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IT TOOK THE WOMAN A LONG TIME to leave her house.

Across the street, Seb stood propped against a run-down grocery store, hidden in the dawn shadows as he watched the woman’s front door. His high-cheekboned face had light stubble on its jaw; his lean body was simultaneously as relaxed and alert as a cat’s. He was sure this was the right place. It looked exactly like what he’d seen: a golden-yellow house on the main street with a paneled wooden door and a small wrought-iron balcony filled with flowering plants — a jumble of red and yellow. With his hands in his jeans pockets, Seb counted the front door’s panels: ten. Then he counted the flowerpots: seventeen.

Come on, chiquita, you’re going to be late for work, he thought.

The door opened at last, and a small, round woman wearing a business suit came out. She delved fussily into her handbag for keys; when she finally found them, she locked the door behind her, then teetered to her car on plump feet that looked pinched in their high-heeled shoes. By the time she reached the car, she’d somehow lost her keys in her handbag again and had to stand on the sidewalk searching for almost a minute, shaking her head in irritation. Seb held back a smile. Yes, this was all very like her.

The moment the woman’s car disappeared around the corner, Seb grabbed a battered knapsack that sat at his feet and slung it over his shoulder. He’d already checked out how to get to the back of the house; now he took a quick second to send his other self flying, making sure the way was clear. It was. He crossed the road, strolling through the early-morning silence. A tall wooden fence bordered the house on one side; Seb jumped to grasp the top of it and vaulted over easily. The back of the house was just like he’d seen, too — a tidy concrete courtyard, again filled lushly with potted plants. A faded deck chair stood folded near the sliding patio door.

The window with the broken lock that had been worrying the woman was up on the second floor. It took only seconds for Seb to scale the trellis and slide it open. He dropped silently into her bedroom — pale green, lots of ruffles. There was a smell of perfume, as if dousing herself had been the last thing she’d done before leaving.

And now she’d be gone for hours. Her job was so far away that she didn’t have time to come home for lunch; it had been one of many niggling concerns on her mind the day before. The woman’s thoughts had been like leaves in a whirlwind: none weighty in themselves, but the overall effect had left Seb with a headache from trying to focus on them. Psychic readings weren’t always an easy way to pick up a few pesos, especially when all he wanted was to get them over with quickly, so he could buy something to eat and get back to the only thing that mattered to him. Even so, he hoped what he’d told the woman had helped. She definitely needed to relax more — though he was glad she hadn’t decided to start doing it today.

Leaving the scented bedroom, Seb started searching, his steps echoing on the tiled floors. Though he rarely broke into houses anymore, there’d been a time when he’d done it all too often, with much worse motives than now. Gently, he pushed open doors, peered into rooms. His face creased into a frown. She would have one, wouldn’t she? He hadn’t seen for sure; he’d just assumed. Then on the ground floor, he found it: a computer sitting on a desk in the corner.

Perfect. Seb swung himself into the chair and hit the on button. The local school had computers the public could use, but it was closed today. And he hadn’t been able to get a bed at the hostel for the last few nights, where he might have borrowed someone’s laptop. He entered a few words into the search engine, typing slowly. A list of options came up; he found the one he was looking for and selected it.

Diaz Orphanage, read the website’s home page: A haven for children. Seb’s lip curled. He’d seen many orphanages over the years. Few could be described as havens. But he’d only found out about this one yesterday, and he needed to check it out. Who knew? It might turn out to be the place where he’d finally find what he was looking for. His heart beat faster at the thought, though he was only all too aware by now how unlikely it was. He took a piece of paper from the woman’s desk and carefully wrote down the address, tucking it in his knapsack; the orphanage was around a hundred miles to the east, in the foothills of the Sierra Madre.

Then, on impulse, he brought up a map of Mexico, gazing at its familiar shape and mentally tracing the lines he’d traveled up and down it for years now. He’d started in Mexico City and since then had rarely spent more than a few weeks in one place. Currently he was in Presora, not far from Hermosillo, with its white beaches and throngs of tourists. Presora was quieter, though — a smaller town that had still taken him days to search, checking out every person he passed on the street, entering every building he could, sending his other self into the ones he couldn’t.

There’d been nothing. Nothing at all. It wasn’t really surprising — in his whole life, Seb had never seen even a hint of what he hoped so much to find. But he had to keep trying. It was all he could do.

Enough of this; he’d gotten what he came for. He turned off the computer and stood up, swinging his bag over his shoulder — and then his glance fell on the woman’s bookcase, and he was lost. He drifted over to it, crouching onto his haunches as he gazed hungrily. A lot of the paperbacks looked as if they hadn’t even been opened, and for a heartbeat Seb was tempted — he’d almost finished his current book and didn’t know when he’d next find a used bookstore to trade it for another one. He touched the cover of a thick historical novel. It would keep him going for a week.

But no. He hadn’t broken in here to steal, even if in the past he wouldn’t have thought twice. With a sigh, Seb straightened up.

As he started for the stairs, he saw a hallway beside the kitchen, with a shower room visible. He hesitated, then went and looked inside. The white-tiled room was almost bare: just a hand towel and a bar of dusty-looking soap, as if the shower in here was rarely used. Which was probably true — the woman lived alone; the pristine pink bathroom he’d seen upstairs was the one with all her potions and powders in it. A mischievous smile began to tug at Seb’s face. OK, this he couldn’t resist — he hadn’t been able to get really clean in days. His clothes were cleaner than he was; it had been easier to find a Laundromat in this town than a bed at the hostel.

He entered the small room, locking the door behind him. There was a tube of shower gel in his knapsack; he dug it out, then stripped off and took a long shower, relishing both the hot water and the privacy. Even after so many years, it still felt as if he could never take either for granted. His body was firm and toned; as the water washed over him, scars he barely noticed anymore gleamed from his wet skin — some white with age, others newer, puckering redly. He hated not feeling clean almost more than anything; it felt wonderful to wash away the grime of the last few days.

Afterward, Seb dried off as best he could with the hand towel and glanced in the mirror, slicking his wet hair back. It curled when he wore it too short, irritating him, and so he kept it slightly long, shoved away from his face. A loose curl or two always fell over his forehead anyway, just to torment him.

His jeans and T-shirt clung to him when he got dressed again, but the heat of the day would soon finish drying him off. He glanced around the shower room to make sure he’d left it the way he’d found it; then he jogged back up the stairs, eager to get going toward the Sierra Madre and the address in his knapsack. In the frilly green bedroom, he paused at the window, glancing around him.

“Gracias,” he murmured to the absent woman with a smile and then nimbly swung himself out.

Hitchhiking to the orphanage took a while; hitching sometimes did. Toward evening, a trucker was giving Seb a lift the final stretch of the way, talking nonstop about his girlfriend. Smoking a cigarette the man had given him, Seb sat leaning back against the vinyl seat of the cab with one sneakered foot resting on the dash, only half listening as he savored the familiar taste. He didn’t often have the money these days to waste on cigarettes.

“And so I told her, chiquita, I’m not having this — I told you twice already. You have to listen to me when I talk to you. Take in what I’m actually saying, you know what I mean?” The trucker glanced at Seb for confirmation. He had a broad face, with heavy eyebrows.

“Yeah, you’re right, man,” said Seb, blowing out a stream of smoke. “Good for you.” He’d far rather be reading than listening to this crap; unfortunately there was a sort of etiquette involved with hitchhiking. Making conversation was the price of the ride.

“But she never listens to me, does she? No, off in her own world, that one. Hopeless. Beautiful, but . . .” The man went on, talking and talking.

Seb watched him idly, noting the angry red lines that had appeared in his aura, like lightning flashes. When he’d first gotten into the cab, he’d shifted the colors of his own aura so that they matched the trucker’s blue and yellow hues. He knew the man wouldn’t be able to see them or tell; it was just a habit left over from childhood, when blending his aura in with those around him had made him feel safer. More hidden.

But the more Seb listened to this jerk, the more he really didn’t want to share his aura. He shifted back to his natural colors as he got an image of the man standing in a kitchen shouting; a dark-haired woman looking frightened. Not exactly a surprise. The trucker didn’t feel like he’d be a danger to Seb, though; he seemed strictly the type to bully those who were weaker. Seb knew he’d probably have sensed it if he had anything to worry about — and there was always the switchblade he carried in his pocket in case there was trouble. You didn’t travel alone in Mexico without a weapon unless you were terminally stupid.

“Now, take you for instance,” the truck driver went on. “How old are you — seventeen, eighteen?”

“Seventeen,” said Seb, blowing out another stream of smoke. He’d be eighteen in less than a month; he didn’t bother volunteering that.

“Yeah, and I bet you don’t have any trouble getting the girls, do you?” The man gave a guffawing laugh; his aura chuckled along with him, flickering orange. “You look like a rock star, with that face and stubble — like all the girls would have you up on their wall. But take my advice, amigo: never let them . . .”

Mentally rolling his eyes, Seb tuned out, wishing he could snap on the radio at least. People often commented on his looks, but looks couldn’t get him the one thing he wanted.

“So where are you from?” asked the man finally, stubbing out his cigarette in the overflowing ashtray. “Sonora? Sinaloa?”

“El DF,” said Seb. The Distrito Federal, Mexico City. It was almost dark now; the traffic heading toward them was a series of lights swooping out of the gloom. “My mother was from Sonora.”

“Thought so,” said the man, glancing at him again. “French, I bet. Or Italian.”

Seb couldn’t resist. “Italian,” he said, keeping a straight face. “Venice, originally. My great-grandfather was a gondolier — then he immigrated here and there weren’t any canals, so he became a ranchero.”

The truck driver’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Seb, leaning forward to tap the ash off his cigarette. “Over ten thousand head of cattle. But I think his heart was always with the canals, you know?” He could have gone on in this vein for some time, except the guy was such an idiot that it was too easy to be much fun.

The truck driver went back to the endless subject of his girlfriend, outlining her many failings and the ways in which she was going to have to improve. A few more flashes of the woman being bullied came to Seb as the trucker droned on, so that by the time they reached Seb’s destination and pulled over to the side of the road, he could have happily choked the guy. Instead, he filched the pack of cigarettes and lighter from the truck driver’s pocket as they shook hands. He hadn’t picked a pocket since he was a kid on the Mexico City streets, but it gave him a certain satisfaction — though really he should let the cabrón keep smoking, since it was bad for your health.

As the truck pulled away, Seb gave himself a quick shake, freeing himself of the unpleasant energy like a dog shaking itself dry. He was almost in the Sierra Madre now, standing on a hill in the gathering dark with the shadowy hulk of mountains rising up from the horizon. He focused briefly to make sure there weren’t any angels nearby, then sent his other self searching. As he soared, he found the orphanage easily; it was about half a mile down the road, a sprawling building with a barren-looking playground. He pulled on a sweater from his knapsack and started walking, letting his other self keep flying as he did. The feeling of stretching his wings was nice; it had been a few days since he’d flown any distance.

Thinking of what he’d told the truck driver, Seb smiled slightly as he walked. Actually, where his mother had been from was almost the only thing Seb knew about her — she was dead now; the last time he’d seen her was when he was five years old. From the few memories he had, he knew that he looked a lot like her. Light chestnut-brown hair with a curl to it, high cheekbones and hazel eyes, a mouth that women sometimes called beautiful, which made him inwardly roll his eyes even more. It was a distinctly northern face; Sonora was a state where European immigrants had mixed for generations. On the streets, gringo tourists were always assuming Seb was one of them and asking for directions in English — clueless to the fact that millions of Mexicans didn’t look like the ones in Westerns on TV.

As for his father, who knew? But Seb knew he couldn’t have been unattractive. None of them were.

As he crested the hill, the orphanage came into view, and he stood staring down at it for a moment, his grip tight on the strap of his knapsack. Now that he was here, he was almost afraid to look — the continuous hope, and then the inevitable letdown, was becoming so much harder to bear. Yet he had to go through with it. The last hour of his life stuck listening to that cabrón in the truck would have been completely wasted if he didn’t do what he’d come for. And besides, this might be the place. This really might be the place where he would finally find her.

Despite himself, Seb felt a stab of anticipation so sharp it was almost painful — the hope that he couldn’t ever totally quench. He left the road and lay down flat in the grass on his stomach, with the orphanage in view below. Concentrating solely on his other self, he closed his eyes.

He glided down the valley toward the shabby building, his wide wings glinting in the dusk. With barely a ripple, he passed through a wall of the orphanage and flew inside. As usual, his muscles tensed to be entering one of these places. Unwanted, the memory of the room came, with its total darkness that had pressed down on his five-year-old self like a weight. But the room had turned out to be a blessing in disguise — because it was there that he’d first realized what he really was. It was practically the only thing that had kept him from going insane in that place.

No one saw Seb’s other self as he flew noiselessly from room to room. He saw immediately that this orphanage was one of the few that weren’t too bad. It was clean, if depressingly bare. And the auras of the children and teenagers looked healthy enough, once he found them, all sitting in a dining room eating their dinners with the staff — they showed signs of boredom rather than abuse. Circling overhead, Seb scanned their life energies, noting all the colors. A dull blue, a flicker of lively pink, a gentle green. None had even a hint of silver, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything; he’d been shifting his own aura since he was a child. As he focused on each one, he opened his senses, inspecting the feel of the energy — listening almost, his whole being craned with anticipation as he touched each person’s aura with his own. They were all completely human.

He checked again, just to make sure, but his heart had gone out of it. Then he forced himself to explore the other rooms, though he knew already that he wouldn’t find anyone else in them, and he didn’t.

She wasn’t here, either.

The disappointment tightened his throat as if someone was standing on it. Opening his eyes, Seb brought his other self out of the orphanage and lay motionless, still gazing down at the stark building below.

She. He snorted slightly. He didn’t even know if there were any others of his kind, much less what sex they might be. Yet somehow he’d always known it was a girl around his own age who he was looking for. He could feel her so strongly. Even though he had no idea of her name or what she looked like, he knew her. For as long as he could remember, Seb had had a sense of the girl’s spirit; who she was. He thought he could almost hear her laugh sometimes, catch glimpses of her smile. Not being able to actually see her, or touch her, was a constant ache inside of him.

Roughly, Seb pushed his hair back with both hands. Why wasn’t he used to the disappointment of not finding her by now? How many cities had he searched? How many orphanages and schools, how many miles spent walking how many streets? Suddenly he felt tired — so tired. This latest failure felt like the last straw.

It’s never going to happen, thought Seb. I’ve only imagined her all these years, because I wanted so much for it to be true.

Rolling over onto his back, he watched his angel self as it soared in the night sky, snowy wings outspread. For once the sensation of flight didn’t soothe him. He’d been searching for his half-angel girl for so long — first for years on the streets of Mexico City after he’d run away from the orphanage, checking out every aura he passed. Then when he was eleven, he’d been thrown into a young offenders’ facility; he’d broken out at thirteen and soon after had started his quest in earnest, traveling up and down the country, searching every town, every city and village. Everywhere, for almost five years now, without encountering a single other aura like his own. Without once catching even a hint of her energy, except in his thoughts.

Above, Seb felt a cool wind whispering past his wings; the evening was quiet and peaceful. Enough, he told himself. The thought seemed to float into his mind of its own accord, but the moment it did, he knew that it was true.

He couldn’t do this anymore, couldn’t take the never-ending disappointment. If he’d never seen another of his kind in all these years, in a country as populated as Mexico, then it was time he finally faced the truth — there were no others. No half-angel girl was going to miraculously appear to ease his loneliness, no matter how strongly he thought he sensed her. She didn’t exist. She’d only been a figment of his imagination all this time, a beautiful phantom. By some bitter joke of nature, he was alone — the only one of his kind — and it was time to just accept that and try to get on with the rest of his life, whatever that might bring.

The decision felt right. It also felt like something had just been ripped out of his chest, leaving a jagged hole that would never be filled. Seb lay on the soft grass and watched his angel self fly, so effortlessly agile against the stars. And he knew that what he’d been thinking wasn’t quite true — as long as he had this other part of himself, he would never be completely alone.

It only felt that way.
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THE SCISSORS WERE COLD against my neck.

I stood with my eyes shut in the bathroom of our motel room, trying not to notice how much I hated the sound of each metallic snip and the odd, awful feeling of lightness that was slowly spreading its way across my head. Even though I knew how much we needed to do this — of course I did; it had been my idea in the first place — that didn’t mean I had to enjoy it. Alex wasn’t enjoying it much, either. In fact, he probably hated it even more than I did. But when I’d brought up the idea earlier that afternoon, he admitted he’d been thinking the same thing — and now the scissors didn’t hesitate as he worked them. If I hadn’t suggested this, he would have.

It was weird, though . . . both of us so eager to do something that neither of us actually wanted.

I heard Alex put the scissors down on the bathroom counter. “OK, I think I’m done.” He sounded uncertain. Dreading what I was about to see, I opened my eyes and stared at myself in the mirror.

My once-long hair was now short. Very short. I don’t even know how to describe it. Sort of a pixie cut, maybe, if the pixies had gone berserk with the scissors. And more than that, it was no longer blond — it was a deep red-gold that made me think of autumn and bonfires. I’d thought it might go better with my skin tone than brown, but now . . . I swallowed. In the mirror, my green eyes were wide and unsure.

I looked nothing like myself.

Alex was staring, too. “Wow,” he said. “That . . . makes a big difference.”

I wanted to blurt out, You still think I’m beautiful, right? I bit the words back. Still being beautiful was not the point — not that I’d ever really thought I was, anyway; it was Alex who thought that. But the main thing now was just staying alive. In the bedroom, I could still hear the newscast that had been going nonstop ever since we’d turned on the TV: “Police are searching urgently for the pair for questioning. . . . Again, if you see them, do not approach them yourself; call our special hotline. . . . They are assumed to be armed and dangerous. . . .”

I knew without looking that they were showing my sophomore school photo again — and that it was probably on every Church of Angels website in the world by now. So to be honest, changing my most noticeable feature hadn’t exactly been a tough decision. At least no one knew what Alex looked like. There was a police sketch, but it was laughably wrong: the security guard who’d been at the cathedral had remembered him as being about ten years older and fifty pounds heavier than he really was, bulging with muscles like a football player.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the girl in the mirror. It was like a stranger had stolen my face. I reached for the red eyebrow pencil I’d asked Alex to buy and traced it over my eyebrows. The effect was much more dramatic than I would have thought. Before, I barely even noticed my eyebrows when I looked at myself. Now they seemed to jump right out at me.

This was me now.

Feeling oddly shaken, I put down the pencil and ran my fingers through what was left of my hair. Half of it spiked up; the other half flopped down. Someone, somewhere, might pay good money for a haircut like this — like the type of runway model who’d wear a garbage-bag dress held together with safety pins, maybe.

“I’m glad you don’t want to be a hairdresser,” I said to Alex. “Because I don’t think your work is very mainstream.”

He smiled and touched the back of my neck; it felt weirdly vulnerable to have the skin there so exposed. “No one will recognize you — that’s what’s important,” he said. “Christ, I almost wouldn’t recognize you.”

“Oh,” I said. I didn’t mean to sound quite so forlorn, but the thought of Alex not recognizing me was just . . . wrong.

He caught my look and wrapped his arms around me from behind, drawing me close against his chest. The top of my head came up just past his chin. “Hey,” he said, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror. “We’ll both get used to it. And you’re still gorgeous; you know that, right? It’s just different — that’s all.”

I let out a breath, relieved he hadn’t stopped thinking that. Maybe it was petty, with everything else that was happening in the world — but so much had changed already, without changing how Alex viewed me, too. I wanted that to stay the same forever.

“Thanks,” I said.

He propped his chin on top of my head, looking amused. “Well, it’s sort of a no-brainer. You’d be gorgeous if you shaved all your hair off.”

I laughed. “Let’s not test that one, OK? I think this is radical enough for one day.” I rested back against his chest, taking in his tousled dark hair and blue-gray eyes in the mirror. Gorgeous was actually the word I’d use to describe Alex, not me. It still gave me a tingle like Christmas morning sometimes to realize this boy I was so much in love with felt the same way about me.

Meanwhile, my hair had not stopped being very short. Or very red. I kept getting mini jolts of surprise every time I saw myself, as if my mind hadn’t caught up to what had happened yet.

“I wish there were some kind of dye we could use on your aura, too,” said Alex after a pause.

I nodded, rubbing his toned forearms. “I know. We’ll just have to be really careful.”

My aura — the energy force that surrounds every living thing — is silver and lavender; a distinct mix of angel and human. Any angel who spotted it would know instantly who I was: the only half angel in the world, the one who’d tried to destroy them all. It was a risk that couldn’t be avoided, though, unless we planned to go live in a cave somewhere.

“Anyway, hopefully now people won’t be trying to shoot me quite as often,” I said.

“That’s the idea,” he agreed. “Because, you know . . . I kind of want you to stick around for a while.” His eyes flickered with memory, and I knew what he was thinking without trying, because I was thinking about the same thing. The worst day of both our lives: the day before, when he’d held me in his arms and thought I had died. My arms tightened over his. The truth was I had died. If Alex hadn’t been there to bring me back, I wouldn’t be here now.

“That’s what I have in mind,” I said softly. The crystal teardrop pendant he’d given me sparkled in the light. “Sticking around with you for a very, very long while.”

“Deal,” said Alex.

His head lowered in the mirror, and I shivered as his warm lips brushed my neck. Then he glanced up, listening, as a new voice came from the TV: a woman caller with a southern twang to her voice. “She must be sick — that’s all. But just because she’s mentally ill doesn’t mean she’s not dangerous. Why, you can tell from that photo — there’s just a deranged look in her eyes. . . .”

Actually, my eyes looked more worried than anything else just then. Alex and I went back into the bedroom, where the two news commentators on the screen were nodding gravely, agreeing that yes, I must be deranged to have attempted an “act of terrorism” against the Church of Angels — which was what the media was calling my attempt to seal the gate between the angels’ world and our own.

I sank onto the bed. The Church claimed I’d been trying to set off a bomb in the cathedral, that I hated the angels so much I’d planned to blow the whole place up, regardless of the thousands of worshippers there to witness the arrival of the Second Wave. Me, a fanatical bomber. It would have been funny if Alex and I weren’t in so much danger.

An image of the cathedral in Denver from the day before appeared: its broad white dome and massive columns; its parking lot, choked with cars and people. And its high silver doors, standing open as countless angels streamed out. I’d seen the footage several times now; I still couldn’t take my eyes off it. I watched in morbid fascination as the angels’ wings flashed gold in the sunset, pouring out from the cathedral in an endless river of light and grace. In their ethereal form, angels weren’t normally visible except to the humans they were feeding from, but they’d made an exception as the Second Wave invaded our world. They’d wanted to hear people’s cheers, Nate had told us. The cattle, cheering their slaughterers.

The Second Wave and I were the big news of the day. Everyone on the planet seemed to be debating what this meant: whether the angel footage had been faked, what it meant for our world if it hadn’t been. The news program showed the same clips over and over, with the headline ANGELIC ARRIVAL scrolling past at the bottom of the screen. Then when they got tired of that, they took more phone calls from all across the country: people who’d seen the angels arriving, people who wished they’d seen the angels arriving, people who thought they’d seen me, people who wished they could see me so they could give me “what I deserve.”

I sat watching tensely, still hardly able to believe that just six weeks ago, my life had been relatively normal — or at least as normal as possible, when you’re a teenage girl who’s psychic and likes to fix cars. And then I’d done a reading for Beth Hartley, a girl in my high school back in Pawtucket, New York. I’d seen her joining the Church, becoming sick and listless. I’d tried to stop her but hadn’t been able to — and, in the meantime, an angel named Paschar had foreseen that I was the one who’d destroy them all.

I sighed as I watched the angels flying across the screen. God, I wished he’d been right. I thought of my mother, lost in her dreams, her mind forever destroyed by what Raziel — I hated calling the angel my father; he didn’t deserve the word — had done to her. She wasn’t the only one. Millions of people had been hurt just as badly by the angels. Millions more were probably being hurt by them right this second, while all the callers on TV exulted about angelic love.

Angelic love. The words left a bitter taste when you knew that the angels were here to feed off human energy, as if our world were their own private fish farm. And thanks to something called angel burn, they were seen as creatures of beauty and kindness, even as their victims’ life energy crumpled under their touch. The result might be a mental illness like my mother had, or MS or cancer or almost any other debilitating disease you could name. Because when an angel feeds from you, there are only two certainties: one, you’ll be damaged forever in some terrible, irrevocable way . . . and two, you’ll worship the angels until the day you die.

I glanced at Alex, taking in the firm lines of his face, the dark eyelashes that framed his eyes, the mouth that begged to have my finger on it, tracing its outline. By the time Alex was barely sixteen, his entire family had been destroyed by angels. Now dozens more of his friends had been killed by them besides.

The black AK tattoo on his left bicep didn’t stand for Alex Kylar; it stood for Angel Killer.

Alex was the only AK left. The only person in the world who knew how to fight them. The thought of anything happening to him was like razors slicing my heart, but our plan to recruit and train new AKs wouldn’t exactly keep us out of the line of fire. Part of me really did want us to go live in a cave — or up on a Tibetan mountaintop or out in the middle of a swamp somewhere — anyplace that was remote and safe, so we could just be together without worrying, forever.

But we didn’t have a choice, and we both knew it. No matter how we felt about each other, we had to do something about what was happening.

I leaned against Alex; he put his arm around me and drew me close. His jaw had tensed — the special number to call if you’d seen me was flashing on the screen again. “God, I’m tempted to just stay here for a few more days,” he muttered. “No one would expect you to be holed up so close to Denver. We should wait until things have calmed down a little, so that —”

“Alex, wait,” I broke in. Urgency had swept me; suddenly I felt sick with tension. The front desk, I thought.

I could see it in my mind: the slightly battered counter where Alex and I had checked in the night before, both of us so tired we were reeling. It had been covered by a sheet of glass, with a motel map on display under it. There’d been an old-fashioned bell, too, the kind with a little button on top for guests to ring for attention. The inane details beat through my head, feeling dark and ominous. I had to go there. Now.

Concern came over Alex’s face. “Willow? What is it?”

“I just need to go check something,” I said faintly.

I saw him start to protest at the thought of me leaving the motel room; then he realized what I meant. “Yeah, OK,” he said. “Be careful.”

I nodded. And taking a deep breath, I went within, reaching for my angel.

She was there, waiting — a radiant winged version of myself; the halo-less angel who was part of me. Her wings were folded gracefully behind her back, and I saw that her hair was short now, too, framing her serene face. My shoulders relaxed a little. Just being near her was a caress.

With a mental flick, I shifted my consciousness to hers and lifted out of my human form. My angel wings stretched wide; I passed through the motel roof with a shimmer, soaring out into the Colorado late-afternoon sky. Flying. Even at a time like this, it gave me a stir of pleasure. I was still getting to know my angel self; for most of my life, I hadn’t even known she was there.

The chill of November stroked my wings as I flew to the reception building. Another brief ripple as I glided through the wall, and then I saw the clerk from the night before, talking on the phone with one elbow propped on the front desk. He was staring at a TV that was on in the corner of the lobby.

On the screen, my school photo smiled back at him.

“Well, I couldn’t say for certain, but — yeah, I’m pretty damn sure,” he said. “They got in about ten last night, looking dead to the world; then this morning they asked the manager to have the room for another night. They’re still in there now. Been there all day, as far as I know.”

Fear clutched my throat. At least he didn’t realize Alex had left for a while, to go buy the hair dye and scissors. I swooped down and landed; under my ethereal feet, the carpet felt strange, insubstantial. Back in the motel room, my human form still sat on the bed with Alex’s fingers linked tightly through mine.

“They’re supposed to come down and pay for the extra night soon. You want I should hold them for you? . . . Oh, OK. . . . Yeah, I see. . . .”

Behind the desk, another clerk stood waiting with wide eyes. When the man hung up the phone, she said, “Well?”

“She said not to go near them; they’re sending someone right out. There’s a squad car coming now — it’s just a few blocks away.” He shook his head. “Man, wouldn’t it be wild if it was them? Dangerous fugitives, holed up in a sleepy little place like Trinidad —”

I didn’t hear the rest; I was already speeding back to our room in a flurry of wings. I found my human self again; merged. My eyes flew open. “The desk clerk from last night — he’s recognized us,” I burst out. “The police are on their way.”

Alex swore as he lunged off the bed. “OK, we’ve got to get out of here now.” He undid his jeans to strap on his holster and pistol under his waistband; when they were securely hidden, he ducked into the bathroom and grabbed the eye pencil and hair dye stuff, shoving it all in the shopping bag it had come in, along with the long strands of my hair that had fallen to the floor. He swiped a motel washcloth over all the surfaces, removing any sign of the dye, and stuffed that in the bag, too.

Trying to stay calm, I fumbled for the black pumps that were the only shoes I had now. Then I heard what was being said on TV and glanced up. My hands slowed and stilled.

“A dramatic new development has just been released from law enforcement officials in Pawtucket, New York. This was the scene last night on Nesbit Street, at the former home of suspected terrorist Willow Fields. . . .”

Aunt Jo’s house appeared on the screen. I heard a ragged gasp, then realized it had come from me. I sat frozen, my mind unable to process what I was seeing.

The house where I had lived since I was nine years old was in flames.

There was no doubt, even with the trembling footage that looked like someone had taken it with their cell phone — it was Aunt Jo’s run-down Victorian home, crackling and crumbling to the ground. Even the garden ornaments in the front yard were ablaze. I could just make out one of the gnomes, standing enveloped in flames like a weird fire spirit.

The picture changed to blackened ruins, with firefighters picking through them. The entire second story of the house was gone, with only dark, skeletal fingers sticking up here and there. I stared at a smudged piece of lavender wall. My bedroom.

“The cause is unknown, though local police suspect vigilantes from the Church of Angels might be behind the blaze. Early reports indicate there were no survivors. The bodies of two women have been found in the ruins, thought to be Miranda and Joanna Fields, the mother and aunt of Willow Fields. . . .”

On the TV screen, two body bags on stretchers were being carried out from the house’s charred remains.
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I STARTED TO SHAKE as the world thudded in my ears. On the screen, one of the firefighters slipped on the rubble; I stared wordlessly as the too-human-looking bag shifted on the stretcher.

“Willow!” Alex was crouching in front of me, his voice almost harsh as he gripped my shoulders. “I’m sorry, but if we don’t get the hell out of here, it’ll be us next. Come on!”

Somehow I managed to nod. I couldn’t breathe; my entire body felt crushed by the weight of what I’d just seen. Mom. Mom. I got up and took the small photo of myself with the willow tree from where I’d placed it on the bedside table, shoving it numbly in my jeans pocket. It was all I had left from my old life now. With the TV still going, Alex edged the door open, peering out. “It’s clear,” he whispered, half turning and holding out his hand to me. “Don’t look like we’re in a hurry. But be ready to run.”

No survivors, no survivors. The words beat through my skull as we walked to the parking lot, holding hands. The only people in sight were a couple unloading their things from a car; neither of them looked at us. As we reached the motorcycle, Alex handed me the helmet and shoved the plastic bag in the storage compartment. My fingers felt thick and clumsy as I worked the helmet’s straps.

A police car was just coming down the street as we roared off in the other direction. I hardly noticed. I clung tight to Alex; over and over, I kept seeing the two body bags. Had Mom come out of her dream world before it happened? Had she known what was going on? Oh, please, no. The thought of her being scared and trapped, unable to get away, hurt so much I thought it might kill me. I huddled against Alex’s back as the cold mountain air rushed past, keeping my eyes closed and trying not to throw up.

I’m not sure how much time passed; it could have been minutes or hours. But sometime later, once we’d crossed the state line into New Mexico, Alex turned off the highway and into a small town. When we came to a gas station, he pulled in and parked the bike out of sight behind it. My legs felt stiff and unreal as I climbed off, as if I were a zombie that had just crawled from the grave.

Alex’s face was tight with sympathy as he put his arm around my shoulders. “Come on, we’ve got to talk,” he said. He steered me into the restroom.

Talk. The word seemed alien; I found myself turning it over for different possible meanings. I stood hugging myself as he locked the door behind us. Somewhere deep within, I could feel the tears waiting like a tidal wave. If I gave into them, they’d sweep me away and drown me.

Alex’s hair was ruffled from the wind as he turned to me; his hands gripped mine, feeling warm and strong. “Willow, listen,” he said urgently. “The more I think about it, the more this doesn’t make sense. I mean, yeah, the Church of Angels might want your mother dead, but why would they target your aunt, too? Everyone in Pawtucket knew that the two of you didn’t get along, right?”

I shook my head, too shell-shocked to get where he was going with this. He was right, though. It was a small town, and Aunt Jo wasn’t the type to keep her complaints to herself. Everybody had known how put-upon she felt having to support the two of us, even with the money I sometimes brought in with my psychic readings.

“Plus, your aunt believed what the Church said about you running off with a secret boyfriend, so why have her killed?” Alex went on. “It helps their story if she’s around. And if the target was your mother, it would make more sense to just stick her in a home somewhere and then quietly get rid of her. You don’t do away with someone by burning their house down — there are just too many ways it could go wrong.”

A headache spiked my temples; I could hardly take in the meaning of his words. “Alex, what are you saying?”

He hesitated, his hands still holding mine. Finally he said, “This may sound weird, but can you try to sense your mother?”

The realization thundered through me. “You — you don’t think they’re really dead.”

I could see the conflict in his eyes: his reluctance to get my hopes up versus whatever he was thinking. “I don’t know,” he said. “But this doesn’t feel right. The house burning down that way just seems too convenient. Almost like something you’d do for show.”

I swallowed hard, barely daring to hope. “It could have been a — an unruly mob, though. People do burn places down sometimes. And people die because of it.”

“Yeah, they do. Look, I could be totally wrong. But — just try it, OK? See if you can sense them.”

I almost didn’t want to try, didn’t want to believe even this small amount, only to be disappointed. I took a deep, shuddering breath, attempting to clear my mind enough to focus.

Mom.

I envisioned her soft blond hair, so like my own natural shade; her green eyes that used to sparkle with recognition when they saw me. Her scent, which wasn’t shampoo or body lotion but a mixture of both, plus something else that was just her, my mother — a smell that when I was little I wanted to curl up in. Even later, when she’d stopped responding to anyone at all, I’d still sit close to her sometimes as she sat lost in her dreams, breathing in that scent and wishing for things to be different.

It didn’t take long for Mom to be firmly in my head; she was never far from my thoughts. I stretched my mind out, drifting, searching. Was she out there anywhere? Please?

Endless minutes went past. I stood against the cool porcelain sink with my eyes closed, trying not to force things despite the thudding of my heart, the tiny agony of hope that had sprung up within me. Don’t push. Just relax . . . drift. . . . Mom, are you there?

Nothing. Darkness. My throat tightened as the hope flickered and died.

And then somewhere in the emptiness, I thought I caught something — the faintest hint of a presence. I reached out, exploring it cautiously, and in a rush, a wild jumble of sensation swept over me — Mom’s smell, her voice, her essence.

She was content. She was safe.

“Alex, she’s alive — she’s OK!” I cried. “I can feel her!” I flung myself at him, hugging him hard; he caught me up, laughing, and lifted me briefly off the floor. At first I thought I was laughing, too, but then I realized that the tears had come after all — that now, when everything was all right, something in me had snapped like a frayed rubber band, and I was crying as if I’d never be able to stop.

Alex’s arms tightened around me. “It’s OK,” he whispered, his lips moving in my hair as he rocked me. “Shhh, babe, it’s all right. Everything’s OK. . . .” I tried to answer but couldn’t. I’d thought she was dead. Oh, God, I had really thought my mother was dead. Distantly, I felt Alex pick me up and sink to the cracked tiled floor, his arms still firm around me. He didn’t say anything else, just held me close and let me cry, stroking my back and occasionally kissing the top of my head.

Finally something resembling calm started to return. I pulled away, swiping at my damp cheeks. “How did you know?” I asked shakily. “How?”

He brushed a strand of hair from my temple. I could see the depth of his relief. “I didn’t — I just really, really hoped I was right. Is your aunt Jo OK, too?”

Shame scorched me like a flamethrower; I’d forgotten all about her. But when I checked, she was fine. Actually, better than fine — she seemed happier than I’d ever sensed her. I let out a breath. Aunt Jo and I had lived in the same creaky, full-of-clutter house for years without becoming close — in fact, there’d been times when I hated her — but knowing she was all right made me go limp all over again.

I felt battered as we stood up, as if I’d been pummeled by a hundred fists. I reached into a cubicle for some toilet paper to mop my face. “So, was the fire just a cover, then? Someone must really want the world to believe that Mom and Aunt Jo are dead.”

Alex nodded, resting a firm-looking shoulder against the wall. “I think it might have been the CIA.”

I looked up from wiping my eyes. “You mean Sophie?”

“Yeah, maybe. Nate told you that another department was sheltering Project Angel now that it’s been infiltrated. She could have gotten their help to set the fire and get your mother and aunt out of there — keep them both safe, so the angels can’t use them to get to you.”

I fell silent as I threw the damp tissue away in the overflowing trash can. Project Angel was the covert CIA department Alex had worked for; after it had been taken over by the angels, Sophie and Nate had been its only two agents left. Now Nate — a renegade angel who’d tried to help humanity — was dead, and though I assumed Sophie was still alive, I had no idea where. She’d left me at the Church of Angels cathedral with no way to contact her, believing I was going to die just like Nate.

And yeah, maybe I’d agreed to that plan, but it was still kind of hard for me to like Sophie after that. But if Alex was right and she’d really taken Mom into protection, then she was officially my new favorite person.

A chilling thought came. “Wait a minute — since Mom and Aunt Jo are OK, who was in the body bags?”

Alex shrugged. “Two women of about the right age? It wouldn’t be hard for the CIA to find a couple of unclaimed bodies; the morgues in New York City must be full of them.”

In a flash I saw again the body bag on the stretcher, slipping as the firefighter stumbled. Oh, my God. Who had been in it?

“Or maybe the bags had living people in them, to make them look right for the cameras,” added Alex. “It depends on who was at the scene; whether they were CIA or not.”

“I like that version better,” I said softly.

“OK. We’ll go with that one, then.” He wrapped his arms around me, and I closed my eyes, just drinking in his solid warmth. There were no words for what I felt for Alex, for how grateful I was that even with everything that had happened, we still had each other.

Finally I cleared my throat, fingering the damp patch on the collar of his T-shirt. “I got you all wet.”

“Don’t worry — I’m waterproof.” He squeezed my hand. “Come on, we’d better get going. We’ve still got all of New Mexico to get across.”

“No, wait,” I said. “There’s something I want to do first.” And rising up on my tiptoes, I twined my arms around his neck and pressed close against him, kissing him deeply.

I felt his heartbeat leap against mine and caught my breath as his hands slipped into the back pockets of my jeans, pulling me closer still. The soft-rough heat of his mouth, the feel of his hair as I stroked my fingers through it. . . . I wanted this to never end. But finally, softly, we drew apart.

“Wow,” murmured Alex. He nuzzled at my neck. “What was that for?”

“Well, (a) because I wanted to, and (b) . . .” I stopped. “And (b), to say thank you. I don’t know if it would even have occurred to me to search psychically for Mom after what I saw on TV. I would have spent the rest of my life just . . . thinking she was gone.” My chest clenched; I couldn’t say any more.

Alex rested his hand on my cheek. His eyes looked darker than usual — a stormy gray that melted me. “We’re a team,” he said quietly. “Always, remember?” Then he grinned. “Hey, do I get to say ‘You’re welcome’ now?”

I gave a casual shrug as my pulse skipped. “You know, I think you should. It’s good to be polite.”

He put his arms around me. “Polite’s my middle name.”

“I thought it was James.”

“Yeah, ‘Polite James.’ My parents had weird taste in names.” He lowered his head to mine again, then both of us jumped as the doorknob rattled.

“Hey,” came a man’s voice. “Is anyone in there?”

I stifled my laughter against Alex’s chest. “Be out in a minute,” he called.

“What’s he going to think when we both come out?” I whispered.

“Well, the truth, obviously. Two wild teenagers, making out in a bathroom.” He gave me a quick kiss, and we pulled apart.

I went over to the sink and hastily splashed cool water on my face. In the mirror, my short hair was like an explosion from the wind and the crying. And it still looked very red. I held back a sigh as I tried to smooth it down, wishing I’d asked Alex to buy a hairbrush.

“You know what? I think that color makes your eyes look greener,” said Alex suddenly.

I looked up in surprise. “Really?”

He nodded, studying me. “It really does. They look a lot more . . . vivid now, or something.” He touched a spiky lock of my hair, his finger stroking gently through it. “You look beautiful, Willow.”

He meant it; I could tell. I smiled. “So, you think you can get used to me as a redhead?”

“Hmm, tough call. Yeah, I think I can deal with it.” Alex dropped a kiss on my nose, then closed his eyes. I felt the slight shift as he lifted his consciousness up through his chakra points until it was hovering somewhere over his crown.

“OK, it’s clear of angels at least,” he said after a second. “What about you? Do you sense anything?”

I’d already been checking, relaxing my mind and imagining the gas station forecourt. No particular feelings came. “I think we’re all right.”

We left the bathroom holding hands. My cheeks were burning.

“Sorry,” said Alex to the man waiting outside. He didn’t sound sorry; I could tell he was trying not to laugh. The man shook his head and didn’t answer, just disappeared inside and banged the door.

“He thinks I’m a floozy,” I said as we started back to the bike. It was almost dark now; the town’s streetlamps were casting soft pools of light up and down the main road. Happiness that Mom was alive was still pulsing through me, making my steps feel light and springy.

“Definitely,” said Alex. “But he thinks I’m lucky.” He started to say something else and stopped, looking across the street.

Following his gaze, I saw a small shopping strip with a Goodwill store on the corner. The lights were on, and I could tell that Alex was thinking of going in, if it was safe. Neither of us had any clothes, apart from what we had on — or hardly anything else, for that matter.

I let my thoughts drift toward the store, scanning it. “It’s OK,” I said. “It feels almost empty.”

He nodded, eyes narrowed in thought. “Maybe we should risk it,” he said. “If they have some secondhand camping gear, we could avoid motels until we find someplace safe in Mexico to hole up. And we could maybe get another helmet, so that both our faces are hidden.”

“Oh,” I said.

Alex glanced down at me. “What?”

“Nothing. I just thought you were thinking about clothes.”

His dark eyebrows arched in amusement as we continued to the bike. “We’re on the run, and you think I’m worrying about clothes?”

“Alex, I’ve worn this same outfit for three days now; it’s getting foul. And, you know — as long as we’re in there, anyway . . .”

“This is a girl thing, isn’t it?”

“It’s possibly a girl thing,” I admitted.

The Goodwill store was huge, but it was so near closing time that we were the only ones in there. The old woman behind the counter was reading a romance novel; she didn’t even look up as we came in. We both got some clothes, and Alex found another helmet for the bike. Plus a pile of camping stuff, including sleeping bags and a two-person tent. Then as we were carrying our things to the checkout counter, I saw them: an almost-new pair of grape-juice-purple Converse sneakers, just my size.

“Alex, look, look!” I darted over and tried them on; they fit perfectly. And they were only four dollars. “OK, these are definitely mine.” I put back the pair of old Reeboks I’d been going to buy.

Alex grinned. “Hey, excellent.” Then he took in my face and started to laugh. “Is this another girl thing? I’ve never seen someone look so happy over a pair of shoes before.”

He was right; I couldn’t stop smiling. Maybe it was stupid, but it felt like I’d gotten back a little piece of myself that I’d lost.

We’d parked around the side of the building, in the shadows. When we got back to the bike, Alex pulled off the blue T-shirt he’d been wearing for the past few days and reached for the bag with our clothes. Warmth stirred through me as I watched the muscles of his chest and arms move. We’d been together for over a month, but it felt like longer — I couldn’t imagine my life without Alex now.

“It’s not really fair, you know,” I said, leaning against the bike. “I can’t just start changing my clothes out here the way you can.”

The AK tattoo on Alex’s bicep flexed as he pulled a long-sleeved white thermal shirt over his head; he put on a faded red plaid shirt over it, leaving it hanging open. He raised an eyebrow at me as he rolled up the sleeves a few turns. “Go for it. I don’t mind.”

I laughed. “No, I bet you don’t. Nice try.” I put our clothes bag in the motorcycle’s storage compartment, shoving it down so the lid would close. “How much money do we have left?” I asked. Everything had been really cheap, but we’d still spent almost a hundred dollars.

Alex squatted down to fasten the tent under the rear of the seat. “Let’s just say I’m really glad we don’t have to spend money on motels anymore.”

I bit my lip. That bad. Part of the reason we were going to Mexico — apart from practically the entire United States being on the lookout for us now — was that it was cheaper. “We should try to save money on food, too,” I said as Alex strapped the sleeping bags to the bike. “If we go to grocery stores instead of fast-food places from now on, we can —” I broke off, breathing in sharply.

A flock of gleaming white angels had just glided out from over the top of the strip mall — fifteen or twenty of them. They flew across the street from us at an angle, their great wings stroking the air.

Seeing my face, Alex rose hastily; I sensed his energy shifting. His expression hardened as he spotted the angels. “Get back,” he said, not taking his eyes off them. We pressed against the side of the building, Alex shielding me with his body, trying to hide my aura with his own. He drew his gun out from under his waistband. I heard a faint click as he took the safety off.

The angels continued on their way without noticing us, achingly glorious against the mundane buildings. I stared at them from under Alex’s arm, my emotions in a tumult. That deadly beauty was half me. I wasn’t a predator like they were, but half of me was angel all the same. As the flock grew more distant, they winked in and out of the streetlights like stars, finally fading from view.

I felt Alex check out the area around us, and then relax. “It’s OK; it’s clear now.”

We stepped out of the shadows and glanced at each other. My legs felt like cotton. If the angels had seen us, we’d be dead right now. Especially me, after what I’d done — and if they still thought I was the one who could destroy them all. I knew Alex was thinking the same thing, but neither of us said it.

“That was a really large flock,” I said at last.

“Yeah. I’ve never seen one that size before.” He put his gun away, showing a ribbon of toned, flat stomach. “I guess they’re from the Second Wave — maybe heading down to Albuquerque to live.”

I swallowed. It was already starting, then. The Second Wave of angels, settling into our world alongside the First Wave. Silently, Alex crouched to finish strapping our stuff to the bike; when he straightened up, he wrapped his arms around me for a long moment, holding me close. “Are you ready?” he asked.

I nodded; suddenly I could hardly wait to get away from this place. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

We drove for hours, heading south on minor roads, stopping only once to grab food from a tiny convenience store in the hills north of Alamogordo. The land turned to desert, vast and empty, with the stars shimmering overhead. Once, as we skirted a town, I saw another angel in flight, its pure-white figure clear against the night sky. As I watched, it wheeled sharply on one wing and plummeted, deadly as an arrow. I turned my head away as we sped on, hating what I knew was happening at that very moment.

We started climbing back into mountains; the cold wind whipped at my face and arms. I shivered, pressing against Alex’s back, and was glad when he finally pulled off the road. It felt late, after midnight.

“I thought New Mexico was supposed to be hot,” I said as we got off the bike. He’d taken us down a dirt road that led deep into the woods; we were at the bottom of a narrow canyon. Moonlight cast a faint, silvery light — I could see my breath in the air.

“Not up here,” said Alex as he unstrapped the tent. This was his home state, and he seemed to know it inside and out. I fumbled coldly in the storage compartment for the sweater I’d bought, then pulled it on over the one I was already wearing — and remembered how Alex hadn’t even needed a map back in September, when he’d guided us over a hundred miles of New Mexico back roads.

“But we’re not too far from the border now, and then it’ll be desert again,” he went on. He tossed the rolled-up tent onto the frosty ground and started undoing the sleeping bags. “I just thought we could get a couple of hours’ sleep up here where it’s hidden, then cross before dawn when there’s a little more light — I don’t remember exactly where the crossing place is; I might miss it in the dark.”

Needless to say, we weren’t going into Mexico by the legal way. I pushed aside my apprehension over what the next few hours might bring and helped Alex put up the tent.

“I’ve never gone camping before,” I commented as I unwound a guy rope.

Alex was wrestling one of the tent pegs into the hard ground; he glanced at me in amazement, his face looking sculpted in the moonlight. “Never? Really?”

“No, Mom never took me, and Aunt Jo . . .” I shrugged. I had told Alex what Aunt Jo was like; I didn’t have to explain.

He smiled, knowing what I meant. “Well, we’re sort of roughing it,” he said, moving on to the next rope. “You can get, like, fridges and stoves and stuff, but that’s never really seemed like camping to me.”

“Not that any of that would fit on the bike, anyway,” I added.

Alex shook his head, making a tsking noise. “What, so you wouldn’t carry a fridge on your lap if we got one? That’s a serious lack of dedication.”

“Yeah, I know. Sorry.”

Crawling inside, we got the sleeping bags zipped together. The ground felt freezing through the nylon floor of the tent. “I don’t need a fridge, but a heater would be nice,” I said. My teeth were practically chattering.

Alex grabbed our things from the bike and brought them inside; then he fastened the tent closed, securing us in. “Come here, I’ll keep you warm.”

He drew me to him, and we snuggled together in the softness of the sleeping bags. We were both fully dressed, apart from having kicked our shoes off — it was way too cold to contemplate taking anything off.

“Promise me it’s warmer in Mexico,” I said, nestling against him. Slowly, I was starting to feel less like an ice cube — and even better, safe, at least for the moment.

“I promise,” murmured Alex. He was lying on his back with his arms around me; one hand had slipped under my T-shirt and was lazily stroking my spine. I could sense how tired he was, now that we’d finally stopped moving. So was I. It felt like a million years had passed since I’d crouched in the Church of Angels cathedral in Denver, trying to stop the Second Wave from arriving. And it hadn’t even been two days.

“Alex?” I whispered.

“Hmm?”

“What are going to do when we get to Mexico? Do you have any idea where we’re going?” I knew he’d been to Mexico dozens of times; from the sound of it, he and the other AKs had crossed the border often.

His hand trailing up and down my spine stopped. For a minute I thought he’d fallen asleep; then his voice spoke in the darkness. “I thought we’d go to the Sierra Madre,” he said. “There should be someplace safe there where we can hole up and start trying to recruit other AKs.”

As he said the words, I got a flash of his thoughts: a dense, wild mountain range, full of plummeting canyons and almost unpassable roads. You could hide up there for years and never be found. It was the best possible place to do what we needed to do and still keep me safe; he was sure of it. Even so, I caught a sense of cold dread running beneath the images.

“Alex? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he said.

I hesitated, wondering whether to push it. “No, there is. I mean, if you don’t want to tell me, it’s all right, but I can feel it.”

There was a long pause; outside the tent, the wind stirred through the bare bones of the trees. Finally Alex gave a soft laugh. “OK, I’m still getting used to this psychic girlfriend thing,” he said. “I’m fine. I just —” He sighed. And suddenly I knew, the thought dropping into my head as if it were my own.

“You’re worried about being in charge,” I said in surprise. I rose up, trying to see his face in the darkness. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

The dread flickered again like the tongue of a snake, then faded as if he was making a conscious effort to control it. “It’s nothing,” he said gruffly. “I just saw enough about what it’s like to be a leader when my dad was in charge. I’d rather work on my own or as part of a team under someone I trust. But, you know —” His chest shifted under me as he shrugged. “That’s not the way it is; we’ve got to train new AKs, and I’m the only one who knows how. So I’ll deal with it.”

It didn’t really feel like he was telling me everything, but I let it go — he obviously didn’t want to talk about it. And even though I was psychic, I’d never thought it was OK to go probing around if someone didn’t want me to. I closed Alex’s thoughts away from mine, so that I wouldn’t pick up anything by mistake. We were so close that this happened more and more now when I wasn’t even thinking about it.

“You’ll be great,” I murmured. I kissed his smooth neck. “And I’ll help all I can. Psychic consultant, remember?”

I could almost hear his smile. “Don’t forget mechanic. If the Shadow’s anything like the Mustang . . .”

The Honda Shadow parked outside our tent was over twenty years old; I knew Alex was suspicious of it. “Hey, you leave the Mustang alone,” I said. “It was a complete classic. And Shadows aren’t bad either, you know — for a cheap bike, they’re pretty classic themselves.”

“Why did I know you were going to say that?” The sleeping bags gave a soft rustle as he rolled toward me. It felt much warmer in the tent now; almost cozy.

“I don’t know. Maybe because . . .” My voice trailed off. Alex had taken my hand and was kissing my fingers, one by one. His lips seemed electric, zinging at my nerve endings as if I were an exposed wire. I felt myself go weak as he bit gently at my little finger; then his warm mouth slid down to my palm, pressing against it, and I shivered.

“Let’s stop talking for a while, OK?” he whispered.

That night I had a dream.

I was standing at the top of a high tower, gazing out at what looked like the largest city in the world. It was endless, like something out of a science-fiction film. Low mountains crouched on the horizon; in every direction, the city crept over them and kept right on going, fading into hazy infinity. Somehow I knew it was in Mexico — and that it was where Alex and I were meant to be. My heart tightened with urgency as I stared at the sea of buildings. We had to come here. We had to.

In the middle of the city lay a broad stone space: an immense square with a cathedral at one end and a long, official-looking building stretching down another. There was a stage set up near the cathedral, and rock music playing — it thumped through me as thousands danced. Dozens of angels glided over the square, too, like hawks hunting over a field. I took a panicked step backward. They’d see my aura; they’d know what I was —

The world whirled and shifted; the crowd scene disappeared. Now twelve angels hovered over the city, brighter than any I’d ever seen — like twelve blazing suns that poured light over the concrete buildings below. An ancient, ruthless power connected the twelve; I shuddered as I felt it. The angels started to glow even brighter still, burning at my eyes until I had to duck my head away. As I did, they vanished in an explosion that was sensation rather than sound — a shock wave that howled past, knocking me off my feet.

Seamlessly, I was in my angel form, flying from the tower as the screams of a million angels tore through me. But my wings were too heavy. I couldn’t stay aloft; I was falling — I had to hold on tighter, fly harder —

I landed with a bump. Silence, so still and perfect, like cut glass. I was in a park, in my human form again. Soft green grass, palm trees mixed with poplars and cypress. The twelve angels were gone . . . but I wasn’t alone.

A boy stood watching me. He was a little older than me, about the same height as Alex, with lightly curling brown hair. A glinting of stubble; high cheekbones and strong features — a beautiful face that I knew had been through great pain, yet it held such humor and tenderness that it twisted my heart.

We stared at each other. I had no idea who the boy was, but the thought of ever being without him filled me with despair. The unexpected feeling robbed the breath from my throat, so that at first I couldn’t speak.

“Who are you?” I whispered at last.

In answer the boy stretched out his hand. “Come, querida,” he said softly.

His eyes were urging me to say yes, and part of me wanted to link my fingers through his so badly that it hurt. No, I’m in love with Alex, I thought. And then: But, oh, my God, to not be with you — how could I possibly bear it?

I woke up with a start. It was still nighttime; I was in the tent, safe in the sleeping bag with Alex asleep beside me. What had all that been about? Heart thudding, I pressed against Alex’s bare chest. He shifted in his sleep and pulled me closer, and I hugged him hard, feeling almost guilty. Even in a dream, how could I have ever felt that way about someone else?

Especially now. My cheeks heated slightly; I smiled to myself as Alex’s breath stirred my hair. We’d been taking things slowly since we first got together, and earlier tonight . . . well, basically we’d both been kicking ourselves that Alex hadn’t made another purchase along with the hair dye and scissors at the drugstore. We’d managed to hold back, though, and meanwhile it had still been just — incredible, and wonderful. I kissed his shoulder, feeling the warm weight of his bare leg looped over mine.

OK, forget the part about the boy, I told myself. That was just the dream disintegrating into weirdness. But the rest of it . . . I frowned as I went over the images: the endless city, its huge square pulsing with music and people. Then the twelve fiery angels exploding — the heaviness of my wings, the millions of angels screaming. Remembering, urgency tugged at me even stronger than before, along with a cold dread that coiled in my stomach.

The dream was a premonition — I was sure of it. Wherever this city was, Alex and I had to go there.
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THE ANGEL RAZIEL drifted in and out of consciousness, memory mixing with the now.

He was lying in bed in his chambers; the covers were soft. Sometimes there was the hum of the central heating as it came on, then the faint click as it went off again. Over and over, Raziel saw the assassin: the dark-haired youth who stood pointing a gun at him, with his arm around the half-angel abomination. The girl’s face was pale, her green eyes wide.

The knowledge that he was the thing’s father had rocked him. But there was no doubt. He’d felt the unmistakable echo of his own energy as their angel selves had fought — plus she looked almost exactly like Miranda, the young music student he’d once enjoyed. Thankfully, she bore no resemblance to him. Seeing the assassin again, Raziel groaned aloud. Next time he would move faster. Next time he would tear the energy forces from them both and watch them crumple into lifeless heaps on the ground —

“Hush, hush,” whispered a voice. A young human woman was there. She stroked his arm, and even in his current state, Raziel found this irritating and wished she would stop. More voices: “Is he coming out of it yet?” “No, I don’t think so. I don’t know what to do for him; they’re so different from us. . . .”

The assassin’s finger pulling the trigger. The searing wrench as the bullet hit his halo. His wings going into flapping, helpless spasms; his body shuddering, closing down in protest — and the anger that had seethed through him as he collapsed to the floor and the world turned black. The Second Wave was arriving, and instead of being there to greet them and show off his status in this world, he’d been brought down by the very assassin whose life he’d so stupidly spared for his own purposes. He’d thought he’d been so clever, using Kylar to kill the angelic traitors, letting him think he was following standard orders from the CIA. Who’d have guessed that the young assassin would have such a mind of his own?

It was a mistake Raziel would soon rectify. Oh, yes, he’d relish every second of it. But it was the girl who incensed him the most — the girl who caused his fists to clench beneath the covers. He’d been told she was dead, and instead she’d had the gall to actually try to stop the Second Wave from arriving.

“Shhh,” soothed the woman’s voice. A cool, damp cloth brushed across his forehead. If the girl had succeeded, it would have meant death for them all, Paschar’s vision fulfilled. And even though she’d failed, Raziel still burned with humiliation — the entire angel community knew that Willow Fields was the half angel he’d been trying to find for weeks. They’d know exactly what she’d been attempting to do in the cathedral, would know he’d been deceived and nearly bested. It was this that made him long to kill his daughter slowly, listening to her screams. And she felt so close now — so infuriatingly close. Raziel’s head turned restlessly on the pillow. He could sense her energy, even though she was hundreds of miles away, in a sleeping bag with the assassin. The knowledge felt fuzzy; he wasn’t sure how he knew it. Why, why, hadn’t he managed to kill them both when he had the chance?

“Can’t we at least make him more comfortable?” pleaded the woman. “He seems so distressed.”

“Let’s try this — it’s very mild, but it might help.”

A pinprick of pain in his arm. It did nothing, of course; angels were unaffected by either stimulants or sedatives. Raziel found himself drifting deeper anyway, exhausted by his own thoughts. As he did, other knowledge came to him . . . the most unwelcome knowledge he could have imagined.

Though individuals, angels were also all linked as if by an invisible web; when one died, they each felt it. Now, with the arrival of the Second Wave, the angelic energy in this world had more than doubled, humming with new life. And at its heart there pulsed a purposeful presence that Raziel recognized all too well.

In his long life, he’d only rarely felt fear, but he felt something akin to it now — a jolt of shock and wariness so great that for a moment he almost surfaced back into consciousness. No one had told him this. It was inconceivable that none of the other angels in this world had known, but the information had not been shared with him. The fact held ominous implications. He hadn’t expected this to happen for several more years at least; he’d thought the Council would wait until the last Wave to make their move, holding reign in the angels’ old world for as long as possible.

But no, they were here — and it could not bode well for him.

The Twelve had arrived.

“Manhunt for Terrorist Suspects Continues,” read the headline.

They’d stopped at a small twenty-four-hour gas station near the Mexican border; dawn was still an hour away. As he glanced over the story, Alex was relieved by its lack of details — not to mention the photo of Willow with her long blond hair spilling past her shoulders, reassuring him again just how different she looked now. The picture of Raziel was an old one, he noticed. He felt a grim satisfaction, knowing the angel was probably still incapacitated from the bullet that had nicked his halo. Alex would have far preferred to have killed the bastard, but knocking him out for as long as possible would do for second best.

“Pump three,” he told the guy behind the counter. He put down two Styrofoam cups of coffee, too.

Willow was waiting beside the motorcycle as he went back outside, her short red-gold hair spiking in the breeze. She had on faded secondhand jeans that she’d bought the day before, and a tight, pale-blue top with long sleeves that looked great on her. Behind her, the night sky was starting to lighten, the stars fading to the east. Alex smiled, his blood warming as he remembered the silky feel of her in his arms the night before. It had taken a serious effort to get going that morning; all he’d wanted to do was stay in the tent with Willow for a while — like, the rest of his life.

As he walked up, she stood gazing off into the distance, frowning as if she was thinking about something. She seemed to shake it away when she saw him. “Thanks,” she said, taking one of the coffees. “And here, you take this. I hate even holding it.” With a quick look around the empty forecourt, she covertly handed him the pistol.

Alex never felt good about giving Willow the gun. Handing a loaded weapon to someone who’d never shot one before and was nervous of them anyway wasn’t really the best plan in the world. But it was a million times better than her not having a weapon if any trouble happened. He tucked the gun away in his holster, keeping his back to the camera that he knew would be perched on the gas station’s roof.

“I need to teach you how to use this,” he said, thinking aloud.

He saw her start to protest. Then she looked away and took a sip of coffee, her green eyes troubled. “Yeah, OK,” she said finally.

Alex’s eyebrows flew up. “Really? I thought you’d hate the idea.”

“I do,” said Willow. “But I can’t not do something just because I don’t like it. I don’t have that luxury anymore.” She gave a small shrug. “I mean, all I have to do is look in the mirror to see how much things have changed. And I can’t depend on you to protect me all the time.”

“You protect me, too,” Alex pointed out. The memory of Willow’s angel flying above him, shielding him while putting herself in mortal danger, flashed into his mind. It had been the moment that he’d first realized he was in love with her, though he’d been too much of an idiot to admit it to himself. He gulped down his coffee and tossed the empty cup into a trash can.

“OK,” he said. “You ready to become an illegal alien?”

Willow shook her head with a smile and threw away her own empty cup. “This is the ultimate bad-boy date, isn’t it? Breaking into a different country.”

“Hey, it makes a change from hot-wiring cars together.”

“Been there, done that. . . . Alex, seriously, are you sure no one’s going to shoot us?”

“Don’t worry — if anyone’s around, we won’t cross,” he said. Border guards weren’t exactly his number-one concern just then, but he still had no intention of taking any risks.

They sped down the highway again; the southern New Mexico desert stretched out around them, silvery in the predawn. A ghostly-looking coyote loped alongside the motorcycle for a few seconds, as if they were running a race, then veered off on errands of its own. To Alex’s relief, he found the dirt road easily, leading off from the highway a few miles farther on. He took it, leaning into the turn and feeling Willow’s hands tighten on his waist as she shifted her weight behind him.

The border wall came into view. In some places this was a concrete barricade with razor coils glinting at its top; here it was just a tired-looking barbed-wire fence separating the two countries as if they were neighboring ranchers. The fence went across a dried-out riverbed; where it came up one of the banks, it gave up for a few feet, collapsing onto the ground with its posts sagging.

There was no one around; it was still almost dark. Alex trundled the bike to a stop, and Willow helped him maneuver it over the slant in the riverbed, into Mexico. “I thought the wall would be more . . . wall-like,” she said.

“It is, in some places,” said Alex. “But in others, it’s just like this. And look.” He nodded at a rusty metal sign. It said, You must enter the U. S. by a designated entry point. This is not a designated entry point. If you enter by this route, you are committing a felony.

Willow stared. “But — it probably cost more to make the sign than it would have to repair the fence. It’s almost like they want people to sneak in.”

“They do,” said Alex. Pebbles skittered down as they got the bike up over the edge of the bank. “Or at least the angels who live around here do. Illegal immigrants mean fresh energy supplies, without them having to go looking.” He remembered when Juan had first showed them this route — and how he and his big brother, Jake, had encountered a border guard here once, smiling with angel burn and talking about how important it was to do the angels’ work.

Kara had been with them that time, too — an exotically beautiful AK with nerves of steel; both he and Jake had had crushes on her back then. “Idiot,” she’d said as they’d driven away, shifting gears with a tight, angry motion. Sitting in the back of the Jeep, Alex had taken in her profile. And despite the easy banter the AKs usually shared, in that instant he could think of nothing at all to say to Kara — but had instinctively understood the mix of fury and sorrow that made her mad at the guard, as if getting angel burn were his own fault.

Now Willow looked slightly queasy at the thought of the predatory border angels. “Oh,” she said. He saw her throat move. “That’s — that’s really . . .”

“I know,” said Alex, understanding exactly how she felt. Unfortunately, there were plenty of angels in Mexico, too, and had been even before the Invasion. There was hardly anyplace on earth now that he thought he could take Willow where she’d be really safe.

But he’d do his best — or die trying.

Nearby, he could just see the rough dirt track he remembered, heading off to the east. “OK, that connects up with the highway eventually,” he said, climbing back onto the bike. “Or at least it used to.” He hoped it hadn’t been washed out; struggling the Shadow over miles of trackless desert would definitely not be his idea of fun.

Willow started to put on her helmet but hesitated, playing with its straps. “Alex, are there any really big cities in Mexico? I mean — really big?”

He looked at her in surprise, taking in the worried lines that had appeared on her forehead. “Yeah, Mexico City. It’s one of the largest cities in the world. Why?”

She didn’t reply immediately. “I’ll tell you later,” she said at last. “But maybe we could find a place to stop soon, where we can talk.”

Apprehension tickled his spine. Whatever this was about, he didn’t much like the sound of it already — but hanging around a few feet from the border wasn’t the place for a long discussion. “Yeah, OK,” he said reluctantly, and pulled on his own helmet.

The dirt road seemed to last forever, but as the sun came up, they finally turned south onto Highway 45. This part of Mexico looked almost identical to the New Mexico landscape they’d just left behind: hard, dry ground scattered with juniper bushes and cactuses, with rugged-looking mountains rising in the distance. Alex grimaced as they passed a billboard: the familiar image of an angel with wings and arms outspread. LA IGLESIA DE LOS ÁNGELES, it read.

Dusty pickup trucks passed by, driven by men with dark hair and white straw cowboy hats. Though no one gave Willow a second glance in her helmet, Alex knew he wouldn’t be able to relax until they were holed up in the Sierra Madre, as far away from the Church of Angels as possible. It was a lot more remote up there in what they called the monte: the wild.

And then he could start trying to recruit people and training them.

The dread Willow had sensed the night before touched him again with its clammy fingers. Get a grip, he thought, irritated with himself. You have to do it; you’re the only one left. If he didn’t get some other AKs trained — didn’t somehow get a camp set up and then, he hoped, other camps, too, until they had a network of them, up and down the continent — then humanity could just kiss itself good-bye in a few years.

Even so, Alex’s hands tightened on the Shadow’s handlebars as the wind rushed past. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to fight the angels — God, apart from being with Willow, it was the only thing he did want. He’d willingly give his life; he’d do it a dozen times over if it meant defeating the angels in this world. He just didn’t want to be responsible for the lives of a whole team, too. His brother’s death shuddered through his mind. Yeah, he’d already shown how great he was at covering someone’s back, hadn’t he? And if one of his decisions killed someone —

Alex pushed the thought away, hoping that Willow wasn’t picking up on any of this crap. There wasn’t anyone else who could be in charge, so he’d deal with it. End of story.

The sun beat down on them as it rose higher, chasing the clouds away until the sky was an almost painful blue. He drove until about ten o’clock that morning, wanting to get a few hours between them and the border before stopping. Finally, near the outskirts of Chihuahua, he saw a roadside taco stand and pulled over. He killed the engine and did a quick scan. Good — no angels nearby.

“What do you think? Is it all right to stop here?” he said to Willow as they got off the bike.

Her short hair was ruffled as she took off her helmet; she smoothed it absently, gazing around her. “I think so,” she said. “There’s something here, but . . .” She trailed off with a frown.

Alex kept quiet, letting her concentrate. While she did, he leaned against the bike, smiling slightly as he took in her slim figure, her face with its delicately pointed chin and wide eyes. God, she was so beautiful. He still wasn’t sure how he’d gotten lucky enough to be with Willow, but he was thankful for it every day of his life. The years he’d spent alone before he met her seemed like a black-and-white film to him now, a time devoid of color.

“I think we’re OK,” Willow said finally, sounding more certain. The day had grown warmer, and she pulled off her long-sleeved shirt; under it she wore a green camisole top. She put the shirt away in the Shadow’s storage compartment. “Anyway, señor, we’re supposed to be saving money on food, remember? What are we doing at a taco stand?”

“It’s OK; these places are really cheap,” he said as they started toward the stand. Back when he’d had even less money than he did now — it had never occurred to Alex’s father that perhaps his sons should receive a salary like the other AKs — he and Jake had used to live off these roadside stands every time they came here.

TACOS, QUESADILLAS, MULITAS, TORTAS, said the weathered sign. Willow gave it a quizzical glance. “Hmm, Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore. You choose for me, OK?”

He got them each a Coke and a few tacos with carnitas: chopped roast pork. “And don’t worry — I told her you want extra chilies on yours,” he said to Willow, keeping a straight face. They were actually for him; he loved spicy food.

She gave him a look. “Dude, if there are any chilies on mine, you’re going to be wearing them.”

Alex paid with dollars — most places down here accepted U. S. bills, though he knew he’d need to change their dwindling funds into pesos at some point. A worn picnic table stood to one side; they carried their food over. For a few minutes, they ate the Mexican tacos, with their soft cornmeal wraps, in companionable silence, a light breeze stirring the dusty ground.

Finally Willow sighed and put down her last taco. “So, I guess we need to talk.”

The remains of their food went uneaten as she related her dream. Alex listened intently, his skin prickling as she described the twelve bright angels and the sound that was like a million of the creatures screaming.

“It was all so vivid — and there was such an incredible sense of urgency,” Willow finished. Her face was tight with worry. “Only I don’t even know for sure where this place is.”

“Mexico City,” he said absently, still thinking of the images from her dream. He’d been there twice, on hunting trips with Juan and a few of the others.

“Definitely? You’re positive?”

Alex shrugged. “No other place is that big. And that square you described has got to be the Zócalo — it’s one of the largest city squares in the world.” He rubbed his forehead, where a dull ache was beginning to pound.

Willow started to say something but stopped, touching his arm. “Are you OK? You look really pale.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” He dropped his hand. “Listen, if what you’re leading up to is that you think we need to go there —”

“We do need to go there,” she broke in anxiously. “The Sierra Madre isn’t where we’re supposed to be; Mexico City is — I’m sure of it. Only I don’t know what’s going to happen once we’re there. The dream didn’t feel very . . . cheerful, exactly.”

Great. He let out a breath. “Willow . . .”

“Alex, listen to me. It wasn’t just a dream; it was a premonition. We have to go.”

His voice hardened. “You do know that Mexico City is literally about the last place on the planet I’d ever want to take you, right? The Church of Angels is huge there — and the city was full of angels even before the Invasion. Any angel that saw your aura would know exactly who you are. We’re in enough danger just sitting here, but at least we can do a scan first. In a city that size? No way.”

“I know.” Willow was still touching his arm; her fingers felt warm against his skin. “But how often do angels scan auras when they’re in their human bodies? Don’t they usually wait until they’re in their angel form, about to feed?”

“The ones I’ve tracked usually do,” he admitted.

“And you’ve tracked hundreds,” she pointed out. “So it must be pretty typical. If an angel saw my aura when it was about to feed on someone, then we’d probably see it, too. We’d have a good chance of getting it.”

When it came to Willow’s safety, probably and good chance were not his favorite words. Looking down, Alex took her hand, playing with her fingers. “How strongly do you feel we need to go there?” he asked at last.

“Really strongly,” she said without hesitating. “The sound of all those angels screaming . . .” She trailed off. Slowly, she said, “Alex, it feels like something’s going to happen in Mexico City that could cause the angels serious harm. Only we have to be there for it to take place. We have to be.”

Alex fell silent. Willow’s premonitions had never steered them wrong so far, and if what she’d dreamed was even partly accurate, then she was right — they had to go. And even apart from her dream, he knew it would be a lot easier to recruit people in a city rather than up in the monte. If he were on his own, then Mexico City would have been exactly the place he’d be heading. Plus there were the rogues, angels who believed that their kind didn’t have the right to destroy humanity. Nate had explained that they did something called marshaling — implanting a tiny bit of resistance in a human’s aura to make it unpalatable to angels. There were bound to be some rogues in Mexico City; if he could somehow hook up with them, it might be just what was needed to swing the balance in an almost-hopeless fight.

Alex massaged his forehead as the headache jabbed at him again. Yeah, going to Mexico City was all really logical . . . except that he’d already nearly lost her once.

Willow sat taking in the movement of his fingers on his brow. She didn’t comment this time, though he saw the concern in her eyes. “Alex, we have to go,” she said instead. “We really do.”

“All right,” he said finally. He managed a smile. “I mean, if you’ve got a psychic girlfriend, then I guess you’d better listen to her, right?”

She reached across and gripped his hand; he knew she was only all too aware of how much he dreaded anything happening to her. “OK,” she said softly. She started to pick up her taco again and then stopped, narrowing her gaze. “Wait a minute. So, does that mean you wouldn’t listen to me if I weren’t psychic?”

She looked so cute that he almost grinned despite his apprehension. He raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that a trick question? Of course I wouldn’t — you’re a girl.”

Willow’s mouth pursed as her green eyes flashed with sudden merriment. She started laughing. “Oh, you are in so much trouble for that.”

“I am?”

“Definitely.” She propped herself up on her elbows and kissed him, stretching across the picnic table. Alex cupped his hand around the smooth skin at the back of her neck, holding her in place for a moment and savoring the feel of her lips on his.

“Is that really your idea of being in trouble?” he said when they drew apart. “Because I don’t think you’ve grasped the whole punishment/deterrent thing. See, you’re supposed to make me not want to do it again.”

Willow was laughing, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m the one who doesn’t want to do it again. Your lips are all spicy from those chilies —” Suddenly her face slackened in alarm. “Alex, the bike!” she cried.

He leaped up from the bench without asking for details. A pickup truck had pulled in front of the taco stand while they’d been talking, blocking the motorcycle from view. As Alex hurtled around the side of it, he saw a stocky guy with black hair crouched beside the Shadow, untying the tent. On the ground beside him sat a bulging knapsack and both sleeping bags.

“What the hell are you doing?” shouted Alex in Spanish. “Get away from my bike!”

Leaving the camping stuff, the guy grabbed the knapsack and ran, his heels kicking up dust. The jimmied-open storage compartment gaped emptily. Alex swore and took off after him, pounding across the dry soil. The guy was as fast as he was, though; he wove around Dumpsters and abandoned cars like a rabbit and finally veered off to the right, scrambling over a high concrete wall. Alex started to follow but stopped, acutely aware that he’d left Willow by herself, when anyone from the Church might stop by the stand and see her. Still cursing the thief, he turned and jogged back to the bike. Jesus, how was that for luck? They’d lost their stuff twice in one week now.

Willow was waiting beside the Shadow, looking anxious; the taco stand woman stood beside her, chattering in worried Spanish that Alex knew Willow didn’t understand. “He stole your things!” the woman cried as Alex approached. “I’m so sorry — I didn’t see him until you shouted. Is there anything I can do?”

“No, but thank you, señora,” replied Alex. If they’d been in America, he knew she’d have probably already called the police. Thankfully, running to law enforcement didn’t usually occur to people here — which was good, since the Mexican police were as much in the angels’ pockets as the police back home were.

Willow’s face was tight with distress as the woman returned to her stand. “God, I’m sorry — I knew there was something! I was focusing so strongly on the Church of Angels, but I could tell it wasn’t that, and I guess I sort of disregarded it —”

“Hey, come on, it’s not your fault,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. He squatted beside the bike, shaking his head as he examined the forced-open lock. The thief must have worked fast; he obviously knew what he was doing.

“Well, at least he didn’t get much,” he said as he stood up. “And I’ve still got my wallet. We can always buy more clothes; the marketplaces in Mexico City are really cheap.”

Willow nodded as she hugged her elbows. “Yeah,” she said finally. And then it hit him. Her photo. The one of her as a child, standing beneath a willow tree and tipping up her head in delight at its trailing leaves. It had been taken by her mother; it was all Willow had left of her now. And it had been in the storage compartment, in the pocket of her other pair of jeans.

He swore, his fists clenching as he glanced back toward the wall the guy had disappeared over. The thought of the slimy creep stealing Willow’s photo — tearing it apart to see if there was money in the frame, then throwing it away in the garbage somewhere . . .

“Alex, it’s OK,” said Willow, touching his arm. “It’s — it’s only a photo. You couldn’t catch him now, anyway. And besides, we shouldn’t draw attention to ourselves — just let it go.”

He let out a breath, hating himself. “I almost had him. . . .”

“It’s OK,” Willow repeated. “It really is.” She stepped forward and hugged his waist. As he held her close, Alex knew he was never going to forgive himself for this, even if Willow already had.

“I love you — you know that?” she said.

He tried to smile. “Why, because I let that jerk steal your photo?”

Willow looked up; her eyes were like a forest washed with rain. He could see the happiness in them as she regarded him. “No, actually it’s because you’re everything I ever wanted.”

“I love you, too,” he said softly, kissing her. Then he sighed. “Anyway, you’re right — I won’t catch him now. We better get going.”

He reattached the camping gear. Just as they started to climb back onto the bike, the woman hurried out from behind her stand again with a paper-wrapped package. The rich aroma of roast pork rose up from it.

“Please, take these for later,” she said in Spanish. “It’s the least I can do.”

“Gracias, señora.” Alex put the food in the damaged storage compartment, grateful to have it. They could save some money on dinner now.

“Gracias,” echoed Willow fervently. “Muchas, muchas gracias.”

A few minutes later, they were speeding down the highway once more, leaving Chihuahua in a haze of heat behind them. The houses they passed were small and dusty, in various pastel shades with black water tanks perched on top of each one. Alex gazed beyond the homes to the rugged shape of the Sierra Madre, looming off to the southwest. And with all his heart, he wished that Willow had never had her dream. He’d have had a decent shot at keeping her safe up there in that wilderness. Mexico City was going to be anybody’s guess.

But they’d made their choice now. As they roared down the desert highway, he reached for Willow’s hand at his waist and twined his fingers through hers.
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