissing him more fervently, sealing the promise between us. I locked my fingers between his, the sharp edge of the ring biting into our palms. Nothing I did seemed to bring me close enough to him, no amount of him was enough. The ring ground deeper into my hand, until I was certain it had broken skin. A blood promise.


    When I thought my chest might collapse without air, I pulled away, resting my forehead against his. My eyes were shut, my breathing causing my shoulders to rise and fall. I love you, I murmured. More than I think I should.


    I waited for him to answer, but instead his hold on me tightened, almost protectively. He turned his head toward the woods across the road.


    Whats wrong? I asked.


    I heard something.


    That was me saying I love you, I said, smiling as I traced his mouth with my finger.


    I expected him to return the smile, but his eyes were still fixed on the trees, which cast shifting shadows as their branches nodded in the breeze.


    Whats out there? I asked, following his gaze. A coyote?


    Something isnt right.


    My blood chilled, and I slid off his lap. Youre starting to scare me. Is it a bear? We had nt seen bears in years, but the farmhouse was pushed out on the very edge of town, and bears were known to wander closer to town after hibernation, when they were hungry and searching for food.


    Turn the headlights on and honk the horn, I said. Training my eyes on the woods, I watched for movement. My heart edged up a little, remembering the time my parents and I had watched from the farmhouse windows as a bear rocked our car, smelling food inside.


    Behind me, the porch lights flashed. I didnt need to turn back to know my mom was standing in the doorway, frowning and tapping her foot.


    What is it? I asked Patch once more. My moms coming out. Is she safe?


    He turned on the engine and put the Jeep in drive. Go inside. Theres something I need to do.


    Go inside? Are you kidding? Whats going on?


    Nora! my mom called, coming down the steps, her tone aggravated. She stopped five feet from the Jeep and motioned for me to lower the window.


    Patch? I tried a gain.


    Ill call you later.


    My mom hauled the door open. Patch, she acknowledged curtly.


    Blythe. He gave a distracted nod.


    She turned to me. Youre four minutes late.


    I was four minutes early yesterday.


    Rollover minutes dont work with curfews. Inside. Now.


    Not wanting to leave until Patch answered me, but not seeing much of a choice, I told him, Call me.


    He nodded once, but the singular focus to his eyes told me his thoughts were elsewhere. As soon as I was out of the car and on solid ground, the Jeep revved forward, not wasting time accelerating. Wherever Patch was going, it was in a hurry.


    When I give you a curfew, I expect you to keep it, Mom said.


    Four minutes late, I said, my tone suggesting she might be overreacting.


    That earned me a stare that had disapproval stamped all over it. Last year your dad was killed. A couple months ago, you had your own brush with death. I think Ive earned the right to be over-protective. She walked stiffly back to the house, arms clamped over her chest.


    Okay, I was an unfeeling, insensitive daughter. Point taken.


    I turned my attention to the row of trees at the edge of the road opposite. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. I waited for a chill to warn me there was something back there, something I couldnt see, but nothing felt off. A warm summer breeze rustled past, the sound of cicadas filling the air. If anything, the woods looked peaceful under the silver glow of moonlight.


    Patch hadnt seen anything in the woods. Hed turned away because Id said three very big, very stupid words, which had gushed out before I could stop them. What had I been thinking? No. What was Patch thinking now? Had he driven off to escape responding? I was pretty sure I knew the answer. And I was pretty sure it explained why I was left staring at the back of his Jeep.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER


    2


    FOR THE LAST ELEVEN SECONDS, ID BEEN lying facedown, hugging my pillow over my head, trying to shut out Chuck Delaneys traffic report from downtown Portland, which was coming through my alarm clock loud and clear. Likewise, I was trying to shut out the logical part of my brain, which shouted for me to get dressed, promising repercussions if I didnt. But the pleasure-seeking part of my brain won out. It clung to my dreamor rather, the subject of my dream. He had wavy black hair and a killer smile. At this moment, he was sitting backward on his motorcycle and I was sitting facing forward, our knees touching. I curled my fingers into his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss.


    In my dream, Patch felt it when I kissed him. Not only on an emotional level, but a real, physical touch. In my dream, he became more human than angel. Angels cant feel physical sensationI knew thisbut in my dream, I wanted Patch to feel the soft, silky pressure of our lips connecting. I wanted him to feel my fingers pushing through his hair. I needed him to feel the thrilling and undeniable magnetic field pulling every molecule in his body toward mine.


    Just like I did.


    Patch ran his finger under the silver chain at my neck, his touch sending a shiver of pleasure rippling through me. I love you, he murmured.


    Bracing my fingertips on his hard stomach, I leaned in, stopping just short of a kiss. I love you more, I said, brushing his mouth as I spoke.


    Only, the words didnt come out. They stayed caught in my throat.


    While Patch waited for me to respond, his smile faltered.


    I love you, I tried again. Once again, the words stayed clamped inside.


    Patchs expression turned anxious. I love you, Nora, he repeated.


    I nodded frantically, but hed turned away. He swung off the motorcycle and left without looking back.


    I love you! I yelled after him. I love you, I love you!


    But it was as if quicksand had been poured down my throat; the harder I tried to wrestle the words out, the faster they were towed under.


    Patch was slipping away in a crowd. Night had fallen down around us in a snap, and I could barely distinguish his black T-shirt from the hundreds of other dark shirts in the masses. I ran to catch up, but when I grabbed his arm, it was someone else who turned around. A girl. It was too dark to get a good read on her features, but I could tell she was beautiful.


    I love Patch, she told me, smiling through shocking red lipstick. And Im not afraid to say it.


    I did say it! I argued. Last night I told him!


    I pushed past her, eyes scanning the crowd until I caught a glimpse of Patchs trademark blue ball cap. I shoved my way frantically over to him and reached out to catch his hand.


    He turned back, but hed changed into the same beautiful girl. Youre too late, she said. I love Patch now.


    Over to Angie with weather, Chuck Delaney yapped cheerfully in my ear.


    My eyes sprang open at the word weather. I lay in bed a moment, trying to shake off what was nothing more than a bad dream, and get my bearings. The weather was announced at twenty before the hour, and there was no possible way I was hearing the weather, unless . . .


    Summer school! Id overslept!


    Kicking back the covers, I fled to the closet. Shoving my feet into the same jeans Id discarded at the bottom of the closet last night, I stretched a white tee over my head and layered it with a lavender cardigan. I speed-dialed Patch but three rings later was sent to voice mail. Call me! I said, pausing a half second to wonder if he was avoiding me after last nights big confession. Id made up my mind to pretend it had never happened until it blew over and things returned to normal, but after this mornings dream, I was beginning to doubt Id let go of it that easily. Maybe Patch was having just as hard a time dropping it. Either way, there wasnt a lot I could do about it right now. Even though I could have sworn hed promised me a ride . . .


    I pushed a headband into my hair in lieu of a hairstyle, snatched my backpack off the kitchen counter, and rushed out the door.


    I paused in the driveway long enough to give a scream of exasperation at the eight-by-ten-foot slab of cement where my 1979 Fiat Spider used to sit. My mom had sold the Spider to pay off a three-months-delinquent electricity bill, and to stock our fridge with enough groceries to keep us fed through the end of the month. Shed even dismissed our housekeeper, Dorothea, a.k.a. my surrogate parent, to trim expenses. Sending a hateful thought in the direction of Circumstance, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and started jogging. Most people might consider the rural Maine farmhouse my mom and I live in quaint, but the truth is, theres nothing quaint about the mile-long jog to the nearest neighbors. And unless quaint is synonymous with eighteenth-century drafty money pit situated in the eye of an atmospheric inversion that sucks in all the fog from here to the coast, I beg to differ.


    At the corner of Hawthorne and Beech, I saw signs of life as cars zipped along on their morning commute. I used one hand to stick my thumb in the air and the other to unwrap a piece of breath-freshening, toothpaste-replacing gum.


    A red Toyota 4Runner braked at the curb, and the passenger window lowered with an automated hum. Marcie Millar sat behind the wheel. Car trouble? she asked.


    Car trouble as in no car. Not that I was about to admit it to Marcie.


    Need a ride? she rephrased impatiently when I failed to answer.


    I couldnt believe out of all the cars passing down this stretch of road, Marcies had to be the one to stop. Did I want to ride with Marcie? No. Was I still worked up over what shed said about my dad? Yes. Was I about to forgive her? Absolutely not. I would have gestured for her to keep driving, but there was one small snag. Rumor had it that the only thing Mr. Loucks liked more than the periodic table of the elements was handing out detention slips to tardy students.


    Thanks, I accepted reluctantly. Im on my way to school.


    Guess your fat friend couldnt give you a ride?


    I froze with my hand on the door handle. Vee and I had long ago given up educating small-minded people that fat and curvy are not the same thing, but that didnt mean we tolerated the ignorance. And I would have gladly called Vee for a ride, but shed been invited to attend a training meeting for hopeful editors of the schools eZine and was already at school.


    On second thought, Ill walk. I gave Marcies door a shove, locking it back in position.


    Marcie tried on a confused face. Are you offended I called her fat? Because its true. What is it with you? I feel like everything I say has to be censored. First your dad, now this. What happened to freedom of speech?


    For a split moment I thought it would be nice and convenient if I still had the Spider. Not only would I not be stranded without a ride, but I might get the pleasure of plowing Marcie over. The school parking lot was chaotic after school. Accidents happened.


    Since I couldnt bounce Marcie off my front fender, I did the next best thing. If my dad owned the Toyota dealership, I think Id be environmentally minded enough to ask for a hybrid.


    Well, your dad doesnt own the Toyota dealership.


    Thats right. My dads dead.


    She raised one shoulder. You said it, not me.


    From now on, I think its better if we stay out of each others way.


    She examined her manicure. Fine.


    Good.


    Just trying to be nice, and look where it got me, she said under her breath.


    Nice? You called Vee fat.


    I also offered you a ride. She floored the gas, her tires spitting up road dust that wafted in my direction.


    I hadnt woken up this morning looking for another reason to hate Marcie Millar, but there you go.


    Coldwater High had been erected in the late nineteenth century, and the construction was an eclectic mix of Gothic and Victorian that looked more cathedral than academic. The windows were narrow and arched, the glass leaded. The stone was multicolored, but mostly gray. In the summer, ivy crawled up the exterior and gave the school a certain New England charm. In the winter, the ivy resembled long skeletal fingers choking the building.


    I was half speed-walking, half jogging down the hall to chemistry when my cell phone rang in my pocket.


    Mom? I answered, not slowing my pace. Can I call you ba


    Youll never guess who I ran into last night! Lynn Parnell. You remember the Parnells. Scotts mom.


    I peeked at the clock on my cell. Id been fortunate enough to hitch a ride to school with a complete strangera woman on her way to kickboxing at the gymbut I was still cutting it short. Less than two minutes to the tardy bell. Mom? School is about to start. Can I call you at lunch?


    You and Scott were such good friends.


    Shed triggered a faint memory. When we were five, I said. Didnt he always wet his pants?


    I had drinks with Lynn last night. She just finalized her divorce, and she and Scott are moving back to Coldwater.


    Thats great. Ill call you


    I invited them over for dinner tonight.


    As I passed the principals office, the minute hand on the clock above her door ticked to the next notch. From where I stood, it looked caught between 7:59 and eight sharp. I aimed a threatening look at it that said Dont you dare ring early. Tonights not good. Mom. Patch and I


    Dont be silly! Mom cut across me. Scott is one of your oldest friends in the world. You knew him long before Patch.


    Scott used to force me to eat roly-polies, I said, my memory starting to come around.


    And you never forced him to play Barbies?


    Totally different!


    Tonight, seven oclock, Mom said in a voice that shut out all argument.


    I hurried into chemistry with seconds to spare and slid onto a metal stool behind a black granite lab table on the front row. Seating was two to a table, and I had my fingers crossed that Id get paired with someone whose understanding of science surpassed my own, which, given my standard, wasnt hard to beat. I tended to be more of a romantic than a realist, and chose blind faith over cold logic. Which put science and me at odds right from the start.


    Marcie Millar strolled into the room wearing heels, jeans, and a silk top from Banana Republic that I had on my back-to-school wish list. By Labor Day, the shirt would be on the clearance rack and in my price range. I was in the process of mentally wiping the shirt off the list when Marcie settled onto the stool beside me.


    Whats up with your hair? she said. Ran out of mousse? Patience? A smile lifted one side of her mouth. Or is it because you had to run four miles to get here on time?


    What happened to staying out of each others way? I gave a pointed look at her stool, then mine, communicating that twenty-four inches wasnt staying out of the way.


    I need something from you.


    I exhaled silently, stabilizing my blood pressure. I should have known. Heres the thing, Marcie, I said. We both know this class is going to be insanely hard. Let me do you a favor and warn you that science is my worst subject. The only reason Im doing summer school is because I heard chemistry is easier this term. You dont want me as a partner. This wont be an easy A.


    Do I look like Im sitting beside you for the health of my GPA? she said with an impatient flip of her wrist. I need you for something else. Last week I got a job.


    Marcie? A job?


    She smirked, and I could only imagine shed pulled my thoughts directly off my expression. I file in the front office. One of my dads salesmen is married to the front office secretary. Never hurts to have connections. Not that youd know anything about it.


    Id known Marcies dad was influential in Coldwater. In fact, he was such a large booster club donor, he had a say in every coaching position at the high school, but this was ridiculous.


    Once in a while, a file falls open and I cant help but see things, Marcie said.


    Yeah, right.


    For example, I know youre still not over your dads death. Youve been in counseling with the school psych. In fact, I know everything about everyone. Except Patch. Last week I noticed his file is empty. I want to know why. I want to know what hes hiding.


    Why do you care?


    He was standing in my driveway last night, staring at my bedroom window.


    I blinked. Patch was standing in your driveway?


    Unless you know some other guy who drives a Jeep Commander, dresses in all black, and is superhot.


    I frowned. Did he say anything?


    He saw me watching from the window and left. Should I be thinking about a restraining order? Is this typical behavior for him? I know hes off, but just how off are we talking?


    I ignored her, too absorbed with turning over this information. Patch? At Marcies? It had to have been after he left my place. After I said, I love you, and he bailed.


    No problem, Marcie said, straightening up. There are other ways to get information, like administration. Im guessing theyd be all over an empty school file. I wasnt going to say anything, but for my own safety . . .


    I wasnt worried about Marcie going to administration. Patch could handle himself I was worried about last night. Patch had left abruptly, claiming he had something he needed to do, but I was having a hard time beheving that something was hanging out in Marcies driveway. It was a lot easier to accept that hed left because of what Id said.


    Or the police, Marcie added, tapping her fingertip to her lip. An empty school file almost sounds illegal. How did Patch get into school? You look upset, Nora. Am I onto something? A smile of surprised pleasure dawned on her face. I am, arent I? Theres more to the story.


    I settled cool eyes on her. For someone whos made it clear that her life is superior to every other students at this school, you sure make it a habit of pursuing every facet of our boring, worthless lives.


    Marcies smile vanished. I wouldnt have to if you all would stay out of my way.


    Your way? This isnt your school.


    Dont talk to me that way, Marcie said with a disbelieving, almost involuntary tic of her head. In fact, dont talk to me at all.


    I flipped my palms up. No problem.


    And while youre at it, move.


    I glanced down at my stool, thinking surely she couldnt meanI was here first.


    Mimicking me, Marcie flipped her palms up. Not my problem.


    Im not moving.


    Im not sitting by you.


    Im happy to hear it.


    Moue, Marcie commanded.


    No.


    The bell cut across us, and when the shrill sound of it died, both Marcie and I seemed to have realized the room had grown quiet. We glanced around, and it hit me with a souring to my stomach that every other seat in the room was taken.


    Mr. Loucks positioned himself in the aisle to my right, waving a sheet of paper.


    Im holding a blank seating chart, he said. Each of the rectangles corresponds to a desk in the room. Write your name in the appropriate rectangle and pass it on. He slapped the chart down in front of me. Hope you like your partners, he told us. Youve got eight weeks with them.
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    At noon, when class ended, I caught a ride with Vee to Enzos Bistro, our favorite place to grab iced mochas or steamed milk, depending on the season. I felt the sun bake my face as we crossed the Parking lot, and thats when I saw it. A white convertible Volkswagen Cabriolet with a sale sign taped in the window: $1,000 OBO.


    Youre drooling, Vee said, using her finger to tip my chin closed.


    You dont happen to have a thousand dollars I can borrow?


    I dont have five you can borrow. My piggy bank is officially anorexic.


    I gave a sigh of longing in the direction of the Cabriolet. I need money. I need a job. I shut my eyes, envisioning myself behind the wheel of the Cabriolet, the top down, the wind swishing my curly hair. With the Cabriolet, Id never have to bum a ride again. Id be free to go where I wanted, when I pleased.


    Yeah, but getting a job means you actually have to work. I mean, are you sure you want to blow the entire summer laboring away at minimum wage? You might, I dont know, break a sweat or something.


    I dug through my backpack for a scrap of paper and scribbled down the number listed on the sign. Maybe I could talk the owner down a couple hundred. In the meantime, I added browsing the classifieds for part-time employment to my afternoon to-do list. A job meant time away from Patch, but it also meant private transportation. Much as I loved Patch, he always seemed to be busy . . . doing something. Which made him unreliable when it came to rides.


    Inside Enzos, Vee and I placed orders for iced mochas and spicy pecan salads, and plopped down with our food at a table. Over the past several weeks, Enzos had undergone extensive remodeling to bring it up to speed with the twenty-first century, and Coldwater now had its very first Internet lounge. Given the fact that my home computer was six years old, I was actually excited about this.


    I dont know about you, but Im ready for vacation, Vee said, pushing her sunglasses to the top of her head. Eight more weeks of Spanish. Thats more days than I want to think about. What we need is a distraction. We need something that will take our minds off this endless stretch of quality education spread out before us. We need to go shopping. Portland, here we come. Macys is having a big sale. I need shoes, I need dresses, and I need a new fragrance.


    You just bought new clothes. Two hundred dollars worth. Your mom is going to hemorrhage when she gets her MasterCard statement.


    Yeah, but I need a boyfriend. And to get a boyfriend, you have to look good. Doesnt hurt to smell good too.


    I bit a diced pear off my fork. Have anybody in mind?


    As a matter of fact, I do.


    Just promise me its not Scott Parnell.


    Scott who?


    I smiled. See? Now Im happy.


    I dont know about any Scott Parnells, but the guy Ive got my eye on happens to be hot. Off-the-charts hot. Hotter-than-Patch hot. She paused. Well, maybe not that hot. Nobodys that hot. Seriously, the rest of my day is a wash. Portland or bust, I say.


    I opened my mouth, but Vee was faster.


    Uh -oh, she said. I know that look. Youre going to tell me you already have plans.


    Rewind to Scott Parnell. He used to live here when we were five.


    Vee looked like she was searching her long-term memory.


    He wet his pants a lot, I offered helpfully.


    Vees eyes lit up. Scotty the Potty?


    Hes moving back to Coldwater. My mom invited him over for dinner tonight.


    I see where this is going, Vee said, nodding sagely. This is whats called the meet cute. This is when the lives of two potential romantic partners intersect. Remember when Desi accidentally walked into the mens room and caught Ernesto at the urinal?


    I stopped with my fork halfway between my plate and my mouth. What?


    On Corazn, the Spanish soap. No? Never mind. Your mom wants to hook you and Scotty the Potty up. Pronto.


    No, she doesnt. She knows Im with Patch.


    Just because she knows, doesnt mean shes happy about it. Your mom is going to spend a lot of time and energy turning this equation from Nora plus Patch equals love, to Nora plus Scotty the Potty equals love. And what about this? Maybe Scotty the Potty turned into Scotty the Hottie. Have you thought about that?


    I hadnt, and I wasnt going to either. I had Patch, and I was perfectly happy to keep it that way.


    Can we talk about something slightly more urgent? I asked, thinking it was time to change the subject before our current one gave Vee even more wild ideas. Like the fact that my new chemistry partner is Marcie Millar?


    The ho.


    Apparently shes filing for the front office, and she looked in Patchs file.


    Is it still empty?


    It looks that way, since she wants me to tell her everything I know about him. Including why he was hanging out in her driveway last night, gazing at her bedroom window. Id once heard a rumor that Marcie propped a tennis racket in her window when she was open to payment for certain services, but I wasnt going to think about that. Werent rumors 90 percent fiction, anyway?


    Vee leaned in closer. What do you know?


    Our conversation lapsed into an uncomfortable silence. I didnt believe in secrets between best friends. But there are secrets . . . and there are hard truths. Scary truths. Unimaginable truths. Having a boyfriend whos a fallen-turned-guardian angel fits into all of the above.


    Youre keeping something from me, said Vee.


    Am not.


    Are too.


    Thick silence.


    I told Patch I loved him.


    Vee covered her mouth, but I couldnt tell if she was stifling a gasp or laughter. Which only made me feel more insecure. Was it that funny? Had I done something even stupider than I already thought?


    What did he say? Vee asked.


    I merely looked at her.


    That bad? she asked.


    I cleared my voice. Tell me about this guy youre after. I mean, is this a lust-from-afar thing, or have you actually talked to him?


    Vee took the hint. Talked to him? I had hot dogs at Skippys with him yesterday for lunch. It was one of those blind date things, and it turned out better than expected. Much better. FYI, youd know all this stuff if you returned my calls instead of making out with your boyfriend nonstop.


    Vee, Im your only friend, and it wasnt me who hooked you up.


    I know. Your boyfriend did.


    I choked on a Gorgonzola cheese ball. Patch set you up on a blind date?


    Yeah, so? Vee said, her tone edging toward defensive.


    I smiled. I thought you didnt trust Patch.


    I dont.


    But?


    I tried calling you to vet my date first, but to repeat, you never return my calls anymore.


    Mission accomplished. I feel like the worst friend ever. I gave her a conspirators smile. Now tell me the rest.


    Vees resistant tone dropped away, and she mirrored my smile. His name is Rixon, and hes Irish. His brogue or whatever its called kills me. Sexy to the max. Hes a little on the skinny side considering Im big-boned, but Im planning on losing twenty pounds this summer, so everything should even out by August.


    Rixon? No way! I love Rixon! As a standard rule, I didnt trust fallen angels, but Rixon was an exception. Like Patch, his moral boundaries were drawn in the gray area between black and white. He wasnt perfect, but he wasnt all bad, either.


    I grinned, pointing my fork at Vee. I cant believe you went out with him. I mean, hes Patchs best friend. You hate Patch.


    Vee gave me her black-cat look, her hair practically bristling. Best friends doesnt mean anything. Look at you and me. Were nothing alike.


    This is great. The four of us can hang out all summer.


    Uh-uh. No way. Im not hanging out with that whack-job boyfriend of yours. I dont care what you told me, I still think he had something to do with Juless mysterious death in the gym.


    A dark cloud fell on the conversation. There had been only three people in the gym the night Jules died, and I was one of them. Id never told Vee everything that happened, just enough to get her to stop pressing, and for her own safety, I planned on keeping it that way.


    Vee and I spent the day driving around, picking up employment applications from local fast-food joints, and it was nearly six thirty when I got home. I dropped my keys on the sideboard and checked the answering machine for messages. There was one from my mom. She was at Michauds Market picking up garlic bread, deli lasagna, and cheap wine, and swore on her grave she would beat the Parnells to the house.


    I deleted the message and climbed upstairs to my bedroom. Since Id missed my morning shower, and my hair had frizzed to maximum height during the day, I figured Id change into clean clothes by way of damage control. Every single memory I had of Scott Parnell was unpleasant, but company was company. I had my cardigan halfway unbuttoned when there was a rap at the front door.


    I found Patch on the other side of it, hands in his pockets.


    Normally I would have greeted him by bounding straight into his arms. Today I held back. Last night Id said I loved him, and hed bolted and allegedly headed straight for Marcies house. My mood fell somewhere between injured pride, anger, and insecurity. I hoped my reserved silence sent him a message that something was off, and would be until he made a move to correct it, either by apology or explanation.


    Hey, I said, assuming casualness. You forgot to call last night. Where did you end up going?


    Around. You going to invite me in?


    I didnt. Im glad to hear Marcies house is just, you know, around.


    A momentary flick of surprise in his eyes confirmed what I didnt want to believe: Marcie had been telling the truth.


    Want to tell me whats going on? I said in a slightly more hostile tone. Want to tell me what you were doing at her place last night?


    You sound jealous, Angel. There might have been a note of teasing behind it, but unlike usual, there was nothing affectionate or playful about it.


    Maybe I wouldnt be jealous if you didnt give me a reason to be, I shot back. What were you doing at her house?


    Taking care of business.


    I swept my eyebrows up. I didnt realize you and Marcie had business.


    We do, but its just that. Business.


    Care to elaborate? There was a heavy dose of allegation crammed between my actual words.


    Are you accusing me of something?


    Should I be?


    Patch was usually expert at hiding his emotions, but the line of his mouth tightened. No.


    If being at her house last night was so innocent, why are you having such a hard time explaining what you were doing there?


    Im not having a hard time, he said, each word carefully measured. Im not telling you, because what I was doing at Marcies has nothing to do with us.


    How could he think this didnt have anything to do with us? Marcie was the one person who took every opportunity to attack and belittle me. Over the past eleven years, shed teased me, spread horrible rumors about me, and humiliated me publicly. How could he think this wasnt personal? How could he think Id just accept this, no questions asked? Above all, couldnt he see I was terrified that Marcie would use him to hurt me? If she suspected he was even remotely interested, shed do everything in her power to steal him for herself. I couldnt stand the thought of losing Patch, but it would kill me if I lost him to her.


    Overwhelmed by that sudden fear, I said, Dont come back until youre ready to tell me what you were doing at her place.


    Patch impatiently pushed his way inside and closed the door behind him. I didnt come here to argue. I wanted to let you know Marcie ran into some trouble this afternoon.


    Marcie again? Did he think he hadnt dug a deep enough hole already? I tried to stay calm long enough to hear him out, but I wanted to yell across him. Oh? I said coolly.


    She was caught in the crossfire when a group of fallen angels tried to force a Nephil to swear fealty inside the mens room at Bos Arcade. The Nephil wasnt sixteen, so they couldnt force him, but they had fun trying. They cut him up pretty bad, and broke a few ribs. Enter Marcie. Shed had too much to drink and walked into the wrong restroom. The fallen angel standing guard pulled a knife on her. Shes at the hospital, but theyll release her soon. Flesh wound.


    My pulse jumped, and I knew I was upset that Marcie had been knifed, but that was the last thing I wanted to reveal to Patch. I crossed my arms stiffly. Gee, is the Nephil okay? I vaguely remembered Patch explaining, some time ago, that fallen angels cant force Nephilim to swear fealty until theyre sixteen. Likewise, he couldnt sacrifice me to get a human body of his own until I turned sixteen. Sixteen was a darkly magical, even crucial age in the world of angels and Nephilim.


    Patch gave me a look that held the tiniest glare of disgust. Marcie may have been drunk, but chances are she remembers what she saw. Obviously you know fallen angels and Nephilim try to stay under the radar, and someone like Marcie, with a big mouth, can threaten their secrecy. The last thing they want is for her to announce to the world what she saw. Our world operates a lot more smoothly when humans are ignorant of it. I know the fallen angels involved. His jaw tensed. Theyll do whatever it takes to keep Marcie quiet.


    I felt a shiver of fear for Marcie but flushed it away. Since when did Patch care one way or the other what happened to Marcie? Since when was he more worried about her than me? Im trying to feel bad, I said, but it sounds like youre concerned enough for the both of us. I jerked on the doorknob and held the door wide. Maybe you should go check on Marcie, see if her flesh wound is healing properly.


    Patch pried my hand loose and shut the door with his foot. Bigger things than you, me, and Marcie are going on. He hesitated, as if he had more to say, but closed his mouth at the last moment.


    You, me, and Marcie? Since when did you start putting the three of us in the same sentence? Since when does she mean anything to you? I snapped.


    He cupped a hand over the back of his neck, looking very much like he knew he should choose his words carefully before answering.


    Just tell me what youre thinking! I blurted. Spit it out! Its bad enough that I have no idea what youre feeling, let alone what youre thinking!


    Patch looked around, as if he was wondering whether I was talking to someone else. Spit it out? he said, his tone darkly incredulous. Maybe even annoyed. What does it look like Im trying to do? If youd calm down, I could. Right now youre going to turn hysterical, regardless of what I say.


    I felt my eyes narrow. I have a right to be angry. You wont tell me what you were doing at Marcies last night.


    Patch threw his hands up. Here we go again, the gesture said.


    TWO months ago, I began, trying to inject pride into my voice to hide the quaver in it, Vee, my momeveryonewarned me that you were the kind of guy who sees girls as conquests. They said I was just another notch on your belt, another stupid girl youd seduce for your own satisfaction. They said the moment I fell in love with you was the moment youd leave. I swallowed hard. I need to know they werent right.


    Even though I didnt want to recall it, the memory of last night resurfaced with perfect clarity. I remembered the whole humiliating scene in vivid detail. Id said I loved him, and hed left me hanging. There were a hundred different ways to analyze his silence, none of them good.


    Patch wagged his head in disbelief. You want me to tell you theyre wrong? Because I get the feeling you arent going to believe me, no matter what I say. He glared at me.


    Are you as committed to this relationship as I am? I couldnt not ask it. Not after watching everything come tumbling down since last night. I suddenly realized I had no idea how Patch really felt about me. I thought I meant everything to him, but what if Id only seen what I wanted? What if Id grossly exaggerated his feelings? I held his eyes, not about to make this easy on him, not about to give him a second chance to skirt the issue. I needed to know. Do you love me?


    I cant answer that, he said, startling me by speaking to my thoughts. It was a gift all angels possessed, but I didnt understand why he was choosing now to use it. Ill stop by tomorrow. Sleep well, he added curtly, heading for the door.


    When we kiss, are you faking it?


    He stopped short. Another disbelieving shake of his head. Faking it?


    When I touch you, do you feel anything? How far does your desire go? Do you feel anything close to what I feel for you?


    Patch watched me in silence. Nora, he began.


    I want a straight answer.


    After a moment, he said, Emotionally, yes.


    But physically no, right? How am I supposed to be in a relationship, when I have no idea how much it even means to you? Am I experiencing things on a whole different level? Because thats what it feels like. And I hate it, I added. I dont want you to kiss me because you have to. I dont want you to pretend it means something, when its really just an act.


    Just an act? Are you listening to yourself? He tipped his head back against the wall and gave another, darker laugh. He cut me a sideways glance. Are you done with the accusations?


    You think this is funny? I said, hit by a fresh wave of anger.


    Just the opposite. Before I could say more, he turned toward the door. Call me when youre ready to talk rationally.


    Whats that supposed to mean?


    It means youre crazy. Youre impossible.


    Im crazy?


    He tipped my chin up and planted a quick, rough kiss on my mouth. And I must be crazy for putting up with it.


    I pulled free and rubbed my chin resentfully. You gave up becoming human for me, and this is what I get? A boyfriend who hangs out at Marcies, but wont tell me why. A boyfriend who walks out at the first hint of a fight. Try this on for size: Youre ajerk!


    Jerk? he spoke to my thoughts, his voice cold and cutting. Im trying to follow the rules. Im not supposed to fall in love with you. We both know this isnt about Marcie. This is about how I feel about you. I have to hold back. Im walking a dangerous line. Falling in love is what got me in trouble in the first place. I cant be with you the way I want.


    Why did you give up becoming human for me if you knew you couldnt be with me? I asked, my voice wobbling slightly, sweat prickling the palms of my hands. What did you even expect from a relationship with me? Whats the point ofmy voice caught and I swallowed without meaning tous?


    What had I expected from a relationship with Patch? At some point, I must have thought about where our relationship was headed, and what would happen. Of course I had. But Id been so frightened by what I saw coming that Id pretended the inevitable away. Id pretended a relationship with Patch could work, because deep inside, any time with Patch had seemed better than nothing at all.


    Angel.


    I looked up when Patch spoke my name in my thoughts.


    Being close to you on any level is better than nothing. Im not going to lose you. He paused, and for the first time since Id known him, I saw a flicker of worry in his eyes. But I already fell once, if I give the archangels cause to think Im even remotely in love with you, theyll send me to hell. Forever.


    The news hit me like a blow to the stomach. What?


    Im a guardian angel, or at least so Ive been told, but the archangels dont trust me. I have no privileges, no privacy. Two of them cornered me last night for a talk, and I walked away with the feeling that they want me to slip up again. For whatever reason, theyre choosing now to crack down on me. Theyre looking for any excuse to get rid of me. Im on probation, and if I screw this up, my story doesnt have a happy ending.


    I stared at him, thinking he had to be exaggerating, thinking it couldnt possibly be that bad, but one look at his face told me hed never been more serious.


    What happens now? I wondered out loud.


    Instead of answering, Patch sighed with frustration. The truth of the matter was, this was going to end badly. No matter how much we backpedaled, stalled, or looked the other way, one day all too soon, our lives would be ripped apart. What would happen when I graduated and went off to college? What would happen when I followed my dream job to the other side of the country? What would happen when it came time for me to marry or have kids? I wasnt doing anyone a favor by falling in love with Patch more every day. Did I really want to stay on this road longer, knowing it was only going to end with devastation?


    For one fleeting moment, I thought I had the answerId give up my dreams. It was as simple as that. I shut my eyes and let go of my dreams like they were balloons on long, thin ribbons. I didnt need those dreams. I couldnt even be sure theyd come true. And even if they did, I didnt want to spend the rest of my life alone and tortured by the knowledge that everything Id done meant nothing without Patch.


    And then it hit me in a terrible way that neither of us could give up everything. My life would continue marching into the future, and I didnt have the power to stop it. Patch would stay an angel forever; he would continue the path hed been on since he fell.


    Isnt there anything we can do? I asked.


    Im working on it.


    In other words, he had nothing. We were trapped on both sidesthe archangels applying pressure from one direction, and two futures headed in vastly different directions from the other.


    I want out, I said quietly. I knew I wasnt being fairI was protecting myself What other option did I have? I couldnt give Patch a chance to talk me out of it. I had to do what was best for both of us. I couldnt stand here, hanging on, when the very thing I held disappeared more with each passing day. I couldnt show how much I cared when it was only going to make things impossibly hard in the end. Most of all, I didnt want to be the reason Patch lost everything hed worked for. If the archangels were looking for an excuse to banish him forever, I was only making it easy.


    Patch stared at me like he couldnt tell if I was serious. Thats it? You want out? You got your turn to explain yourself, which I dont buy, by the way, but now that its my turn, Im supposed to just swallow your decision and walk out?


    I hugged my elbows and turned away. You cant force me to stay in a relationship I dont want.


    Can we talk about this?


    If you want to talk, tell me what you were doing at Marcies last night. But Patch was right. This wasnt about Marcie. This was because I was scared and upset with the deal that fate and circumstance had cut both of us.


    I turned back to see Patch drag his hands down his face. He gave a short, unamused laugh.


    If Id been at Rixons last night, youd wonder what was going on! I flung back.


    No, he said, his voice dangerously low. I trust you.


    Afraid Id lose my resolve if I didnt act immediately, I smacked the heels of my hands against his chest, knocking him back a step. Go, I said, tears making my voice rough. I have other things I want to do with my life. Things that dont involve you. I have college and future jobs. Im not going to throw it all away on something that was never meant to be.


    Patch flinched. Is this what you really want?


    When I kiss my boyfriend, I want to know he feels it!


    As soon as I said it, I regretted it. I didnt want to hurt himI just wanted to get this moment over with as quickly as possible before I unraveled and broke down sobbing. But Id gone too far. I saw him stiffen. We stood face-to-face, both of us breathing hard.


    Then he strode out, yanking the door shut behind him.


    Once the door was closed, I collapsed against it. Tears burned at the back of my eyes, but not a single drop fell. I had too much frustration and anger clashing around inside me to feel much of anything else, but I suspected in a way that caused a sob to catch in my throat, that five minutes from now, when everything else had dropped away and I realized the full impact of what Id done, Id feel my heart breaking.
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    I LOWERED MYSELF ONTO THE CORNER OF MY bed, staring into space. The anger was beginning to wear off, but I almost wished I could stay caught up in its fever forever. The emptiness it left behind ached more than the sharp, fiery pain Id felt when Patch walked out. I tried to make sense of what had just happened, but my thoughts were a disjointed mess. Our shouted words rang in my ears, but they echoed helter-skelter, like I was recalling a bad dream rather than an actual conversation. Had I really broken up with him? Had I really meant for it to be permanent? Was there no way around fate or, more immediately, the archangels threats? By way of an answer, my stomach twisted, threatening to be sick.


    I hurried to the bathroom and knelt over the toilet, my ears clanging and my breathing coming out shallow and choppy. What had I done? Nothing permanent, definitely nothing permanent. Tomorrow wed see each other again and everything would go back to the way it had been. This was just a fight. A stupid fight. This wasnt the end. Tomorrow wed realize how petty wed been and apologize. Wed put this behind us. Wed make up.


    I dragged myself to my feet and turned on the sink faucet. Wetting a washcloth, I pressed it to my face. My mind still felt like it was unraveling faster than a spool of thread, and I squeezed my eyes closed to make the motion stop. But what about the archangels? I asked myself again. How could Patch and I have a normal relationship when they were constantly watching us? I froze. They could be watching me right now. They could be watching Patch. Trying to tell if hed crossed the line. Looking for any excuse to send him to hell, and away from me, forever.


    I felt my anger reignite. Why couldnt they leave us alone? Why were they so bent on destroying Patch? Patch had told me he was the first fallen angel to get his wings back and become a guardian angel. Were the archangels angry over that? Did they feel Patch had somehow tricked them? Or that hed cheated his way back up from the bottom? Did they want to put him in his place? Or did they merely not trust him?


    I closed my eyes, feeling a tear travel down the side of my nose. I take it all back, I thought. I desperately wanted to call Patch but didnt know whether Id be putting him at some kind of risk. Could the archangels listen in on phone conversations? How were Patch and I supposed to have an honest talk if they were eavesdropping?


    I also couldnt let go of my pride that quickly. Didnt he realize he was just as much in the wrong? The whole reason wed fought in the first place was because hed refused to tell me what he was doing at Marcies house last night. I wasnt the jealous type, but he knew my history with Marcie. He knew this was the one time when I had to know.


    There was something else causing my insides to sicken. Patch said Marcie had been attacked in the mens room at Bos Arcade. What was Marcie doing at Bos? As far as I knew, nobody at Coldwater High hung out at Bos. In fact, prior to meeting Patch, Id never heard of the place. Was it a coincidence that the day after Patch was gazing at Marcies bedroom window, shed wandered through Bos front doors? Patch had insisted there was nothing but business between them, but what did that even mean? And Marcie was many things, among them seductive and persuasive. Not only did she not take no for an answer, she didnt accept any answer that wasnt exactly what she wanted.


    What if, this time, she wanted . . . Patch?


    A loud rap at the front door brought me out of my reverie.


    I curled up in the heaps of pillows on my bed, closed my eyes, and dialed my mom. The Parnells are here.


    Ack! Im at the light on Walnut. Ill be there in two minutes. Invite them in.


    I barely remember Scott, and I dont remember his mom at all. Ill invite them in, but Im not making small talk. Ill hang out in my room until you get back. I tried to convey in my tone that something was wrong, but it wasnt like I could confide in my mom. She hated Patch. She wouldnt sympathize. I couldnt take hearing the happiness and relief in her voice. Not now.


    Nora.


    Fine! Ill talk to them. I snapped my phone shut and threw it across the room.


    I took my time walking to the front door and flipped the lock back. The guy standing on the doormat was tall and well builtI could tell, since his T-shirt fit on the snug side and blatantly advertised PLATINUM GYM, PORTLAND. A silver hoop ran through his right earlobe, and his Levis hung dangerously low on the hips. He wore a pink Hawaiian-print ball cap that looked fresh off a thrift store shelf and had to be an inside joke, and his sunglasses reminded me of Hulk Hogan. Despite all this, he had a certain boyish charm.


    The corners of his mouth turned up. You must be Nora.


    You must be Scott.


    He stepped inside and pulled off his sunglasses. His eyes scanned the hall leading back to the kitchen and family room. Wheres your mom?


    On her way home with dinner.


    What are we having?


    I didnt like his use of the word we. There was no we. There was the Grey family, and the Parnell family. Two separate entities that happened to be sharing the same dinner table for one night.


    When I didnt answer, he pushed on. Coldwaters a little smaller than Im used to.


    I folded my arms over my chest. Its also a little colder than Portland.


    He gave me a head-to-toe, then smiled ever so slightly. So I noticed. He sidestepped me on his way to the kitchen and tugged on the fridge door. Got any beer?


    What? No.


    The front door was still open, and voices carried in from outside. My mom stepped over the threshold, carrying two brown paper grocery bags. A round woman with a bad pixie-style haircut and heavy pink makeup followed her in.


    Nora, this is Lynn Parnell, my mom said. Lynn, this is Nora.


    My, my, Mrs. Parnell said, clasping her hands together. She looks just like you, doesnt she, Blythe? And look at those legs! Longer than the Vegas strip.


    I spoke up. I know this is bad timing, but Im not feeling well, so Im going to go lie down


    I broke off at the black look my mom shot in my direction. I aimed my most unjust look back.


    Scott has really grown up, hasnt he, Nora? she said.


    Very observant.


    Mom set the bags on the counter and addressed Scott. Nora and I were a little nostalgic this morning, remembering all the things the two of you used to do. Nora told me you used to try to get her to eat roly-polies.


    Before Scott could defend himself, I said, He used to fry them alive under a magnifying glass, and he didnt try to get me to eat them. He sat on top of me and pinched my nose until I ran out of air and had to open my mouth. Then he flicked them inside.


    Mom and Mrs. Parnell shared a quick look.


    Scott was always very persuasive, Mrs. Parnell said quickly. He can talk people into doing things theyd never dream of. He has a knack for it. He talked me into buying him a 1966 Ford Mustang, mint condition. Of course, he hit me at a good time, I was so guilt-ridden over the divorce. Well. As I was saying, Scott probably made the best fried roly-polies on the whole block.


    Everyone looked to me for confirmation.


    I couldnt believe we were discussing this as if it was a perfectly normal topic of conversation.


    So, Scott piped up, scratching his chest. His bicep flexed when he did, but he probably knew that. Whats for dinner?


    Lasagna, garlic bread, and a Jell-O salad, said Mom with a smile. Nora made the salad.


    This was news to me. I did?


    You bought the Jell-O boxes, she reminded me.


    That doesnt really count.


    Nora made the salad, Mom assured Scott. I think everything is ready. Why dont we eat?


    Once seated, we joined hands and Mom blessed the food.


    Tell me about apartments in the neighborhood, Mrs. Parnell said, cutting the lasagna and sliding the first piece onto Scotts plate. How much can I expect to pay for two bedrooms, two baths?


    Depends how remodeled you want, Mom answered. Almost everything on this side of town was built pre-1900, and it shows. When we were first married, Harrison and I looked at several inexpensive two-bedroom apartments, but there was always something wrongholes in the walls, cockroach problems, or they werent within walking distance of a park. Since I was pregnant, we decided we needed a bigger place. This house had been on the market for eighteen months, and we were able to get a deal we considered almost too good to be true. She looked around. Harrison and I had planned on fully restoring it eventually, but . . . well, and then . . . as you know . . . She bowed her head.


    Scott cleared his throat. Sorry about your dad, Nora. I still remember my dad calling me the night it happened. I was working a few blocks away at a convenience store. I hope they catch whoever killed him.


    I tried to say thank you, but the words had broken to pieces in my throat. I didnt want to talk about my dad. The raw feelings from my breakup with Patch were enough to deal with. Where was he right now? Was regret eating at him? Did he understand how much I wanted to take back everything Id said? I suddenly wondered if hed texted me, and wished Id brought my phone down to the dinner table. But how much could he even say? Could the archangels read his texts? How much could they see? Were they everywhere? I wondered, feeling very vulnerable.


    Tell us, Nora, Mrs. Parnell said. Whats Coldwater High like? Scott wrestled back in Portland. His team won State the last three years. Is the wrestling team here any good? I was sure wed faced off against Coldwater before, but then Scott reminded me Coldwater is Class C.


    I was slow to pull myself out of the fog of my thoughts. Did we even have a wrestling team?


    I dont know about wrestling, I said flatly, but the basketball team went to State once.


    Mrs. Parnell choked on her wine. Once? Her eyes cut between me and my mom, demanding an explanation.


    Theres a team picture across from the front office, I said. From the look of the picture, it was over sixty years ago.


    Mrs. Parnells eyes stretched. Sixty years ago? She dabbed her mouth with her napkin. Is there something wrong with the school? The coach? The athletic director?


    No biggie, Scott said. Im taking the year off.


    Mrs. Parnell set down her fork with a loud chink But you love wrestling.


    Scott shoveled in another bite of lasagna and raised an indifferent shoulder.


    And its your senior year.


    So? Scott said around his food.


    Mrs. Parnell planted her elbows on the table and leaned in. So youre not getting into college on your grades, mister. Your only hope this late in the game is that a community college picks you up.


    Ive got other stuff I want to do.


    Her eyebrows shot up. Oh? Like repeat last year? As soon as she said it, I saw a spark of fear in her eyes.


    Scott chewed twice more, then swallowed hard. Pass the salad, Blythe?


    My mom handed the bowl of Jell-O to Mrs. Parnell, who set it down in front of Scott a little too carefully.


    What happened last year? my mom asked, filling the tense silence.


    Mrs. Parnell waved a dismissive hand. Oh, you know how it is. Scott got into a bit of trouble, usual stuff. Nothing every mother of a teenage boy hasnt seen before. She laughed, but her pitch was off.


    Mom, Scott said in a tone that sounded a lot like a warning.


    You know how boys are, Mrs. Parnell prattled on, gesturing with her fork. They dont think. They live in the moment. Theyre reckless. Be glad you have a daughter, Blythe. Oh, my. That garlic bread is making my mouth waterpass a slice?


    I shouldnt have said anything, my mom murmured, passing the bread. I cant say enough how delighted we are to have you back in Coldwater.


    Mrs. Parnell nodded vigorously. Were just glad to be back, and all in one piece.


    Id paused eating, dividing glances between Scott and Mrs. Parnell, trying to figure out what was going on. Boys will be boys, that much I could buy. What I wasnt buying was Mrs. Parnells anxious insistence that her sons trouble fell into the category of typical. And Scotts close supervision of every word that fell from her mouth wasnt helping to change my mind.


    Thinking there was more to the story than they were saying, I pressed a hand to my heart and said, Why, Scott, you didnt go around at night stealing road signs to hang in your bedroom, did you?


    Mrs. Parnell erupted into genuine, almost relieved, laughter. Bingo. Whatever trouble Scott had wormed his way into, it wasnt something as harmless as stealing road signs. I didnt have fifty dollars, but if I did, I would have bet it all on the hunch that Scotts trouble was anything but the usual stuff.


    Well, my mom said, her smile pinched at the corners, Im sure whatever happened is in the past. Coldwater is a great place for a fresh start. Have you registered for classes yet, Scott? Some of them fill up quickly, especially the advanced placement classes.


    Advanced placement, Scott repeated with an amused snort. As in AP? No offense, but Im not aiming that high. As my momhe reached sideways and shook her shoulder in a way that was just a little too rough to be friendlyso kindly pointed out, if I go to college, it wont be for grades.


    Not wanting to give anyone at the table a chance to pull us further away from the topic of Scotts former troubles, I said, Oh, come on, Scott. Youre killing me. Whats so bad about your past? It cant be so horrible that youre not willing to tell old friends.


    Nora, my mom started.


    Get a few DUIs? Steal a car? Joyride?


    Under the table, I felt my moms foot come to rest on top of mine. She directed a sharp look at me that said. Whats gotten into you?


    Scotts chair scraped back against the floor, and he got to his feet. Bathroom? he asked my mom. He stretched his collar. Indigestion.


    At the top of the stairs. Her voice was apologetic. She was actually apologizing for my behavior, when she was the one whod set the whole ridiculous evening up. Anyone with a shred of perceptiveness could see that the point of this dinner wasnt to share a meal with old family friends. Vee was rightthis was a meet cute. Well, I had news for my mom. Scott and me? Not happening.


    After Scott excused himself, Mrs. Parnell smiled wide, as if to erase the past five minutes and start fresh. So tell me, she said a little too brightly, does Nora have a boyfriend?


    No, I said at the same time Mom said, Sort of.


    Thats confusing, Mrs. Parnell said, chewing a forkful of lasagna and looking between Mom and me.


    His name is Patch, Mom said.


    Odd name, mused Mrs. Parnell. What were his parents thinking?


    Its a nickname, Mom explained. Patch gets in a lot of fights. Hes always needing to be patched up.


    Suddenly I regretted ever explaining to her that Patch was his nickname.


    Mrs. Parnell shook her head. I think its a gang name. All the gangs use nicknames. Slasher, Slayer, Maimer, Mauler, Reaper. Patch.


    I rolled my eyes. Patch is not in a gang.


    Thats what you think, Mrs. Parnell said. Gangs are for inner-city criminals, right? Theyre roaches that only come out at night. She grew silent, and I thought I saw her eyes flick to Scotts empty chair. Times are changing. A couple weeks ago I watched a Law & Order about a new breed of wealthy suburban gangs. They called them secret societies, or blood societies, or some such nonsense, but it all boils down to the same thing. I thought it was your typical sensationakzed Hollywood garbage, but Scotts dad said hes seeing more of this stuff all the time. He would knowhim being a cop and all.


    Your husband is a cop? I asked.


    Ex-husband, rot his soul.


    Thats enough. Scotts voice drifted out of the shadowy hall, and I jumped. I was on the verge of wondering if hed gone to the bathroom at all, or if hed stood just outside the dining room, eavesdropping, when it dawned on me that I didnt think hed spoken out loud. In fact


    I was pretty sure hed spoken to my . . . thoughts. No. Not my thoughts. His mothers. And somehow Id overheard.


    Mrs. Parnell flipped her palms up. All I said was rot his soulIm not taking that back, its exactly how I feel.


    I said stop talking. Scotts voice was quiet, eerie.


    My mom spun around, as if just now noticing that Scott had entered the room. I blinked in dazed disbelief. I couldnt really have overheard him speaking to his moms thoughts. I mean, Scott was human . . . wasnt he?


    Is that how you talk to your own mother? Mrs. Parnell said, shaking her finger at him. But I could tell it was more for our benefit than for any purpose of putting Scott in his place.


    His cold stare stayed fixed on her a moment longer, then he retreated to the front door and yanked it shut at his back.


    Mrs. Parnell wiped her mouth, pink lipstick staining her napkin. The nasty side of divorce. She let go of a long, troubled sigh. Scott never used to have a temper. Of course, it could be that hes growing up to be his fathers son. Well. Its an unpleasant topic and not appropriate for dinner. Does Patch wrestle, Nora? I bet Scott could teach him a few things.


    He plays pool, I said, my voice uninspired; I had no desire to talk about Patch. Not here, not now. Not when the subject of his name had caused a rock to swell in my throat. More than ever, I wished Id brought my cell phone to the table. I wasnt feeling half so angry, which meant Patch had probably cooled off too. Had he forgiven me enough to send a text or call? Everything was a tangled mess, but there had to be a way around it. This wasnt as bad as it seemed. Wed find a way to work it out.


    Mrs. Parnell nodded. Polo. Now theres a true Maine sport.


    Pool as in pool halls, Mom corrected, sounding a little pale.


    Mrs. Parnell cocked her head like she wasnt sure shed heard right. Hotbeds of gang activity, she finally said. The Law & Order I saw? Wealthy, upper-class young men were running their neighborhood pool halls like Las Vegas casinos. Best keep a close eye on that Patch of yours, Nora. Could have a side to him hes keeping from you. A side hes keeping in the dark.


    Hes not in a gang, I repeated for what felt like the millionth time, straining to hang on to a courteous tone.


    But as soon as I said it, I realized I had no way of knowing for certain that Patch had never been in a gang. Did a group of fallen angels count as a gang? I didnt know much about his past, particularly before he met me . . .


    Well see, Mrs. Parnell said, doubtful. Well see.


    An hour later, the food was gone, the dishes were washed, Mrs. Parnell had finally left to hunt down Scott, and I retreated to my room. My cell was faceup on the floor, showing that I had no new texts, no new messages, and no missed calls.


    My lip quivered, and I dug the heels of my hands into my eyes to stop the tears beginning to blur my vision. To keep from dwelling on all the awful things Id said to Patch, I tried to work out in my mind a way to repair everything. The archangels couldnt forbid us from talking or seeing each othernot when Patch was my guardian angel. He had to stay in my life. Wed keep doing what wed always done. In a couple of days, after wed shaken off our first real fight, things would go back to normal. And who cared about my future? I could work everything out later. It wasnt like I had to have my whole life planned right this moment.


    But there was one thing that just wasnt adding up. Patch and I had spent the past two months displaying our affection openly, with no reservations whatsoever. So why was he just now showing concern over the archangels?


    My mom poked her head inside my room. Im going to pick up a few toiletries for my trip tomorrow. I should be back soon. Need anything while Im out?


    I noticed she didnt bring up Scott as potential boyfriend material. Apparently his uncertain past had withered her matchmaking urges. Im good, but thanks anyway.


    She started to pull the door shut, then stopped. We sort of have a problem. I let it slip to Lynn that you dont have a car. She volunteered Scott to drive you to summer school. I told her that really wouldnt be necessary, but I think she thought I was only saying no because I was worried wed be putting Scott out. She said you could pay him back for his time by giving him a tour of Coldwater tomorrow.


    Vee gives me a ride to school.


    I made that clear, but shes not taking no for an answer. It might be better if you explain things to Scott directly. Thank him for the offer, but tell him you already have a ride.


    Just what I wanted. More interaction with Scott.


    Id like you to keep riding with Vee, she added slowly. In fact, if Scott stops by while Im out of town this week, maybe its best to keep your distance.


    You dont trust him?


    We dont know him very well, she said carefully.


    But Scott and I used to be best friends, remember?


    She looked at me emphatically. That was a long time ago. Things change.


    My point exactly.


    I would just like to know a bit more about Scott before you go spending too much time with him, she continued. When I get back, Ill see what I can find out.


    Well, this was an unexpected turn of events. Youre going to dig up dirt on him?


    Lynn and I are good friends. Shes under a lot of stress. She may need someone to confide in. She took a step toward my dresser, pumped a dot of my hand lotion into her palm, and rubbed her hands together. If she mentions Scott, well, Im not going to not listen.


    If it helps build your case that hes still up to no good, I thought he acted really weird at dinner.


    His parents are coming off a divorce, she said in that same carefully neutral tone. Im sure hes going through a lot of turmoil. Its hard losing a parent.


    Tell me about it.


    The auction ends Wednesday afternoon, and I should be home by dinner. Vees staying over tomorrow night, right?


    Right, I said, just now remembering I still needed to discuss this with Vee, but I couldnt imagine thered be a problem. By the way, Im thinking about getting a job. Better to toss it out in the open, especially since with any luck, I hoped to have employment before she returned home.


    Mom blinked. Where did this come from?


    I need a car.


    I thought Vee was fine with giving you rides.


    I feel like a parasite. I couldnt even run to the store for emergency tampons without calling Vee. Worse, Id come this close to having to hitch a ride to school today with Marcie Millar. I didnt want to make unnecessary demands on my mom, especially when money was so tight, but I didnt want a repeat of this morning, either. Id been longing for a car ever since my mom sold the Fiat, and seeing the Cabriolet this afternoon had pushed me to action. Paying for the car myself seemed like a good compromise.


    You dont think a job will interfere with school? Mom asked, her tone telling me she wasnt wild about the idea. Not that Id expected her to be.


    Im only taking one class.


    Yes, but its chemistry.


    No offense, but I think I can handle two things at once.


    At that, she sat on the edge of my bed. Is something the matter? Youre awfully snappy tonight.


    I took an extra second to answer, coming very close to telling the truth. No. Im fine.


    You seem stressed.


    Long day. Oh, and did I mention Marcie Millar is my chem partner?


    I could tell by her expression that she knew just how deeply this cut. After all, it was my mom Id run home to for most of the past eleven years after Marcie had had her way with me. And it was my mom whod picked up the pieces, put me back together, and sent me back to school stronger and wiser and armed with a few tricks of my own.


    Im stuck with her for eight weeks.


    Tell you what, if you survive all eight weeks without killing her, we can talk about getting you a car.


    You drive a hard bargain. Mom.


    She kissed my forehead. Ill expect a full report on the first couple of days when I get back from my trip. No wild parties while Im gone.


    I make no promises.


    Five minutes later, my mom steered her Taurus down the driveway. I let the curtain drop back in place, curled into the sofa, and stared at my cell phone.


    But no calls came in.


    I reached for Patchs necklace, still fastened around my neck, and squeezed it harder than I expected. I was struck by the horrible thought that it might be all I had left of him.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER


    4


    THE DREAM CAME IN THREE COLORS: BLACK, WHITE, and a wan gray.


    It was a cold night. I stood barefoot on the dirt road, sludge and rain quickly filling the potholes pockmarking it. Rocks and skeletal weeds sprang up intermittently. Darkness consumed the countryside, except for one bright spot: A few hundred yards off the road sat a stone-and-wood tavern. Candles guttered in the windows, and I was just about to head toward the tavern for shelter when I heard the distant jangle of bells.


    As the sound of the bells grew louder, I moved a safe distance off the road. I watched as a horse-drawn coach rattled out of the darkness and came to a halt where Id been standing moments before. As soon as the wheels stopped rolling, the driver flung himself off the coach, splattering mud halfway up his boots. He tugged on the door and stepped back.


    A dark form emerged. A man. A cape hung from his shoulders, flapping open in the wind, but the hood was drawn to cover his face.


    Wait here, he told the driver.


    My lord, its raining heavily


    The man in the cape gave a nod in the direction of the tavern. I have business. I shant be long. Keep the horses ready.


    The drivers eyes shifted to the tavern. But mlord . . . its thieves and vagabonds that keep company there. And theres bad air tonight. I feel it in my bones. He rubbed his arms briskly, as if to fight off a chill. Mlord might be better to hurry back home to the lady and little uns.


    Speak nothing of this to my wife. The man in the cape flexed and opened his gloved hands while fixing his gaze on the tavern. She has enough to worry about, he murmured.


    I turned my attention to the tavern, and the ominous candlelight flickering in its small, slanted windows. The roof was crooked too, tilting slightly to the right, as if the tools used to construct it had been far from exact. Weeds choked the exterior, and every now and then a rowdy yell or the sound of shattered glass traveled out from its walls.


    The driver dragged the sleeve of his coat under his nose. My own son died of the plague not two years past. A terrible thing, what you and the lady are sufferin through.


    In the stiff silence that followed, the horses stamped impatiently, their coats steaming. Little puffs of frost rose from their nostrils. The picture was so authentic, it suddenly scared me. Never before had any of my dreams felt this real.


    The man in the cape had started across the cobblestone walkway leading to the tavern. The edges of the dream vanished behind him, and after a moments hesitation I started after him, afraid Id disappear too, if I didnt stay close. I slipped through the tavern door behind him.


    Halfway down the back wall was a giant oven with a brick chimney. Various wooden bowls, tin cups, and utensils flanked the walls to either side of the oven, hanging in place on large nails. Three barrels had been rolled into the corner. A mangy dog was curled up in a sleeping ball in front of them. Overturned stools and a haphazard arrangement of dirty dishes and mugs cluttered the floor, which was hardly a floor at all. It was dirt, tamped smooth and sprinkled with what looked like sawdust, and the moment I stepped on it, the mud already caked on my heels sponged up the dusty earth. I was just wishing for a hot shower, when the appearance of the ten or so customers sitting at various tables around the tavern penetrated my awareness.


    Most of the men had shoulder-length hair with odd, pointed beards. Their trousers were baggy and tucked into tall boots, and their sleeves billowed. They wore broad-brimmed hats that reminded me of pilgrims.


    I was definitely dreaming of a time far back in history, and since the detail of the dream was so vivid, I should have had at least some idea of what time period Id dreamed myself into. But I was at a loss. Most likely England, but anywhere from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century. Id gotten an A in world history this year, but period clothing hadnt been on any of our tests. Nothing in the scene before me had.


    Im looking for a man, the man in the cape said to the bartender, who was positioned behind a waist-high table that I assumed served as the bar. I was told to meet him here tonight, but Im afraid I dont know his name.


    The bartender, a short man, bald except for a few wiry hairs standing on end at the top of his head, eyed the man in the cape. Something to drink? he asked, spreading his lips to show jagged black stumps for teeth.


    I swallowed the nausea that rolled through my stomach at the sight of his teeth and stepped back.


    The man in the cape didnt show my same revulsion. He merely shook his head. I need to find this man as quickly as possible. I was told youd be able to help.


    The bartenders rotted smile faded back behind his lips. Aye, I can help you find him, mlord. But trust an old man and have a drink or two first. Something to warm your blood on a cold night. He pushed a small glass at the man.


    Behind the hood, the man shook his head again. Im afraid Im in a bit of a hurry. Tell me where I can find him. He pushed a few warped tokens across the table.


    The bartender pocketed the tokens. Jerking his head at the back door, he said, He keeps to the forest yonder. But mlord? Be careful. Some say the forest is haunted. Some say the man who goes into the forest is the man who never comes back out.


    The man in the cape leaned on the table dividing the two and lowered his voice. I wish to ask a personal question. Does the Jewish month of Cheshvan mean anything to you?


    I am not a Jew, the bartender said flatly, but something in his eyes told me this wasnt the first time hed been asked the question.


    The man Ive come to see tonight told me to meet him here on the first night of Cheshvan. He said he needed me to provide a service for him, for the duration of an entire fortnight.


    The bartender stroked his chin. A fortnight is a long time.


    Too long. I wouldnt have come, but I was afraid of what the man might do if I didnt. He mentioned my family by name. He knew them. I have a beautiful wife and four sons. I dont want them harmed.


    The bartender dropped his voice, as if to share a piece of scandalous gossip. The man youve come to see is . . . He trailed off, casting a suspicious look around the tavern.


    Hes unusually powerful, the man in the cape said. Ive seen his strength before, and he is a mighty man. Ive come to reason with him. Surely he cant expect me to abandon my duties and family for such a length of time. The man will be reasonable.


    I know nothing of this mans reason, the bartender said.


    My youngest son has contracted the plague, the man in the cape explained, his voice taking on a quiver of desperation. The doctors do not think hell live long. My family needs me. My son needs me.


    Have a drink, the bartender said quietly. He nudged the glass forward a second time.


    The man in the cape turned abruptly from the table and strode toward the back door. I followed.


    Outside, I sloshed barefoot through the icy mud after him. The rain continued to pour down, and I had to walk carefully to avoid slipping. I wiped my eyes and saw the mans cape disappear into the line of trees at the edge of the forest.


    I stumbled after him, hesitating at the tree line. Cupping my hands to hold back my wet hair, I peered into the deep shadow ahead.


    There was a flash of movement and suddenly the man in the cape was running back toward me. He tripped and fell. The branches snagged his cape; in a frenzy, he struggled to untie it from his neck. He gave a high shriek of terror. His arms flailed wildly, his whole body twisting and jerking convulsively.


    I shoved my way toward him, twigs scraping my arms, rocks stabbing at my bare feet. I dropped to my knees beside him. His hood was still mostly drawn, but I could see that his mouth was slightly open, paralyzed in a scream.


    Roll over! I ordered him, yanking to free the fabric trapped beneath him.


    But he couldnt hear me. For the first time, the dream took on a familiar edge. Just like every other nightmare Id ever been trapped in, the harder I struggled, the more the very thing I wanted slipped out of reach.


    I grabbed his shoulders and shook him. Roll over! I can get you out of here, but you have to help.


    Im Barnabas Underwood, he slurred. Do you know the way to the tavern? Thats a good girl, he said, patting the air as if he was patting an imaginary cheek.


    I stiffened. There was no way he could see me. He was hallucinating about another girl. He had to be. How could he see me if he couldnt hear me?


    Run back and tell the barkeep to send help, he continued. Tell him there is no man. Tell him it is one of the devils angels, come to possess my body and cast away my soul. Tell him to send for a priest, holy water, and roses.


    At the mention of the devils angels, the hairs on my arms rose.


    He snapped his head back toward the forest, straining his neck. The angel! he whispered in a panic. The angel is coming!


    His mouth twisted into distorted shapes, and it looked like he was fighting for control of his own body. He arched back violently, and his hood was flung all the way off.


    I was still clutching the cape, but I felt my hands reflexively slacken. I stared at the man with a gasp of surprise caught in my throat. He wasnt Barnabas Underwood.


    He was Hank Millar.


    Marcies dad.


    I blinked my eyes awake.


    Rays of light blazed through my bedroom window. The Pane was cracked, and a lazy breeze rustled the first breath of morning across my skin. My heart was still working in double time from the nightmare, but I sucked in a deep breath and reassured myself it wasnt real. Truth be told, now that my feet were planted firmly in my own world, I was more disturbed over the fact that Id been dreaming about Marcies dad than anything else. In a hurry to forget it, I shoved the dream aside.


    I dragged my cell phone out from under my pillow and checked for messages. Patch hadnt called. Drawing the pillow against me, I curled into it and tried to ignore the hollow sensation inside me. How many hours had it been since Patch walked out? Twelve. How many more until I saw him again? I didnt know. That was what really worried me. The more time passed, the more I felt the wall of ice between us thicken.


    Just get through today, I told myself, swallowing the pebble in my throat. The strange distance between us couldnt go on forever. Nothing was going to get resolved if I hid out in bed all day. I would see Patch again. He might even stop by after school. Either that, or I could call him. I kept on with these ridiculous thoughts, refusing to let myself think about the archangels. About hell. About how scared I was that Patch and I were facing a problem neither of us was strong enough to solve.


    I rolled out of bed and found a yellow Post-it note stuck to the bathroom mirror.


    
      
        
          The good news: I convinced lynn not to send Scott over this morning to pick you up. The bad news: Lynn is set on the tour of town at this point Im not sure saying no is going to work. Would you mind taking him around after class? Keep it short Really short. I left his number on the kitchen counter.


          XOXOMom


          P.S. Ill call you tonight from my hotel.

        

      

    


    I groaned and lowered my forehead to the counter. I didnt want to spend ten more minutes with Scott, let alone a couple of hours.


    Forty minutes later, Id showered, dressed, and consumed a bowl of strawberry oatmeal. There was a knock at the front door, and I opened it to find Vee smiling. Ready for another fun-filled day of summer school? she asked.


    I grabbed my backpack off a hook in the coat closet. Lets just get this day over with, okay?


    Whoa. Who peed in your Cheerios?


    Scott Parnell. Patch.


    I see the incontinence problem didnt go away over time.


    Im supposed to give him a tour of town after class.


    One-on-one time with a boy. Whats to hate?


    You should have been here last night. Dinner was bizarre. Scotts mom started to tell us about his troubled past, but Scott cut her off Not only that, but it almost seemed like he was threatening her. Then he excused himself to use the bathroom, but ended up eavesdropping on us from the hall. And then spoke to his moms thoughts. Maybe.


    Sounds like hes trying to keep his life private. Sounds like we might have to do something to change that.


    I was two steps ahead of Vee, leading the way out, and I came up short. Id just experienced a flash of inspiration. I have a great idea, I said, turning around. Why dont you give Scott the tour? No, seriously, Vee. Youll love him. He has that reckless, anti-rules, bad-boy attitude. He even asked if we had beerscandalous, right? I think hes right up your alley.


    No can do. Ive got a lunch date with Rixon.


    I felt an unexpected stab in the vicinity of my heart. Patch and I had lunch plans today too, but somehow I doubted they were happening. What had I done? I had to call him. I had to find a way to talk to him. I wasnt going to end things like this. It was absurd. But a small voice that I despised questioned why he hadnt called first. He had just as much to apologize for as I did.


    Ill pay you eight dollars and thirty-two cents to take Scott around, final offer, I said.


    Tempting, but no. And heres another thing. Patch probably isnt going to be a happy camper if you and Scott make a habit of this exclusive time. Dont get me wrong. I couldnt care less what Patch thinks, and if you want to drive him crazy, more power to you. Still, I thought Id raise the point.


    I was halfway down the front porch steps, and my footing slipped at the mention of Patch. I thought about telling Vee that Id called things off, but I wasnt ready to say it out loud. I felt my cell phone, with Patchs picture saved on it, burning in my pocket. Part of me wanted to hurl the phone into the trees on the far side of the road. Part of me couldnt lose him that quickly. Besides, if I told Vee, shed inevitably point out that a breakup made us free to date other people, which was the wrong conclusion. I wasnt looking elsewhere, and neither was Patch. I hoped. This was just a snag. Our first real fight. The breakup wasnt permanent. Caught up in the moment, wed both said things we didnt mean.


    If I were you, Id bail, Vee said, her four-inch heels stabbing down the steps behind me. Thats what I do whenever I find myself in a jam. Call Scott and tell him your cats coughing up mice intestines, and you have to take it to the vet after school.


    He was over here last night. He knows I dont have a cat.


    Then unless hes got overcooked spaghetti for brains, hell figure out youre not interested.


    I considered this. If I got out of giving Scott a tour of town, maybe I could borrow Vees car and follow him. Try as I might to rationalize what Id heard last night, I couldnt ignore the nagging suspicion that Scott had spoken to his moms thoughts. One year ago I would have brushed the idea off as ridiculous. But things were different now. Patch had spoken to my thoughts numerous times. So had Chauncey (a.k.a. Jules), a Nephil from my past. Since fallen angels didnt age, and Id known Scott since he was five, Id already ruled that out. But even if Scott wasnt a fallen angel, he could still be Nephikm.


    But if he was Nephilim, what was he doing in Coldwater? What was he doing living an ordinary teen life? Did he know he was Nephilim? Did Lynn? Had Scott sworn fealty to a fallen angel yet? If he hadnt, was it my responsibility to warn him about what lay ahead? I hadnt instantly hit it off with Scott, but that didnt mean I thought he deserved to give up his body for two weeks every year.


    Of course, maybe he wasnt Nephilim at all. Maybe I was getting carried away with the imagined belief that Id overheard him speak to his moms thoughts.


    After chemistry I swung by my locker, traded out my textbook for my backpack and cell, then walked to the side doors offering a clear view of the student parking lot. Scott was sitting on the hood of his silver-blue Mustang. He was still wearing the Hawaiian hat, and it dawned on me that if he kept this up, I wouldnt recognize him without it. Case in point: I didnt even know his hair color. I pulled the Post-it note my mom had left for me out of my pocket and dialed his number.


    This must be Nora Grey, he answered. I hope youre not ditching me.


    Bad news. My cats sick. The vet squeezed me in for a twelve thirty appointment. Im going to have to take a rain check on the tour. Sorry, I finished, not expecting to feel quite this guilty. After all, it was just a little lie. And not one part of me honestly believed that Scott wanted a tour of Coldwater. At least, thats what I was telling myself to ease my conscience.


    Right, Scott said, and broke the connection.


    Id only just closed my cell phone when Vee came up behind me. Let him down easy, thats my girl.


    Do you mind if I borrow the Neon for the afternoon? I asked, watching Scott slide off the Mustang and place a call on his cell.


    Whats the occasion?


    I want to tail Scott.


    What for? This morning you made it pretty clear you think hes a bottom-feeder.


    Something about him is . . . off.


    Yeah, its called his sunglasses. Hulk Hogan, anyone? Either way, no can do. I have my lunch date with Rixon.


    Yeah, but Rixon could give you a ride so I can have the Neon, I said, shooting a glance through the window to confirm that Scott hadnt hopped inside the Mustang yet. I didnt want him leaving before I convinced Vee to hand over the Neons keys.


    Of course he can. But then Id look needy. Guys today want a strong, independent woman.


    If you let me take the Neon, Ill fill up the tank.


    Vees expression softened just a tad. All the way?


    All the way. Or as much as eight dollars and thirty-two cents would buy.


    Vee chewed her lip. Okay, she said slowly. But maybe I should come along and keep you company, make sure nothing bad happens.


    What about Rixon?


    Just because Ive gone and snagged myself a hot boyfriend doesnt mean Im going to leave my best friend high and dry. Besides, I have a feeling youre going to need my help.


    Nothing bad is going to happen. Im tailing him. Hes not going to know Im there. But I appreciated the offer. The past few months had changed me. I wasnt as naive and heedless as Id once been, and taking Vee along appealed to me on more than one level. Especially if Scott was Nephilim. The only other Nephil Id known had tried to kill me.


    After Vee called Rixon and canceled, we waited until Scott had angled himself behind the steering wheel and backed out of his parking space before we exited the building. He turned left out of the parking lot, and Vee and I raced for her 1995 purple Dodge Neon. You drive, Vee said, tossing me the keys. A handful of minutes later, we caught up to the Mustang, and I hung three cars back. Scott got on the highway, heading east toward the coast, and I followed.


    A half hour later, Scott exited at the pier and steered into a parking lot at the edge of the strip of shops leading out to the ocean. I drove slower, allowing him time to lock the doors and walk away, then parked two rows over.


    Looks like Scotty the Potty is going shopping, Vee said. Speaking of shopping, you dont mind if I have a look around while you run amateur-hour surveillance? Rixon said he likes it when girls accessorize with scarves, and my wardrobe is clean out of scarves.


    Go for it.


    Staying a half block behind Scott, I watched him walk into a trendy clothing store and exit less than fifteen minutes later with a shopping bag. He went into another store and came out ten minutes later. Nothing out of the ordinary, and nothing that made me think he could be Nephilim. After a third store, Scotts attention was drawn toward a group of college-age girls eating lunch across the street. They sat at an umbrella table on the restaurants outdoor terrace, wearing cutoffs and bikini tops. Scott pulled out his camera phone and clicked a few candid pictures.


    I turned to grimace in the plate-glass window of the coffee shop beside me, and that was when I saw him sitting at a booth inside. He was dressed in khakis, a blue button-down, and an ivory linen blazer. His wavy blond hair was longer now, pulled back into a low ponytail. He was reading the paper.


    My dad.


    He folded the paper and walked toward the back of the shop.


    I ran down the sidewalk to the coffee shops entrance and pushed my way inside. My dad had disappeared in the crowd. I jogged to the back of the shop, frantically looking around. The black-and-white tiled hallway ended with the mens room on the left, the womens on the right. There was no other exit, which meant my dad had to be in the mens room.


    What are you doing? Scott asked from directly over my shoulder.


    I whirled around. Howwhatwhat are you doing here?


    I was just about to ask you the same thing. I know you followed me. Dont look so surprised. Its called a rearview mirror. Are you stalking me for a specific reason?


    My thoughts were too jumbled to care what he was saying. Go inside the mens room and tell me if theres a man in a blue shirt in there.


    Scott tapped my forehead. Drugs? Behavioral disorder? Youre acting schizo.


    Just do it.


    Scott gave the door a kick, sending it flying open. I heard the swinging of stall doors, and a moment later he returned.


    Nada.


    I saw a man in a blue shirt walk back here. Theres no other way out. I turned my attention to the door across the hallthe only other door. I stepped inside the ladies room and nudged each stall open one at a time, my heart up in my throat. All three were empty.


    I realized I was holding my breath, and let it out. I had several emotions strung tight inside me, disappointment and fear at the top of the list. Id thought Id seen my dad alive. But it had turned out to be a cruel trick of my imagination. My dad was gone. He was never coming back, and I needed to figure out a way to accept it. I crouched down with my back to the wall and felt my whole body shake with tears.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER


    5


    SCOTT STOOD IN THE ENTRANCE, ARMS FOLDED. SO this is what the inside of a womens restroom looks like. Got to say, its a lot cleaner.


    I kept my head bowed and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. Do you mind?


    Im not leaving until you tell me why you followed me. I know Im a fascinating guy, but this is starting to feel like an unhealthy obsession.


    I pushed myself to my feet and splashed cold water on my face. Avoiding Scotts reflection in the mirror, I grabbed a paper towel and dried off.


    Youre also going to tell me who you were looking for in the mens room, said Scott.


    I thought I saw my dad, I shot back, summoning up all the anger I could to mask the stabbing pain deep inside. There. Satisfied? I wadded up the towel and flung it in the trash. I was heading for the exit when Scott let the door drop closed and leaned against it, blocking me.


    Once they find the guy who did it and send him away for life, youll feel better.


    Thanks for the worst advice Ive received yet, I said bitterly, thinking that what would make me feel better was having my dad back.


    Trust me. My dads a cop. He lives for telling surviving family members that he found the killer. Theyre going to find the guy who destroyed your family and make him pay. A life for a life. Thats when you get your peace. Lets get out of here. I feel like a creep standing in the girls room. He waited. That was supposed to make you laugh.


    Not in the mood.


    He laced his fingers together on top of his head and shrugged, looking uncomfortable, like he hated awkward moments, let alone knew how to resolve them. Listen, Im playing pool at this dive in Springvale tonight. You wanna?


    Pass. I wasnt in the mood to play pool. All it would accomplish was to fill my head with unwanted memories of Patch. I remembered that very first night when I chased him down to finish a bio assignment and found him playing pool in the basement of Bos. I remembered when he taught me to play pool. I remembered the way he stood behind me, so close I felt electricity.


    Even more, I remembered the way he had always shown up when I needed him. But I needed him now. Where was he? Was he thinking of me?


    I stood on the front porch rifling through my handbag for keys. My rain-soaked shoes squeaked against the boards, and my wet jeans rubbed a rash on the inside of my thighs. After tailing Scott, Vee had dragged me into several boutiques to get my opinion on scarves, and while I was giving her my thoughts on a violet silk versus a folksy hand-painted one in neutrals, a storm had blown in from the sea. By the time wed sprinted to the parking lot and flung ourselves inside the Neon, wed gone from dry to drenched. Wed blasted the heat the whole drive home, but my teeth were chattering, my clothes felt like ice painted on my skin, and I was still shaken from believing Id seen my dad.


    I shoved my shoulder against the humidity-swelled door, then patted the inside wall until my fingers fumbled the light switch. In the upstairs bathroom, I peeled out of my clothes and hung them over the shower rod to dry. On the other side of the window, lightning pitchforked down through the sky and thunder clamored like it was stomping on the roof.


    Id been alone in the farmhouse through numerous storms before, but all the experience hadnt made me any more accustomed to them. This afternoons storm was no exception. Vee was supposed to be here now, sleeping over, but shed decided to meet up with Rixon for a few hours since shed canceled on him earlier. I wished I could travel back in time and tell her Id tail Scott by myself, if shed make sure to keep me company at the farmhouse this evening.


    The bathroom lights flickered twice. That was all the warning I got before they drained, leaving me standing in shadowy darkness. Rain threw itself against the window, streaming down it in rivers. I stood in place a moment, waiting to see if the electricity would be restored. The rain turned to hail, striking the windowpanes hard enough that I feared the glass would crack.


    I called Vee. My electricity just went out.


    Yeah, the streetlights just died on me. Slackers.


    Want to drive back and keep me company?


    Lets see. Not especially.


    You promised youd sleep over.


    I also promised Rixon Id meet him at Taco Bell. Im not going to cancel on him twice in one day. Give me a few hours, then Im all yours. Ill call you when Im done. Ill definitely be there before midnight.


    I hung up and squeezed my memory, trying to remember where Id last seen the matches. It wasnt dark enough that I needed candles to see, but I liked the idea of lighting up the place as much as possible, especially since I was alone. Light had a way of keeping the monsters of my imagination at bay.


    There were candlesticks on the dining room table, I recalled, wrapping myself in a towel and taking the stairs down to the main level. And pillar candles in the cabinets. But where were the matches?


    A shadow moved in the fields behind the house, and I snapped my head toward the kitchen windows. The sheeting rain spilled down the panes, distorting the world outside, and I stepped closer for a better look. Whatever Id seen was gone.


    A coyote, I told myself, feeling a sudden rush of adrenaline. Just a coyote.


    The kitchen phone shrilled, and I grabbed for it, half because I was startled and half because I wanted to hear a human voice. I prayed it was Vee calling to say shed changed her mind.


    Hello?


    I waited.


    Hello?


    Static crackled in my ear.


    Vee? Mom? At the edge of my vision, I saw another shadow slink through the fields. Sucking in a steadying breath, I reminded myself there was no possible way that I was in any true danger. Patch might not be my boyfriend, but he was still my guardian angel. If there was trouble, hed be here. But even as I thought it, I wondered if I could count on Patch for anything anymore.


    He must hate me, I thought. He must want nothing to do with me. He must still be furious, and thats why hed made no effort to contact me.


    The trouble with that train of thought was that it only made me angry again. Here I was, worrying about him, but chances were, wherever he was, he wasnt worrying about me. Hed said he wasnt going to just swallow my decision to break up, but thats exactly what hed done. He hadnt texted or called. He hadnt anything. And it wasnt like he didnt have a reason. He could knock on my door right this very minute and tell me what hed been doing at Marcies two nights ago. He could tell me why hed driven off when I told him I loved him.


    Yes, I was angry. Only this time, I was going to do something about it.


    I slammed the home phone down and scrolled through my cell phone, looking for Scotts number. I was going to throw caution to the wind and take him up on his offer. Even though I knew it was for all the wrong reasons, I wanted to go out with Scott. I wanted to give Patch the finger. If he thought I was going to sit home and cry over him, he was wrong. Wed broken up; I was free to go out with other guys. And while I was at it, I was going to test Patchs ability to keep me safe. Maybe Scott really was Nephilim. Maybe he was even trouble. Maybe he was exactly the kind of guy I should stay away from. I felt a hard smile cross my face as I realized it didnt matter what I did, or what Scott might do; Patch had to protect me.


    Have you left for Springvale yet? I asked Scott, after keying in his number.


    Hanging with me isnt so bad after all?


    If youre going to rub it in, Im not going.


    I heard him smile. Easy, Grey, Im just playing with you.


    Id promised my mom Id keep my distance from Scott, but I wasnt worried. If Scott messed with me, Patch would have to step in.


    Well? I said. Are you going to pick me up or what?


    Ill swing by after seven.


    Springvale is a small fishing town, and most of it is crammed onto Main Street: the post office, a few fish-and-chips diners, tackle shops, and the Z Pool Hall.


    The Z stood one story high, with a plate-glass window offering a view inside to the pool hall and bar. Trash and weeds decorated the exterior. Two men with shaved heads and goatees were smoking on the sidewalk just outside the doors; they ground out their cigarettes and disappeared inside.


    Scott parked in an angled slot near the doors. Im going to run down a couple blocks and find an ATM, he said, killing the engine.


    I studied the storefront sign hanging above the window. THE Z POOL HALL. The name tickled my memory.


    Why does this place sound familiar? I asked.


    Couple weeks back a guy bled out on one of the tables. Bar brawl. It was all over the news.


    Oh.


    Ill come with you, I offered quickly.


    He swung out, and I followed suit. Nah, he called over the rain. Youll get soaked. Wait inside. Ill be back in ten. Without giving me another chance to tag along, he hunched his shoulders against the rain, shoved his hands in his pockets, and jogged down the sidewalk.


    Slicking rain off my face, I tucked myself under the buildings overhang and summed up my options. I could go inside alone, or I could wait here for Scott. I hadnt waited five seconds before my skin started to itch. While the sidewalk held little foot traffic, it wasnt completely desolate. Those who were out in the weather wore flannel shirts and work boots. They looked bigger, tougher, meaner than the men who loitered around Main Street in Coldwater. A few gave me eyes as they passed.


    I looked down the sidewalk in the direction Scott had taken off and saw him round the building and disappear down the side alley. My first thought was that he was going to have a hard time finding an ATM in the alley next to the Z. My second thought was that maybe hed lied to me. Maybe he wasnt going in search of an ATM after all. But then what was he doing in an alley, out in the rain? I wanted to follow him but didnt know how I was going to stay out of sight. The last thing I needed was for him to catch me spying on him again. It certainly wouldnt promote trust between us.


    Thinking maybe I could figure out what he was doing by watching through one of the windows inside the Z, I tugged on the door handle.


    The air inside was cool and coated with smoke and male perspiration. The ceiling was low, the walls concrete. A few posters of muscle cars, a Sports Illustrated calendar, and a Budweiser mirror offered the only decoration. No windows paneled the wall dividing me from Scott. I strolled down the center aisle, wading deeper into the shadowy hall, and kept my breathing shallow, trying to filter my intake of carcinogens. When I got to the back of the Z, I fixed my eyes on the exit leading into the rear alley. Not quite as convenient as a window, but it would have to do. If Scott caught me watching him, I could always feign innocence and claim Id stepped out for fresh air. After making sure no one was watching, I opened the door and stuck my head out.


    Hands grabbed the collar of my jean jacket, yanked me out, and backed me against the brick exterior.


    What are you doing here? Patch demanded. Rain hissed down behind him, spilling off the metal awning.


    Playing pool, I stammered, my heart still frozen from the surprise of being ripped off my feet.


    Playing pool, he repeated, not sounding even close to buying it.


    Im here with a friend. Scott Parnell.


    His expression hardened.


    Do you have a problem with that? I shot back. We broke up, remember? I can go out with other guys if I want. I was angryat the archangels, at fate, at consequences. I was angry for being here with Scott, not Patch. And I was angry at Patch for not pulling me into his arms and telling me he wanted to put everything that had happened to us in the past twenty-four hours behind him. Everything dividing us was washed away, and it was just me and him from now on.


    Patch dropped his gaze to the ground and pinched the bridge of his nose. I could tell he was summoning patience from deep within. Scotts Nephilim. A first-generation purebred. Just like Chauncey was.


    I blinked. It was true, then. Thanks for the info, but I already suspected.


    He made a disgusted gesture. Quit with the bravery act. Hes Nephilim.


    Every Nephil isnt Chauncey Langeais, I said testily. Every Nephil isnt evil. If youd give Scott a chance, youd see hes actually quite


    Scott isnt any old Nephil, Patch said, cutting me off. He belongs to a Nephilim blood society that has been growing in Power. The society wants to free Nephilim from bondage to fallen angels during Cheshvan. Theyre recruiting members like crazy to fight back against fallen angels, and a turf war is brewing between the two sides. If the society becomes powerful enough, fallen angels will back off . . . and start relying on humans as their vassals instead.


    I bit my lip and looked up at him uneasily. Without wanting to, I remembered last nights dream. Cheshvan. Nephilim. Fallen angels. I couldnt escape any of it.


    Why dont fallen angels usually possess humans? I asked. Why do they choose Nephilim?


    Human bodies arent as strong or resilient as Nephilim bodies, Patch replied. A two-week-long possession will kill them. Tens of thousands of humans would die every Cheshvan.


    And its a lot harder to possess a human, he continued. Fallen angels cant force humans to swear fealty, they have to convince them to turn over their bodies. That takes time and persuasion. Human bodies also deteriorate faster. Not many fallen angels want to go to the trouble of possessing a human body if it could be dead in a week.


    A shiver of foreboding crept through me, but I said, Thats a sad story, but its hard to blame Scott or any Nephilim, for that matter. I wouldnt want a fallen angel taking control of my body two weeks out of every year either. This doesnt sound like a Nephilim problem. It sounds like a fallen angel problem.


    A muscle in his jaw jumped. The Z isnt your kind of place. Go home.


    I just got here.


    Bos is mild compared to this place.


    Thanks for the tip, but Im not really in the mood to hang out at home all night feeling sorry for myself.


    Patch folded his arms and studied me. Youre putting yourself in danger to get back at me? he guessed. In case you forgot, Im not the one who called things off.


    Dont flatter yourself This isnt about you.


    Patch dug in his pocket for his keys. Im taking you home. His tone told me I was a huge inconvenience, and that if he saw any way around it, hed gladly opt out.


    I dont want a ride. I dont need your help.


    He laughed, but the sound lacked humor. Youre getting in the Jeep, even if I have to drag you inside, because youre not staying here. Its too dangerous.


    You cant order me around.


    He merely looked at me. And while youre at it, youre going to stop hanging out with Scott.


    I felt my anger bubbling up. How dare he assume I was weak and helpless. How dare he try to control me by telling me where I could and couldnt go, and who I could spend time with. How dare he act like Id meant nothing to him.


    I sent him a look of cool defiance. Dont do me any more favors. I never asked. And I dont want you as my guardian angel anymore.


    Patch stood over me, and a drop of rain slid from his hair, landing like ice on my collarbone. I felt it slide along my skin, disappearing beneath the neckline of my shirt. His eyes followed the raindrop, and I began to quiver on the inside. I wanted to tell him I was sorry for everything Id said. I wanted to tell him I didnt care about Marcie, or what the archangels thought. I cared about us. But the cold hard truth was, nothing I said or did could realign the stars. I couldnt care about us. Not if I wanted to keep Patch close. Not if I didnt want him banished to hell. The more we fought, the easier it was to get swallowed up in hatred and convince myself that he meant nothing to me, and that I could move on without him.


    Take it back, Patch said, his voice low.


    I couldnt bring myself to look at him, and I couldnt bring myself to take it back. I tipped my chin up and pinned my eyes on the blur of rain over his shoulder. Damn my pride, and damn his, too.


    Take it back, Nora, Patch repeated more firmly.


    I cant do the right thing with you in my life, I said, hating myself for allowing my chin to tremble. This will be easier on everyone if we justI want a clean break. Ive thought this through. I hadnt. I hadnt thought this through at all. I hadnt meant to say these words. But a small, horrible, and despicable part of me wanted Patch to hurt as much as I was hurt. I want you out of my life. All the way.


    After a heavy beat of silence, Patch reached around me and shoved something deep into the back pocket of my jeans. I couldnt tell whether Id imagined that his hand had stayed there a half beat longer than necessary.


    Cash, he explained. Youre going to need it.


    I dug the money out. I dont want your money. When he didnt take the outstretched wad of cash, I slapped it against his chest, meaning to brush past him as I did, but Patch caught my hand, trapping it against his body.


    Take it. The tone of his voice told me I knew nothing. I didnt understand him, or his world. I was a stranger, and Id never fit in. Half the guys in there are carrying some form of weapon. If anything happens, throw the money on the table and head for the doors. Nobodys going to follow you with a pile of cash up for grabs.


    I remembered Marcie. Was he suggesting that someone might try to knife me? I nearly laughed. Did he honestly think that would scare me? Whether I wanted him as my guardian angel was irrelevant. The fact of the matter was, nothing I said or did would change his duty. He had to keep me safe. The fact that he was here right now proved it.


    He released my hand and tugged on the door handle, the muscles along his arm rigid. The door closed behind him, quaking on its hinges.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER


    6


    I FOUND SCOTT LEANING ON HIS POOL STICK AT A TABLE near the front. He was studying a spread of billiard balls when I walked up.


    Find an ATM? I asked, tossing my damp jean jacket on a metal folding chair pushed up against the wall.


    Yeah, but not before I swallowed ten gallons of rain. He lifted the Hawaiian hat and shook out the water for emphasis. Maybe hed found an ATMbut not until after hed finished whatever it was hed been doing in the side alley. And as much as I would have liked to know what that was, I probably wasnt going to find out any time soon. Id missed my chance when Patch had pulled me away to tell me I was in over my head here at the Z and should run along home.


    I spread my hands on the lip of the pool table and leaned in casually, hoping I looked completely in my element, but the truth was, my heart rate was high. Not only had I just come off a confrontation with Patch, but no one in the near vicinity looked remotely friendly. And try as I might, I couldnt sweep away the memory that someone had bled out on one of the tables. Was it this one? I pushed up from the table and brushed my hands clean.


    Were just about to start a game, Scott said. Fifty dollars and youre in. Grab a cue.


    I wasnt in the mood to play and would have preferred watching, but a quick scan of the room revealed that Patch was seated at a poker table in the back. Even though his body wasnt directly facing mine, I knew he was watching me. He was watching everyone in the room. He never went anywhere without making a careful and detailed assessment of his surroundings.


    Knowing this, I tried on the most dazzling smile I had inside me at the moment. Id love to. I didnt want Patch to know how upset I was, how much I was hurting. I didnt want him to think I wasnt having a good time with Scott.


    But before I could head over to the rack, a short man in wire glasses and a sweater vest came up beside Scott. Everything about him looked out of placehe was groomed, his trousers were pressed, and his loafers were polished. He asked Scott in a voice almost too muted to hear, How much?


    Fifty, Scott answered with a touch of annoyance. Same as always.


    The game has a hundred minimum.


    Since when?


    Let me rephrase. For you it has a hundred minimum.


    Scott went red in the face, reached for his drink on the tables edge, and tipped it back. Then he retrieved his wallet and crammed a wad of cash into the front pocket of the mans shirt. Theres fifty. Ill pay the other half after the game. Now get your bad breath out of my face so I can concentrate.


    The short man tapped a pencil against his bottom lip. Youre going to have to settle your account with Dew first. Hes getting impatient. Hes been generous with you, and you havent returned the favor.


    Tell him Ill have the money by the end of the night.


    That line wore out its welcome a week ago.


    Scott stepped closer, crowding the mans space. Im not the only guy here who owes Dew a little.


    But youre the one hes worried wont pay him back. The short man pulled out the cash Scott had tucked in his pocket and let the bills flutter to the ground. Like I said, Dews getting restless. He gave Scott a meaningful raise of his eyebrows and walked off.


    How much do you owe Dew? I asked Scott.


    He glared at me.


    Okay, next question. Whats the competition like? I spoke in hushed tones as I eyed the other players scattered around the various pool tables. Two out of every three were smoking. Three out of every three had tattoos of knives, guns, and various other weaponry climbing their arms. Any other night and I might have been scared, or at the very least uncomfortable, but Patch was still in the corner. As long as he was here, I knew I was safe.


    Scott snorted. These guys are amateurs. I could beat them on my worst day. My real competition is in there. He shifted his gaze toward a corridor that branched off from the main area. The corridor was narrow and dim, and led to a room that glowed a luminous orange. A curtain of beads hung across the doorway. One intricately carved pool table sat just back from the entrance.


    Thats where the big money plays? I guessed.


    Back there, I could make in one game what I make in fifteen out here.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Patchs gaze flick to me. Pretending not to notice, I reached into my back pocket and took a step closer to Scott. You need a hundred total for the next game, right? Heres . . . fifty, I said, quickly counting the two twenties and ten Patch had given me. I wasnt a big fan of gambling, but I wanted to prove to Patch that the Z wasnt going to eat me alive and spit me out. I could fit in. Or at least not get pushed around. And if it looked like I was flirting with Scott in the process, so be it. Screw you, I thought across the room, even though I knew Patch couldnt hear me.


    Scott looked between me and the money in my hand. Is this a joke?


    If you win, well split the profit.


    Scott considered the money with a lust that caught me off guard. He needed the money. He wasnt at the Z tonight for entertainment. Gambling was an addiction.


    He swiped the money and jogged over to the short man in the sweater vest, whose pencil was furiously but meticulously scribbling numbers and balances for the other players. I stole a glance at Patch, to see his reaction to what Id just done, but his eyes were on the poker game, his expression undecipherable.


    The man in the sweater vest counted Scotts money, skillfully lining up the bills so they all faced the same direction. When he finished, he gave Scott a tight-lipped smile. It looked like we were in.


    Scott returned, chalking his pool stick. You know what they say about good luck. Got to kiss my cue. He stuck it in my face.


    I took a step back. Im not kissing your pool stick.


    Scott flapped his arms and playfully made chicken noises.


    I glanced to the back of the hall, hoping to confirm that Patch wasnt watching the humiliating scene unfolding, and that was when I saw Marcie Millar saunter up behind him, lean in, and cross her arms around his neck.


    My heart dropped to my knees.


    Scott was speaking, tapping the pool stick against my forehead, but the words went right past. I fought to recapture my breath and focused on the blur of concrete straight ahead to ground my complete shock and sense of betrayal. So this was what he meant when he said things with Marcie were strictly business? Because it sure didnt look that way to me! And what was she doing here after having just been knifed at Bos? Did she feel safe because she was with Patch? On a split-second thought, I wondered if he was doing this to make me jealous. But if that were the case, he would have to have known Id be at the Z tonight. Which he couldnt have, unless hed been spying on me. Had he been around more the past twenty-four hours than Id originally believed?


    I dug my fingernails into the palms of my hands, struggling to focus on the pain there, and not the choked, humiliated feeling rising inside me. I stood that way, numb and holding in the threat of tears, before my attention was pulled to the doorway leading into the corridor. A guy in a red muscle tee leaned on the frame. Something was wrong with a patch of skin at the base of his throatit almost looked deformed. Before I could take a closer look, I was paralyzed by a flash of dj vu. Something about him was startlingly famfliar, even though I knew wed never met. I had a strong urge to run, but at the same time was overwhelmed by the need to place him.


    He picked up the white cue ball from the table closest to him and tossed it lazily a few times in the air.


    Come on, Scott said, waving the pool stick back and forth across my line of vision. The other guys surrounding the table laughed. Do it, Nora, Scott said. Just a little peck. For luck.


    He slipped the pool stick under the hem of my shirt and lifted it.


    I slapped the pool stick away. Knock it off.


    I saw movement from the guy in the red muscle tee. It happened so fast it took two beats of my heart to realize what was about to happen. He cranked his arm and hurled the cue ball across the room. An instant later, the mirror hanging on the far wall shattered, shards of glass raining to the floor.


    The room fell silent except for the classic rock playing through the speakers.


    You, the guy in the red muscle tee said. He aimed a handgun at the man in the sweater vest. Give me the money. He motioned him closer with a flick of the gun. Keep your hands where I can see them.


    Beside me, Scott pushed forward to the front of the crowd. No way, man. Thats our money. A few shouts of agreement rose up from the room.


    The guy in the red tee kept the gun trained on the man in the sweater vest, but his eyes roved sideways to Scott. He grinned, baring teeth. Not anymore.


    If you take that money, Ill kill you. There was a calm fury to Scotts voice. He sounded like he meant it. I stood frozen in place, barely breathing, terrified of what might happen next, because not one part of me doubted that the gun was loaded.


    The gunmans smile grew. That so?


    Nobody in here is going to let you leave with our money, Scott said. Do yourself a favor and put the gun down.


    Another murmur of agreement circled the room.


    Despite the fact that the temperature in the room seemed to be rising, the guy in the red muscle tee lazily scratched his neck with the barrel of the gun. He didnt appear the least bit worried. No. Switching the gun to aim at Scott, he ordered, Get on the table.


    Get lost.


    Get on the table!


    The guy in the red tee was two-handing the gun, aiming at Scotts chest. Very slowly, Scott raised his hands level with his shoulders and scooted backward onto the pool table. You wont leave alive. Youre outnumbered thirty to one.


    The guy in the red tee crossed to Scott in three strides. He stood directly in front of Scott for a moment, his finger poised on the trigger. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of Scotts face. I couldnt believe he didnt wrench the gun away. Didnt he know he couldnt die? Didnt he know he was Nephikm? But Patch had said he belonged to a Nephilim blood societyhow could he not know?


    Youre making a big mistake, Scott said, his voice still cool, but spilling the first drop of panic.


    I wondered why nobody made a move to help him. As Scott had pointed out, the crowd had the guy in the red tee outnumbered by a landslide. But there was something vicious and frighteningly powerful about him. Something . . . otherworldly. I wondered if they were just as spooked by him as I was.


    I also wondered if the queasy and uncomfortably familiar feeling inside me meant he was a fallen angel. Or Nephilim.


    Out of all the faces in the crowd, I suddenly found myself locking eyes with Marcie. She stood across the crowd, with something I could only describe as bewildered fascination written all over her expression. I knew, right then, that she had no idea what was about to happen. She didnt realize Scott was Nephilim and had more strength in one of his hands than a human had in his whole body. She had nt seen Chauncey, the first Nephil Id ever met, mangle my cell phone in the palm of his hand. She hadnt been there the night hed chased me through the halls of the high school. And the guy in the red muscle tee? Whether Nephilim or fallen angel, he was likely just as powerful. Whatever was about to happen, it wasnt a mere fistfight.


    She should have learned her lesson at Bos and stayed home. And so should have I.


    The guy in the red tee shoved Scott with the gun, and he flew back on the tabletop. Out of surprise or fear, Scott fumbled his pool stick, and the guy in the red tee snatched it up. Without pausing, he leaped onto the table and held the pool stick pointed down at Scotts face. He drilled the stick into the table an inch from Scotts ear. The pool stick went down with such force, it smashed through the felt surface. Twelve inches of it were visible beneath the table.


    I swallowed a scream.


    Scotts Adams apple quivered. Youre crazy, man, he said.


    Suddenly a bar stool flew through the air, knocking the guy in the red tee sideways. He caught his balance but had to jump off the table to keep it.


    Get him! someone in the crowd shouted.


    Something like a war cry went up, and more people grabbed for bar stools. I went down on my hands and knees and looked through the forest of legs for the nearest exit. A few bodies away there was a guy with a gun holstered in an ankle strap. He reached for it, and a moment later the splintering sound of shots rang out. What followed was not silence, but more mayhem: swearing, shouting, and fists hammering into flesh. I got to my feet and ran in a crouch toward the back door.


    Id just slipped through the exit when someone hooked the waistband of my jeans and hauled me upright. Patch.


    Take the Jeep, he ordered, shoving his car keys into my hand. A hasty pause. What are you waiting for?


    My eyes teared up, but I angrily blinked them away. Quit acting like Im a huge inconvenience! I never asked for your help!


    I told you not to come tonight. You wouldnt be an inconvenience if youd listened. This isnt your worldits mine. Youre so bent on proving you can handle it that youre going to do something stupid and get yourself killed.


    I resented that, and opened my mouth to say so.


    The guy in the red shirt is Nephilim, Patch said, cutting me out of the conversation. The branding mark means hes in deep with the blood society I told you about earlier. Hes sworn allegiance to them.


    Branding mark?


    Near his collarbone.


    The deformity was from a branding? I shifted my eyes to the small window set in the door. Inside, bodies swarmed over the pool tables, punches being thrown in every direction. I didnt see the guy in the red tee anymore, but now I understood why Id recognized him. He was Nephilim. Hed reminded me of Chauncey in a way Scott hadnt even come close to. I wondered if this could somehow mean that, like Chauncey, he was evil. And Scott was not.


    A loud noise seemed to rupture my eardrums, and Patch yanked me to the ground. Fragments of glass hailed down around us. The window in the back door had been shot out.


    Get out of here, Patch said, pushing me in the direction of the street.


    I turned back. Where are you going?


    Marcies still inside. Ill get a ride with her.


    My lungs seemed to lock, no air going in or out. What about me? Youre my guardian angel.


    Patch sliced his eyes into mine. Not anymore, Angel. Before I could argue back, he slipped through the door, vanishing into the mayhem.


    Out on the street, I unlocked the Jeep, jerked the seat forward, and floored it out of the parking space. He wasnt my guardian angel anymore? Was he serious? All because Id told him thats how I wanted it? Or had he said it to scare me? To make me regret saying I didnt want him? Well, if he wasnt my guardian, it was because I was trying to do the right thing! I was trying to make this easier on both of us. I was trying to keep him safe from the archangels. Id told him exactly why Id done it, and he was hanging it over my head, as if this whole mess was somehow my fault. As if this was what I wanted! This was more his fault than mine. I had the urge to run back and tell him I wasnt helpless. I wasnt a pawn in his big, bad world. And I wasnt blind. I could see well enough to know something was going on between him and Marcie. In fact, I was now all but certain something was. Forget it. I was better off without him. He was slime. A jerk. An untrustworthy jerk I didnt need himfor anything.


    I rolled the Jeep to a stop in front of the farmhouse. My legs were still trembling, and my breath rattled a little when I exhaled. I was acutely aware of the quiet all around. The Jeep had always been a place of refuge; tonight it felt foreign and isolated, and far too big for just one person. I lowered my head onto the steering wheel and cried. I didnt think about Patch driving Marcie home in her carI just let the hot air from the vents rush over my skin and breathed in the scent of Patch.


    I sat that way, hunched and sobbing, until the needle on the gas gauge dropped half a bar. I dabbed my eyes dry and let go of a long, troubled sigh. I was just about to shut off the engine when I saw Patch standing on the porch, leaning on one of the support beams.


    For a moment I thought hed come to check on me, and tears of relief sprang to my eyes. But I was driving his Jeep. Hed most likely come to take it back. After the way hed treated me tonight, I couldnt believe there was any other reason.


    He walked down the driveway and opened the drivers-side door. You okay?


    I nodded stiffly. I would have said yes, but my voice was still hiding out in the vicinity of my stomach. The cold-eyed Nephil was fresh in my thoughts, and I couldnt stop wondering what had happened after I left the Z. Had Scott gotten out? Had Marcie?


    Of course she had. Patch had seemed bent on making sure of it.


    Why did the Nephil in the red shirt want money? I asked, climbing sideways into the passenger seat. It was still sprinkling, and even though I knew Patch couldnt feel the damp chill of the rain, it felt somehow wrong to leave him standing in it.


    After a count, he got behind the wheel, closing us into the Jeep together. Two nights ago the gesture would have felt intimate. Now it just felt tense and awkward. He was fund-raising for the Nephilim blood society. I wish I had a better idea of what theyre planning. If they need money, its most likely for resources. Either that, or to buy off fallen angels. But how, who, and why, I dont know. He shook his head. I need someone on the inside. For the first time, being an angel puts me at a disadvantage. Theyre not going to let me within a mile of the operation.


    For a split second it occurred to me that he could be asking for my help, but I was hardly Nephilim. I had an infinitesimal amount of Nephilim blood running through my veins that could be traced back over four hundred years to my Nephilim ancestor, Chauncey Langeais. For all intents and purposes, I was human. I wasnt getting on the inside any faster than Patch.


    I said, You said Scott and the Nephil in the red shirt are both part of the blood society, but they didnt seem to know each other. Are you sure Scotts involved?


    Hes involved.


    Then how could they not know each other?


    My best guess right now is that whoevers running the society is separating the individual members to keep them in the dark. Without solidarity, the chances of a coup are low. More than that, if they dont know how strong they are, the Nephilim cant leak that information to the enemy. Fallen angels cant get information if the society members themselves know nothing.


    Digesting this, I wasnt sure whose side I was on. Part of me abhorred the idea of fallen angels possessing the bodies of Nephilim every Cheshvan. A less noble part of me was grateful they were targeting Nephilim and not humans. Not me. Not anyone I loved.


    And Marcie? I said, trying to keep my voice neutral.


    She likes poker, Patch said noncommittally. He put the Jeep in reverse. I should be going. You going to be okay tonight? Is your mom gone?


    I turned in the seat to face him. Marcie had her arms around you.


    Marcies sense of personal space is nonexistent.


    So youre an expert on Marcie now?


    His eyes darkened, and I knew I wasnt supposed to go there, but I didnt care. I was so going there. Whats going on between the two of you? What I saw didnt look like business.


    I was in the middle of a game when she came up behind me. Its not the first time a girl has done that, and it probably wont be the last.


    You could have pushed her away.


    She had her arms around me one moment, and the next moment the Nephil threw the cue ball. I wasnt thinking about Marcie. I ran outside to check the perimeter in case he wasnt alone.


    You went back for her.


    I wasnt going to leave her there.


    I stayed in my seat a moment, the knot in my stomach so tight it hurt. What was I supposed to think? Had he gone back for Marcie out of courtesy? A sense of duty? Or something entirely different, and much more worrisome?


    I had a dream about Marcies dad last night. I wasnt even sure why Id said it. Possibly to communicate to Patch that my pain was so raw it had even entered my dreams. Id once read that dreams are a way of reconciling whats happening in our lives, and if that was true, my dream was definitely telling me I hadnt come to terms with whatever was going on between Patch and Marcie. Not if I was dreaming about fallen angels and Cheshvan. Not if I was dreaming about Marcies father.


    You dreamed about Marcies dad? Patchs voice was as calm as ever, but something in the way he looked sharply at me made me think he was surprised by this news. Maybe even disconcerted.


    I think I was in England. A long time ago. Marcies dad was being chased through a forest. Only he couldnt get away, because his cape got tangled in the trees. He kept saying a fallen angel was trying to possess him.


    Patch pondered this a moment. Once again, his silence told me Id said something that interested him. But I couldnt guess what.


    He glanced at his watch. Need me to walk through the house?


    I gazed up at the dark, vacant windows of the farmhouse. The combination of nightfall and drizzling rain cast a gloomy, uninviting feeling all around. I couldnt tell which was less appealing: going inside alone, or sitting out here with Patch, scared he might be moving on. To Marcie Millar.


    Im hesitating because I dont want to get wet. Besides, you obviously have somewhere to be. I pushed on the door and swung one leg out. That, and our relationship is over. You dont owe me any favors.


    We locked eyes.


    Id said it to hurt him, but I was the one with the lump in my throat. Before I could say something that would slice deeper, I dashed for the porch, holding my arms over my head to shield my hair from the rain.


    Inside, I leaned against the front door and listened to Patch drive away. My vision smeared with tears, and I closed my eyes. I wished Patch would come back. I wanted him here. I wanted him to pull me against him and kiss away the cold, empty feeling slowly freezing me from the inside out. But the sound of tires skimming over the wet road outside never came.


    Without warning, the unbidden memory of our last night together before everything collapsed drifted up from my memory. I automatically started to block it. The trouble was, I wanted to remember. I needed some way to still have Patch close. Dropping my guard, I let myself feel his mouth on mine. Light at first, then more serious. I felt his body, warm and solid, against mine. His hands were at the nape of my neck, fastening his silver chain. He promised to love me forever. . . .


    I turned the deadbolt, dissolving the memory with a click. Screw. Him. Id keep saying the words as many times as it took.


    In the kitchen, the lights answered at the flip of a switch, and I was relieved to find the electricity up and running. The phone was blinking red, and I played the messages.


    Nora, my moms voice said, were getting tons of rain here in Boston, and theyve decided to reschedule the rest of the auctions. Im headed home and should be there by eleven. You can send Vee home if youd like. Love you and see you soon.


    I checked the clock. It was a few minutes before ten. I had only one more hour alone.
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