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      TO FRAU HALE, FOR TEACHING ME ABOUT
THE THINGS THAT REALLY MATTER

   
      
      
      

      
      
         O, speak again, bright angel, for thou art

         
         As glorious to this night, being o’er my head,

         
         As is a winged messenger of heaven

         
         Unto the white-upturned wond’ring eyes

         
         Of mortals that fall back to gaze on him.

         
      

      
      —William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
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         Baby, I can see your halo

         
         You know you’re my saving grace

         
      

      
      —Beyoncé, “Halo”
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      Descent
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      OUR arrival didn’t exactly go as planned. I remember it was almost dawn when we landed because the streetlights were still on.
         We had hoped our descent would go unnoticed, which it mainly did, save for a thirteen-year-old boy doing a paper round.
      

      
      He was on his bicycle with the newspapers rolled like batons in plastic wrap. It was misty and the boy was wearing a hooded
         jacket. He seemed to be playing a mental game with himself to estimate where exactly he could get each paper to land. The
         newspapers hit the driveways and verandas with a thud, and the boy smiled smugly whenever he estimated right. A Jack Russell
         terrier barking from behind a gate caused him to glance up and alerted him to our arrival.
      

      
      He looked up just in time to see a column of white light receding into the clouds, leaving three wraithlike strangers in the
         middle of the road. Despite our human form, something about us startled him—perhaps it was our skin, which was as luminous
         as the moon or our loose white traveling garments, which were in tatters from the turbulent descent. Perhaps it was the way
         we looked at our limbs, as though we had no idea what to do with them, or the water vapor still clinging to our hair. Whatever the reason, the boy lost his balance,
         swerved his bike, and crashed into the gutter. He scrambled to his feet and stood transfixed for several seconds, caught between
         alarm and curiosity. In unison we reached out our hands to him in what we hoped was a gesture of reassurance. But we forgot
         to smile. By the time we remembered how, it was too late. As we contorted our mouths in an attempt to get it right, the boy
         turned on his heel and fled. Having a physical body was still foreign to us—there were so many different parts that needed
         to run concurrently, like a complex machine. The muscles in my face and body were stiff, my legs were trembling like a child’s
         taking his first steps, and my eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the muted earth light. Having come from a place of dazzling light,
         shadows were foreign to us.
      

      
      Gabriel approached the bicycle with its front wheel still spinning and righted it. He propped it against the closest fence
         knowing that the boy would return later to collect it.
      

      
      I imagined the boy bursting through the front door of his home and relating the story to his stunned parents. His mother would
         push the hair back from his forehead to check his temperature. His father, bleary-eyed, would comment on the mind’s ability
         to play tricks on you when it has time to wander.
      

      
      We found Byron Street and walked along its uneven sidewalk, scanning for Number 15. Already, our senses were being assaulted
         from all directions. The colors of the world were so vivid and so varied. We had come from a pure white world to a street that looked like an artist’s palette. Apart from color everything had its own different texture and shape.
         The wind brushed against my fingertips, and it felt so alive I wondered if I could reach out and catch it. I opened my mouth
         and tasted the crisp, sharp air. I could smell gasoline and burning toast mingled with pine and the sharp scent of the ocean.
         The worst part was the noise. The wind seemed to howl, and the sound of the sea beating against the rocks roared through my
         head like a stampede. I could hear everything that was happening in the street, the sound of a car ignition, a slamming screen
         door, a child crying, an old porch swing creaking in the wind.
      

      
      “You’ll learn how to block it out,” said Gabriel. The sound of his voice startled me. Back home, we communicated without language.
         Gabriel’s human voice, I discovered, was low and hypnotic.
      

      
      “How long will it take?” I winced as the shrill cry of a seagull sounded overhead. I heard my own voice, which was as melodic
         as a flute.
      

      
      “Not long,” Gabriel answered. “It’s easier if you don’t fight it.”

      
      Byron Street rose and peaked in the middle and there, at its highest point, stood our new home. Ivy was immediately charmed.

      
      “Oh, look.” She clapped her hands in delight. “It even has a name.” The house had been named after the street and BYRON was displayed in an elegant script on a copper plaque. We would later discover that the adjoining streets were named after
         other English Romantic poets: Keats Grove, Coleridge Street, Blake Avenue. Byron was to be both our home and our sanctuary while we were earthbound. It was a double-fronted,
         ivy-clad sandstone house set well back from the street behind a wrought-iron fence and double gates. It had a gracious Georgian
         façade and a gravel path leading to its flaking front door. The front yard was dominated by a stately elm, wrapped in a tangled
         mess of ivy. Along the side fence grew a profusion of hydrangeas, their pastel heads quivering in the morning frost. I liked
         the house—it looked like it had been built to weather any adversity.
      

      
      “Bethany, hand me the key,” said Gabriel. Looking after the key to the house was the only job I had been entrusted with. I
         felt around the deep pockets of my dress.
      

      
      “It’s here somewhere,” I assured him.

      
      “Please tell me you haven’t lost it already.”

      
      “We did fall out of the sky, you know,” I said indignantly. “It’s easy for things to go missing.”

      
      Ivy laughed suddenly. “You’re wearing it around your neck.”

      
      I breathed a sigh of relief as I slipped off the chain and handed it to Gabriel. As we stepped into the hallway we saw that
         no expense had been spared in preparing the house for our arrival. The Divine Agents who’d preceded us had been meticulous
         in their attention to detail.
      

      
      Everything about the house suggested light. The ceilings were lofty, the rooms airy. Off the central hallway were a music
         room to the left and a living room to the right. Farther along, a study opened onto a paved courtyard. The rear of the house
         was an extension that had been modernized and was made up of an expansive marble-and-stainless-steel kitchen that spilled into a large den with Persian rugs and plump sofas. Folding doors opened onto an extensive redwood deck. Upstairs
         were all the bedrooms and the main bathroom with its marble vanities and sunken bath. As we walked through the house, its
         timber floors creaked as if in welcome. A light shower began, and the rain falling on the slate roof sounded like fingers
         playing a melody on a piano.
      

      
      THOSE first weeks were spent hibernating and getting our bearings. We took stock, waited patiently as we adjusted to having a physical
         form, and immersed ourselves in the rituals of daily life. There was so much to learn and it certainly wasn’t easy. At first
         we would take a step and be surprised to find solid ground beneath us. We knew that everything on earth was made up of matter
         knitted together in a complex molecular code to form different substances: air, rock, wood, animals. But it was very different
         experiencing it. Physical barriers surrounded us. We had to navigate our way around these barriers and try to avoid the accompanying
         feeling of claustrophobia. Every time I picked up an object, I stopped to marvel at its function. Human life was so complicated;
         there were devices to boil water, wall sockets that channeled electrical currents, and all manner of utensils in the kitchen
         and bathroom designed to save time and increase comfort. Everything had a different texture, a different smell—it was like
         a circus for the senses. I could tell that Ivy and Gabriel wanted to block it all out and return to blissful silence, but
         I relished every moment even if it was overwhelming.
      

      
      Some evenings we were visited by a faceless, white-robed mentor, who simply appeared sitting in an armchair in the living room. His identity was never disclosed, though we knew he
         acted as a messenger between the angels on earth and the powers above. A briefing usually followed during which we were able
         to discuss the challenges of incarnation and have our questions answered.
      

      
      “The landlord has asked for documents regarding our previous residence,” Ivy said, during our first meeting.

      
      “We apologize for the oversight. Consider it taken care of,” replied the mentor. His whole face was shrouded from view, but
         when he spoke small clouds of white fog appeared from beneath his hood.
      

      
      “How much time is expected to pass before we understand our bodies entirely?” Gabriel wanted to know.

      
      “That depends,” said the mentor. “It should not take longer than a few weeks, unless you resist the change.”

      
      “How are the other emissaries coping?” Ivy asked with concern.

      
      “Some are adjusting to human life, like yourselves, and others have been thrown straight into battle,” replied the mentor.
         “There are some corners of the earth riddled with Agents of Darkness.”
      

      
      “Why does toothpaste give me a headache?” I asked. My brother and sister flashed me stern looks, but the mentor was unfazed.

      
      “It contains a number of strong chemical ingredients designed to kill bacteria,” he said. “Give yourself a week, the headaches
         should pass.”
      

      
      After the consultations were over Gabriel and Ivy always lingered for a private discussion and I was left hovering outside the door, trying to catch snippets of the conversation I
         couldn’t be part of.
      

      
      The first big challenge was taking care of our bodies. They were fragile. They needed nourishment as well as protection from
         the elements—mine more so than my siblings because I was young; it was my first visit and I hadn’t had time to develop any
         resistance. Gabriel had been a warrior since the dawn of time, and Ivy was blessed with healing powers. I, on the other hand,
         was much more vulnerable. The first few times I ventured out on a walk, I returned shivering before realizing I was inadequately
         clothed. Gabriel and Ivy didn’t feel the cold. But their bodies still needed maintenance. We wondered why we felt faint by
         midday, then realized our bodies needed regular meals. The preparation of food was a tedious task, and in the end, our brother
         Gabriel graciously offered to take charge of it. There was an extensive collection of cookbooks in the well-stocked library,
         and he took to poring over these in the evenings.
      

      
      We kept human contact to a minimum. We shopped after hours in the adjoining larger town of Kingston and didn’t answer the
         door or the phone if it happened to ring. We took long walks at times when humans were occupied behind closed doors. Occasionally
         we went into the town and sat together at sidewalk cafés to observe passersby, trying to look absorbed in one another’s company
         to ward off attention. The only person we introduced ourselves to was Father Mel, who was the priest at Saint Mark’s, a small
         bluestone chapel down by the water.
      

      
      “Good heavens,” he said when he saw us. “So you’ve finally come.”
      

      
      We liked Father Mel because he didn’t ask any questions or make any demands of us; he simply joined us in prayer. We hoped
         that in time our subtle influence in the town might result in people reconnecting with their spirituality. We didn’t expect
         them to be observant and go to church every Sunday, but we wanted to restore their faith and teach them to believe in miracles.
         Even if they stopped by the church on their way to do the grocery shopping and lit a candle, we would be happy.
      

      
      Venus Cove was a sleepy beachside town, the sort of place where nothing ever changed. We enjoyed the quiet and took to walking
         along the shore, usually at dinnertime when the beach was mostly deserted. One night we walked as far as the pier to look
         at the boats moored there. They were so brightly painted they looked like they belonged in a postcard. We reached the end
         of the pier before noticing the lone boy sitting there. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen, but it was possible to see
         in him the man he would someday become. He was wearing cargo shorts that came to his knees and a loose white T-shirt with
         the sleeves cut off. His muscular legs hung over the edge of the pier. He was fishing and had a burlap bag full of bait and
         assorted reels beside him. We stopped dead when we saw him and would have turned away immediately, but he had already seen
         us.
      

      
      “Hi,” he said with an open smile. “Nice night for a walk.” My brother and sister only nodded in response and didn’t move.
         I decided it was too impolite not to respond and stepped forward.
      

      
      “Yes, it is,” I said. I suppose this was the first sign of my weakness—my human curiosity drew me forward. We were supposed
         to interact with humans but never befriend them or welcome them into our lives. Already, I was disregarding the rules of our
         mission. I knew I should fall silent, walk away, but instead I gestured toward the boy’s fishing reels. “Have you had any
         luck?”
      

      
      “I come out here to relax,” he said, tipping up the bucket so I could see it was empty. “If I happen to catch anything, I
         throw it back in.”
      

      
      I took another step forward for a closer look. The boy’s light brown hair was the color of walnuts. It flopped over his brow
         and had a lustrous sheen in the fading light. His pale eyes were almond shaped and a striking turquoise blue in color. But
         it was his smile that was utterly mesmerizing. So that was how it was done, I thought: effortlessly, instinctively, and so
         utterly human. As I watched, I felt drawn to him, almost by some magnetic force. Ignoring Ivy’s warning glance, I took another
         step forward.
      

      
      “Want to try?” he offered, sensing my curiosity and holding out the fishing rod.

      
      While I struggled to think of an appropriate response, Gabriel answered for me.

      
      “Come away now, Bethany. We have to get home.”

      
      I noticed how formal Gabriel’s speech pattern was compared with the boy’s. Gabriel’s words sounded rehearsed, as though he
         were performing a scene from a play. He probably felt like he was. He sounded like a character in one of the old Hollywood
         movies I’d watched as part of our research.
      

      
      “Maybe next time,” the boy said, picking up on Gabriel’s tension. I noticed how his eyes crinkled slightly at the corners
         when he smiled. Something in his expression made me think he was poking fun at us. I moved away reluctantly.
      

      
      “That was so rude,” I said to my brother as soon as we were out of earshot. I surprised myself with those words. Since when
         did angels worry about coming across as slightly standoffish? Since when had I mistaken Gabriel’s distant manner for rudeness?
         He had been created that way, he wasn’t at one with humankind—he didn’t understand their ways. And yet, I was berating him
         for lacking human traits.
      

      
      “We have to be careful, Bethany,” he explained as if speaking to an errant child.

      
      “Gabriel is right,” Ivy added, ever our brother’s ally. “We’re not ready for human contact yet.”

      
      “I think I am,” I said.

      
      I turned back for a final look at the boy. He was still watching us and still smiling.

   
      
      
[image: image] 2 [image: image]


      
      Flesh
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      WHEN I woke in the morning, sunlight was streaming through the tall windows and spilling across the bare pine boards of my room.
         In the beams of light, dust motes swirled in a frenzied dance. I could smell the briny sea air; recognize the sounds of gulls
         squawking and the yeasty waves crashing over the rocks. I could see the familiar objects around the room that had become mine.
         Whoever had been responsible for decorating my bedroom had done so with some idea of its future occupant. It had a girlish
         charm with its white furniture, iron canopy bed, and rosebud wallpaper. The white dressing table had a floral stencil on its
         drawers, and there was a rattan rocking chair in one corner. A dainty desk with turned legs stood against a wall beside the
         bed.
      

      
      I stretched and felt the crumpled sheets against my skin; their texture still a novelty. Where we came from, there were no
         textures, no objects. We needed nothing physical to sustain us and so there was nothing. Heaven was not easy to  describe.
         Some humans might catch a glimpse of it on occasion, buried somewhere in the recesses of their unconscious, and wonder briefly
         what it all meant. Try to imagine an expanse of white, an invisible city, with nothing material to be seen but still the most beautiful sight you could imagine.
         A sky like liquid gold and rose quartz, a feeling of buoyancy, of weightlessness, seemingly empty but more majestic than the
         grandest palace on earth. That was the best I could do when trying to describe something as ineffable as my former home. I
         was not too impressed with human language; it seemed absurdly limited. There was so much that couldn’t be put into words.
         That was one of the saddest things about people—their most important thoughts and feelings often went unspoken and barely
         understood.
      

      
      One of the most frustrating words in the human language, as far as I could tell, was love. So much meaning attached to this one little word. People bandied it about freely, using it to describe their attachments
         to possessions, pets, vacation destinations, and favorite foods. In the same breath they then applied this word to the person
         they considered most important in their lives. Wasn’t that insulting? Shouldn’t there be some other term to describe deeper
         emotion? Humans were so preoccupied with love. They were all desperate to form an attachment to one person they could refer
         to as their “other half.” It seemed from my reading of literature that being in love meant becoming the beloved’s entire world.
         The rest of the universe paled into insignificance compared to the lovers. When they were separated, each fell into a melancholy
         state, and only when they were reunited did their hearts start beating again. Only when they were together could they really
         see the colors of the world. When they were apart, that color leached away, leaving everything a hazy gray. I lay in bed,
         wondering about the intensity of this emotion that was so irrational and so irrefutably human. What if a person’s face was
         so sacred to you it was permanently inscribed in your memory? What if their smell and touch were dearer to you than life itself?
         Of course, I knew nothing about human love, but the idea had always been intriguing to me. Celestial beings never pretended
         to understand the intensity of human relationships; but I found it amazing how humans could allow another person to take over
         their hearts and minds. It was ironic how love could awaken them to the wonders of the universe, while at the same time confine
         their attention to one another.
      

      
      The sounds of my brother and sister moving around in the kitchen downstairs broke into my reverie and drew me out of bed.
         What did my ruminations matter anyway when human love was barred to angels?
      

      
      I wrapped a cashmere throw around me to keep warm and padded barefoot down the stairs. In the kitchen I was met by the inviting
         smell of toast and coffee. I was pleased to find myself adjusting to human life—a few weeks ago such smells might have brought
         on a headache or a wave of nausea. But now I was starting to enjoy the experience. I curled my toes, enjoying the feel of
         the smooth timber boards underfoot. I didn’t even care when, still only half awake, I clumsily stubbed my toe on the refrigerator.
         The shooting pain only served to remind me that I was real and that I could feel.
      

      
      “Good afternoon, Bethany,” said my brother jokingly as he handed me a steaming mug of tea. I held it a fraction too long before putting it
         down, and it scalded my fingers. Gabriel noticed me flinch, and I saw a frown crinkle his forehead. I was reminded that unlike my two siblings I was not immune to
         pain.
      

      
      My physical form had the same vulnerabilities as a human body did, although I was able to self-heal minor injuries like cuts
         and broken bones. It had been one of Gabriel’s concerns about my being chosen for this in the first place. I knew he saw me
         as vulnerable and thought the whole mission might prove too dangerous for me. I had been chosen because I was more in tune
         with the human condition than other angels—I watched over humans, empathized with them, and tried to understand them. I had
         faith in them and cried tears for them. Perhaps it was because I was young—I had been created only seventeen mortal years
         ago, which equated to infancy in celestial years. Gabriel and Ivy had been around for centuries; they had fought battles and
         witnessed human atrocities beyond my imagination. They’d had all of time to acquire strength and power to protect them on
         earth. They’d both visited earth on a number of missions so they’d had time to adjust to it and were aware of its perils and
         pitfalls. But I was an angel in the purest, most vulnerable form. I was naïve and trusting, young and fragile. I could feel
         pain because years of wisdom and experience did not protect me from it. It was for this reason that Gabriel wished I had not
         been chosen, and it was for this reason that I had.
      

      
      But the final decision hadn’t been up to him; it was up to someone else, someone so supreme even Gabriel didn’t dare argue.
         He had to resign himself to the fact that there must be a divine reason behind my selection, which was beyond even his understanding.
      

      
      I sipped tentatively at my tea and smiled at my brother. His expression cleared, and he picked up a box of cereal and scrutinized
         its label.
      

      
      “What’ll it be—toast or something called Honey Wheat Flakes?”

      
      “Not the flakes,” I said, wrinkling my nose at the cereal.

      
      Ivy was seated at the table idly buttering a piece of toast. My sister was still trying to develop a taste for food, and I
         watched her cut her toast into neat little squares, shuffle the pieces around her plate and put them back together like a
         jigsaw puzzle. I went to sit next to her, inhaling the heady scent of freesia that always seemed to pervade the air around
         her.
      

      
      “You look a little pale,” she observed with her usual calm, lifting away a strand of white-blond hair that had fallen over
         her rain gray eyes. Ivy had become the self-appointed mother hen of our little family.
      

      
      “It’s nothing,” I replied casually and hesitated before adding, “just a bad dream.” I saw them both stiffen slightly and exchange
         concerned glances.
      

      
      “I wouldn’t call that nothing,” Ivy said. “You know we aren’t meant to dream.” Gabriel returned from his position by the window to study my face more closely.
         He lifted my chin with the tip of his finger. I noticed his frown had returned, shadowing the grave beauty of his face.
      

      
      “Be careful, Bethany,” he counseled in his now-familiar older brother tone. “Try not to become attached to physical experiences. Exciting as it may seem, remember we are only visitors here. All of this is temporary and sooner or later we
         will have to return….” Seeing my forlorn look made him stop short. When he continued, it was in a lighter voice. “Well, there’s
         plenty of time before that happens so we can discuss it later.”
      

      
      It was strange visiting earth with Ivy and Gabriel. They attracted so much attention wherever we went. In his physical form,
         Gabriel might well have been a classical sculpture come to life. His body was perfectly proportioned and each muscle looked
         as if it had been sculpted out of the purest marble. His shoulder-length hair was the color of sand and he often wore it
         pulled back in a loose ponytail. His brow was strong and his nose arrow straight. Today he was wearing faded blue jeans worn
         through at the knees and a crumpled linen shirt, both of which gave him a disheveled beauty. Gabriel was an archangel and
         a member of the Holy Seven. Although his clique ranked only second in the divine hierarchy, they were exclusive and had the
         most interaction with human beings. In fact, they were created to liaise between the Lord and mortals. But at heart Gabriel
         was a warrior—his celestial name meant “Hero of God”—and it was he who had watched Sodom and Gomorrah burn.
      

      
      Ivy, on the other hand, was one of the wisest and oldest of our kind, although she didn’t look a day over twenty. She was
         a seraphim, the order of angels closest to the Lord. In the Kingdom, seraphim had six wings to mark the six days of creation.
         A gold snake was tattooed on Ivy’s wrist as a mark of her rank. It was said that in battle the seraphim would come forward to spit fire on the earth, but she was one of the gentlest creatures I’d ever met. In her physical form, Ivy looked
         like a Renaissance Madonna with her swanlike neck and pale oval face. Like Gabriel, she had piercing rain gray eyes. This
         morning she wore a white flowing dress and gold sandals.
      

      
      I, on the other hand, was nothing special, just a plain, old transition angel—bottom of the rung. I didn’t mind; it meant
         I was able to interact with the human spirits that entered the Kingdom. In my physical form, I looked ethereal like my family,
         except my eyes were as brown as river stones and my chestnut brown hair fell in loose waves down my back. I’d thought that
         once I was recruited for an earth posting I’d be able to choose my own physical form, but it didn’t work that way. I was created
         small, fine boned, and not especially tall, with a heart-shaped face, pixielike ears, and skin that was milky pale. Whenever
         I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror, I saw an eagerness that was missing from the faces of my siblings. Even
         when I tried, I could never look as removed as Gabe and Ivy. Their expressions of grave composure rarely altered, regardless
         of the drama unfolding around them. My face always wore a look of restless curiosity no matter how hard I tried to look worldly.
      

      
      Ivy crossed to the sink holding her plate, as always moving as though she were dancing rather than walking. Both my brother
         and sister moved with an unstudied grace that I was incapable of imitating. More than once I’d been accused of stomping through the house as well as being heavy-handed.
      

      
      When she’d disposed of her half-eaten toast, Ivy stretched out on the window seat, the newspaper open in front of her.

      
      “What’s news?” I asked.
      

      
      In reply she held up the front page for me to see. I read the headlines—bombings, natural disasters, and economic collapse.
         I felt immediately defeated.
      

      
      “Is it any wonder that people don’t feel safe,” Ivy said with a sigh. “They have no faith in one another.”

      
      “If that’s true then what can we possibly do for them?” I asked hesitantly.

      
      “Let’s not expect too much too soon,” said Gabriel. “They say change takes time.”

      
      “Besides, it’s not for us to try and save the world,” Ivy said. “We must focus on our little portion of it.”

      
      “You mean this town?”

      
      “Of course.” My sister nodded. “This town was listed as a target of the Dark Forces. It’s strange the places they choose.”

      
      “I imagine they’re starting small and working their way up,” said Gabriel in disgust. “If they can conquer a town, they can
         conquer a city, then a state, then a country.”
      

      
      “How do we know how much damage they’ve already done?” I asked.

      
      “That will become clear in time,” said Gabriel. “But so help us, we will put an end to their destructive work. We won’t fail
         in our mission, and before we depart, this place will once again be in the hands of the Lord.”
      

      
      “In the meantime, let’s just try and blend in,” Ivy said, perhaps in an effort to lighten the mood. I almost laughed aloud
         and was tempted to suggest she look in a mirror. She might be as old as time, but sometimes Ivy could sound quite naïve. Even
         I knew that blending in was going to be a challenge.
      

      
      Anyone could see that we were different—and not in an art student’s dyed-hair-and-kooky-stockings kind of way. We were
         really different—out-of-this-world different. I guess that wasn’t unusual given who we were … or rather, what we were. There
         were several things that made us conspicuous. For starters, human beings were flawed and we weren’t. If you saw one of us
         in a crowd, the first thing you’d notice was our skin. It was so translucent you might be persuaded into believing that it
         contained actual particles of light. This became even more evident after dark when any exposed skin emitted a faint glow as
         if from some inner energy source. Also, we never left footprints, even when we were walking on something impressionable like
         grass or sand. And you’d never catch any one of us in a tank top—we always wore high-backed tops to cover up a minor cosmetic
         problem.
      

      
      As we began to assimilate into the life of the town, the locals couldn’t help but wonder what we were doing in a sleepy backwater
         like Venus Cove. Sometimes they thought we were tourists on an extended stay; other times we’d be mistaken for celebrities,
         and they’d ask us about TV shows we’d never even heard of. No one guessed that we were working; that we had been recruited
         to assist a world on the brink of destruction. You only had to open a newspaper or flick on a television to see why we’d
         been sent: murder, kidnapping, terrorist attacks, war, assaults on the elderly … the ugly list went on and on. There were
         so many souls in peril that the Agents of Darkness were seizing the opportunity to gather. Gabriel, Ivy, and I had been sent
         here to offset their influence. Other Agents of Light had been sent to various locations across the globe, and eventually we would be summoned to evaluate our findings. I knew the situation was dire, but
         I was certain that we couldn’t fail. In fact, I thought it would be easy—our presence would be the divine solution. I was
         about find out just how wrong I was.
      

      
      We were fortunate to have ended up at Venus Cove. It was a breathtaking place of striking contrasts. Parts of the coastline
         were windswept and rugged, and from our house we could see the looming cliffs overlooking the dark, rolling ocean and hear
         the wind howling through the trees. But a little farther inland, there were pastoral scenes of undulating hills with grazing
         cows and pretty windmills.
      

      
      Most of the houses in Venus Cove were modest weatherboard cottages but, closer to the coast, was a series of tree-lined streets
         with larger, more impressive homes. Our house, Byron, was one of these. Gabriel wasn’t overly thrilled with our accommodations—the
         cleric in him found it excessive, and he would no doubt have felt more at ease in something less luxurious, but Ivy and I
         loved it. And if the powers that be didn’t see any harm in us enjoying our time on earth, why shouldn’t we? I suspected the
         house might not help achieve our goal of blending in, but I kept quiet. I didn’t want to complain when I already felt too
         much like a liability on this mission.
      

      
      Venus Cove had a population of around three thousand, although this doubled during the summer break when the town transformed
         into a teeming resort. Regardless of the time of year, the locals were open and friendly. I liked the atmosphere of the place:
         There were no people in business suits charging off to high-powered jobs; no one was in a hurry. The people didn’t seem to care if they had dinner at the swankiest restaurant in town or at the beachside snack bar. They were
         just too laid back to worry about things like that.
      

      
      “Do you agree, Bethany?” The rich timbre of Gabriel’s voice recalled me to the present. I tried to remember the threads of
         the conversation but drew a complete blank.
      

      
      “Sorry,” I said, “I was miles away. What were you saying?”

      
      “I was just setting out some ground rules. Everything will be different as of today.”

      
      Gabriel was frowning again, mildly annoyed by my inattention. The two of us were starting at the Bryce Hamilton School that
         morning, me as a student and Gabriel as the new music teacher. It had been decided that a school would be a useful place to
         begin our work of countering the emissaries of darkness, given it was full of young people whose values were still evolving.
         Ivy was too unearthly to be herded off to high school, so it was agreed that she would mentor us and ensure our safety, or
         rather, my safety, as Gabriel could look after himself.
      

      
      “The important thing is not to lose sight of why we’re here,” Ivy said. “Our mission is clear: to perform good deeds, acts
         of charity and kindness; to lead by example. We don’t want any miracles just yet, not until we can predict how they would
         be received. At the same time we want to observe and learn as much as we can about people. Human culture is so complex and
         different from anything else in the universe.”
      

      
      I suspected these ground rules were mostly for my benefit. Gabriel never had difficulty handling himself in any kind of situation.

      
      “This is going to be fun,” I said, perhaps a little too enthusiastically.
      

      
      “It’s not about fun,” retorted Gabriel. “Haven’t you heard anything we’ve said?”

      
      “Essentially we are trying to drive away the evil influences and restore people’s faith in each other,” said Ivy in a conciliatory
         tone. “Don’t worry about Bethany, Gabe—she’ll be fine.”
      

      
      “In short, we are here to bless the community,” my brother continued. “But we mustn’t appear too conspicuous. Our first priority
         is to remain undetected. Bethany, please try not to say anything that will … unsettle the students.”
      

      
      It was my turn to be offended.

      
      “Like what?” I demanded. “I’m not that scary.”

      
      “You know what Gabriel means,” said Ivy. “All he’s suggesting is that you think before you speak. No personal talk about home,
         no ‘God reckons’ … or ‘God told me’ … they might think you’re on something.”
      

      
      “Fine,” I said huffily. “But I hope I’m at least allowed to fly around the corridors during lunch hour.”

      
      Gabriel threw me a disapproving look. I waited for him to get my joke, but his eyes remained serious. I sighed. Much as I
         loved him, Gabriel could be totally lacking in any sense of humor.
      

      
      “Don’t worry, I’ll behave. I promise.”

      
      “Self-control is of the utmost importance,” Ivy said.

      
      I sighed again. I knew I was the only one who had to worry about self-control. Ivy and Gabriel had enough experience of this
         kind for it to be second nature—they knew the rules back to front. It wasn’t fair. They also had steadier personalities than I did. They might as well have been called
         the Ice King and Queen. Nothing fazed them, nothing troubled them, and most important, nothing upset them. They were like
         well-rehearsed actors whose lines came to them without effort. It was different for me; I’d struggled from the outset. For
         some reason, becoming human had really thrown me. I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of it. It was like going from blissful
         emptiness to experiencing a roller coaster of sensations all at once. Sometimes the sensations crossed over and shifted like
         sand so the end result was total confusion. I knew I was supposed to detach myself from all things emotional, but I hadn’t
         worked out how. I marveled at how ordinary humans managed to live with such turmoil bubbling below the surface all the time—it
         was draining. I tried to hide my difficulties from Gabriel; I didn’t want to prove him right or have him thinking less of
         me because of my struggles. If my siblings ever experienced anything similar, they were expert at suppressing it.
      

      
      Ivy suggested she go and lay out my uniform and find a clean shirt and pants for Gabe. As a member of the teaching staff,
         Gabriel was required to wear a shirt and tie, and the idea wasn’t exactly appealing to him. He usually wore loose jeans and
         open-neck sweaters. Anything tight made us feel too constricted. Clothes in general gave us a strange feeling of being trapped,
         so I sympathized with Gabriel as he came back downstairs squirming in the crisp white shirt that hugged his well-built chest
         and tugging at the tie until he’d sufficiently loosened the knot.
      

      
      Clothing wasn’t the only difference; we’d also had to learn to perform grooming rituals like showering, brushing our teeth,
         and combing our hair. We never had to think about such things in the Kingdom, where existence was maintenance free. Life as
         a physical entity meant so much more to remember.
      

      
      “Are you sure there’s a dress code for teachers?” Gabriel asked.

      
      “I think so,” Ivy replied, “but even if I’m wrong, do you really want to be taking a chance on the first day?’

      
      “What was wrong with what I had on?” he grumbled, rolling up his shirtsleeves in an attempt to liberate his arms. “It was
         comfortable, at least.”
      

      
      Ivy clicked her tongue at him and turned to check that I’d put on my uniform correctly.

      
      I had to admit that it was fairly stylish as far as uniforms went. The dress was a flattering pale blue with a pleated front
         and a white Peter Pan collar. With it we were required to wear knee-high cotton socks, brown buckle-up shoes, and a navy
         blazer with the school crest emblazoned in gold on the breast pocket. Ivy had bought me pale blue and white ribbons, which
         she now weaved deftly into my braids.
      

      
      “There,” she said with a satisfied smile. “From celestial ambassador to local school girl.”

      
      I wished she hadn’t used the word ambassador—it was unnerving. It carried so much weight, so many expectations. And not the sort of expectations humans had of their children
         to clean their rooms, babysit their siblings, or complete their homework. These were the kind of expectations that had to be met, and if they weren’t … well, I didn’t know what would happen. My knees felt as if they might buckle underneath
         me at any minute.
      

      
      “I’m not so sure about this, Gabe,” I said, even as I realized how erratic I must sound. “What if I’m not ready?”

      
      “That choice is not ours,” Gabriel replied with unfailing composure. “We have only one purpose: to fulfil our duties to the
         Creator.”
      

      
      “I want to do that, but this is high school. It’s one thing observing life from the sidelines, but we’re going to be thrown right in the thick of it.”
      

      
      “That’s the point,” Gabriel said. “We can’t be expected to make a difference from the sidelines.”

      
      “But what if something goes wrong?”

      
      “I’ll be there to make it right.”

      
      “It’s just that the earth seems like such a dangerous place for angels.”

      
      “That’s why I’m here.”

      
      The dangers I imagined weren’t merely physical. These we’d be well equipped to handle. What worried me was the seduction of
         all things human. I doubted myself, and I knew that could lead to losing sight of my higher purpose. After all, it had happened
         before with dire consequences—we’d all heard the dreadful legends of fallen angels, seduced by the indulgences of man, and
         we all knew what had become of them.
      

      
      Ivy and Gabriel observed the world around them with a trained eye, aware of the pitfalls, but for a novice like me the danger
         was enormous.
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      Venus Cove
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      THE Bryce Hamilton School was located on the outskirts of town, set high on the peak of an undulating slope. No matter where
         you were in the building, you looked out to see a view: either vineyards and verdant hills with the odd grazing cow, or the
         rugged cliffs of the Shipwreck Coast, so named for the many vessels that had sunk in its treacherous waters over the last
         century. The school, a limestone mansion complete with arched windows, sweeping lawns, and a bell tower, was one of the town’s
         original buildings. It had once served as a convent before it was converted to a school in the sixties.
      

      
      A flight of stone steps led to the double doors of the main entrance, which was shadowed by a vine-covered archway. Attached
         to the main building was a small stone chapel; the occasional service was still held there, we were told, but mostly it served
         as a place for students in need of refuge. A high stone wall surrounded the grounds, and spiked iron gates stood open to allow
         cars access to the gravel driveway.
      

      
      Despite its archaic exterior, Bryce Hamilton had a reputation for moving with the times, and was favored by progressive parents who wanted to avoid subjecting their children to any kind of repression. Most of the students had a long-standing
         association with the school through parents and grandparents who were former pupils.
      

      
      Ivy, Gabriel, and I stood outside the gates watching the students arrive. I concentrated on trying to settle the butterflies
         that were doing callisthenics in my stomach. The sensation was uncomfortable and yet strangely exhilarating. I was still getting
         used to the way emotions could affect the human body. I took a deep breath. It was funny how being an angel didn’t make me
         any more prepared for the first-day nerves of starting somewhere new. I didn’t have to be human to know that first impressions
         could make all the difference between acceptance and ostracism. I’d listened in on the prayers of teenage girls and most
         of them centered on being accepted by the “popular” crowd and finding a boyfriend who played on the rugby team. I just hoped
         I would find a friend.
      

      
      The students came in groups of three and four: the girls dressed just like me; the boys wearing gray trousers, white shirts,
         and blue-and-white-striped ties. Even in school uniform, it wasn’t difficult to distinguish the particular social groups
         I’d observed in the Kingdom. The music posse was made up of boys with shoulder-length hair, untidy strands falling over their
         eyes. They carried instrument cases and had musical chords scrawled on their arms in black felt pen. There was a small minority
         of goths who had set themselves apart by the use of heavy eye makeup and spiky hairdos, and I wondered how they got away with
         it. Surely it must contravene school regulations. Those who liked to think of themselves as artistic had accessorized the uniform with berets or hats and colorful scarves. Some girls traveled in packs,
         like a group of platinum blondes who crossed the road with their arms linked. The academic types were easily identified; they
         wore pristine uniforms with no alterations and carried the official school backpack. They tended to walk with a missionary
         zeal, heads down, eager to reach the sanctity of the library. A group of boys in untucked shirts, loose ties, and sneakers
         loitered under the shade of some palms, taking swigs from soda cans and chocolate milk cartons. They were in no hurry to move
         inside the school gates, instead taking turns at punching and leaping on one another. They tumbled to the ground laughing
         and groaning at the same time. I watched one boy throw an empty can at his friend’s head. It bounced off and rattled on the
         sidewalk. The boy looked stunned for a moment before bursting into laughter.
      

      
      We watched with growing consternation and still hadn’t moved from our position outside the front gates. A boy sauntered past
         us and looked back with curiosity. He was wearing a baseball cap backward and his school pants hung so loosely on his hips
         that the label of his designer underwear was in full view.
      

      
      “I must admit, I struggle with some of these latest fashion trends.” Gabriel pursed his lips.

      
      Ivy laughed. “This is the twenty-first century,” she said. “Try not to look so critical.”

      
      “Isn’t that what teachers do?”

      
      “I suppose so, but don’t expect to be popular.” She looked resolutely toward the entrance and stood a little straighter even though she already had perfect posture. It was easy for
         her to be confident; she wasn’t the one facing the firing squad. Ivy squeezed Gabriel’s shoulder and handed me a manila folder
         with my class schedule, a school map, and other notices she had collected for me earlier in the week. “Are you ready?” she
         asked.
      

      
      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied, trying to steel my nerves. I felt as if I were about to go into battle. “Let’s do it.”

      
      Ivy stood at the gates waving like a proud but anxious mother seeing her children off on their first day of school.

      
      “We’ll be fine, Bethany,” Gabriel promised. “Remember where we come from.”

      
      We had predicted that our arrival would make an impression, but we hadn’t counted on people stopping to openly gawk at us,
         or stepping aside as though they were being visited by royalty. I avoided making eye contact with anyone and followed Gabriel
         to the administration office. Inside, the carpet was dark green and a cluster of upholstered chairs were arranged in a row.
         Through a glass partition we could see an office with an upright fan and shelves almost to the ceiling. A short, round woman
         with a pink cardigan and an inflated sense of self-importance bustled up to us. A phone rang on a desk nearby and she glared
         pointedly at an office assistant, indicating it was her job to answer it. Her expression softened a little when she got close
         enough to see our faces.
      

      
      “Hello there,” she said brightly, eyeing us up and down. “My name’s Mrs. Jordan and I’m the registrar. You must be Bethany,
         and you”—her voice dropped a notch as she scanned Gabriel’s flawless face in appreciation—“must be Mr. Church, our new music teacher.”
      

      
      She came out from behind the little glass wall and tucked the folder she was carrying under her arm to shake our hands enthusiastically.
         “Welcome to Bryce Hamilton! I’ve allocated Bethany a locker on the third floor; we can head up there now, and then I’ll escort
         you, Mr. Church, to our staff room. Briefings are Tuesdays and Thursdays at eight-thirty sharp. I hope you enjoy your time
         here. You’ll find it’s a very lively place, never a dull moment!”
      

      
      Gabriel and I exchanged glances, unsure now what to expect of our first day at school. Mrs. Jordan bustled us outside and
         past the basketball courts, where a group of sweaty boys were furiously pounding the asphalt, shooting hoops.
      

      
      “There’s a big game on this afternoon,” Mrs. Jordan confided, winking over her shoulder. She squinted up at the gathering
         clouds and frowned. “I sure hope the rain holds off. Our boys will be so disappointed if we have to forfeit.”
      

      
      As she prattled on, I saw Gabriel glance up at the sky. Discreetly, he turned his hand so that it was palm up toward the heavens
         and closed his eyes. The engraved silver rings he wore glinted in the sunlight. Immediately, as if in response to his silent
         command, beams of sunlight burst through the clouds, washing the courts in gold.
      

      
      “Well, would you look at that!” Mrs. Jordan exclaimed. “A change in the weather—you two must have brought us luck.”

      
      In the main wing the corridors were carpeted in a dark burgundy and oak doors with glass panels led to antiquated-looking
         classrooms. The ceilings were high and some of the old ornate light fixtures still remained. They were a stark contrast to the graffiti-covered lockers lining the corridor
         and the slightly nauseating smell of deodorant coupled with cleaning agents and the greasy odor of hamburgers coming from
         the cafeteria. Mrs. Jordan took us on a whirlwind tour, pointing out the main facilities (the quadrangle, multimedia department,
         science block, assembly hall, gymnasium, and tracks, playing fields, and the performing arts center). She was obviously pressed
         for time, because after showing me my locker, she blurted some vague directions to the nurse’s office, told me not to hesitate
         should I have any questions, and took Gabriel by the elbow and whisked him away. He looked back at me apprehensively.
      

      
      “Will you be okay?” he mouthed.

      
      I gave him a wan smile by way of reply, hoping I looked more confident than I felt. I certainly didn’t want Gabriel worrying
         about me when he had matters of his own to deal with. Just then a sonorous bell rang, reverberating through the building and
         signaling the beginning of the first class. I found myself suddenly standing alone in a corridor full of strangers. They pushed
         indifferently past me as they headed to various classrooms. For a moment I felt invisible, as if I had no business being there.
         I studied my schedule and realized that the jumble of numbers and letters may as well have been written in a foreign language
         for all the sense they made to me. V.CHES11—how on earth was I supposed to decipher that? I even considered ducking through the crowd and making my way back to Byron
         Street.
      

      
      “Excuse me.” I caught the attention of a girl with a tumble of titian curls who was striding past. She stopped and surveyed me with interest. “I’m new,” I explained helplessly, holding
         out my schedule. “Can you tell me what this means?”
      

      
      “It means you have chemistry with Mr. Velt in room S-eleven,” she said. “It’s just down the hall. I’ll take you if you like—we’re
         in the same class.”
      

      
      “Thanks,” I said with obvious relief.

      
      “Do you have a spare after chem? If you do I can show you around.”

      
      “A what?” I asked, my confusion growing.

      
      “A spare—as in a free period?” The girl gave me a funny look. “What did you call them at your old school?” Her face changed
         as she considered a more disturbing possibility. “Or didn’t you have any?”
      

      
      “No,” I replied with a nervous laugh. “We didn’t.”

      
      “That must’ve sucked. I’m Molly, by the way.”

      
      The girl was beautiful with glowing skin, rounded features, and bright eyes. Her rosiness reminded me of a girl in a painting
         I’d seen, a shepherdess in a bucolic setting.
      

      
      “Bethany,” I said with a smile. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      
      Molly waited patiently at my locker while I rummaged through my bag for the relevant textbook, a spiral notebook, and a handful
         of pens. Part of me wanted to call Gabriel back and ask him to take me home. I could almost feel his strong arms encircling
         me, hiding me from everything, and steering me back to Byron. Gabriel had a way of making me feel safe, no matter what the
         circumstances were. But I didn’t know how to find him in this vast school; he could have been behind any of the numberless
         doors in any one of the identical corridors; I had no idea how to find the music wing. I silently reproved myself for my dependence on Gabriel. I
         needed to survive here on a daily basis without his protection, and I was determined to show him that I could. Molly opened
         the classroom door and we walked in. Of course, we were late.
      

      
      Mr. Velt was a short, bald man with a shiny forehead. He was wearing a sweater patterned with geometric shapes that looked
         like it had faded from overwashing. When Molly and I came in, he was in the middle of trying to explain a formula scrawled
         on the whiteboard to a bunch of students, whose vacant faces indicated they wished they were anywhere but in his classroom.
      

      
      “Glad you could join us, Miss Harrison,” he said to Molly, who slunk quickly to the back of the room. Having already checked
         the roll he seemed to know who I was.
      

      
      “Late on your first day, Miss Church,” he said, clicking his tongue and raising an eyebrow in reprimand. “Not exactly off
         to a good start. Hurry up and sit down.”
      

      
      Suddenly he remembered he had forgotten to introduce me. He stopped writing long enough to make a perfunctory introduction.
         “Everyone, this is Bethany Church. She’s new to Bryce Hamilton, so please do your utmost to make her feel welcome.”
      

      
      Almost every pair of eyes in the room followed me as I took the last seat available. It was at the back next to Molly, and
         when Mr. Velt stopped talking and told us to work through the next set of questions, I was able to study her more closely.
         I saw now that she wore the top button of her school dress undone and large silver hoops in her ears. She had drawn an emery board from her pocket and was filing her nails under the
         desk, blatantly ignoring our teacher’s instructions.
      

      
      “Don’t worry about Velt,” she whispered, seeing my look of surprise. “He’s a total stiff, bitter and twisted after his wife
         served the divorce papers. The only thing that gets him going these days is his new convertible, which he looks like a loser
         driving.” She grinned, and I saw she had a broad smile and white teeth. She wore a lot of mascara but her skin had a natural
         glow. “Bethany, that’s a pretty name,” she went on. “Kinda old-fashioned though. But hey, I got stuck with Molly, like some
         character in a picture book.”
      

      
      I smiled awkwardly at her, not entirely sure how to answer someone so confident and forthright.

      
      “I guess we’re stuck with the names our parents chose for us,” I said, knowing it was a lame attempt at making conversation.
         I figured I really shouldn’t have been talking at all, seeing as we were in class and poor Mr. Velt needed all the help he
         could get. It also made me feel like a fraud, as angels didn’t have parents. For a moment I felt like Molly would see right
         through my lie. But she didn’t.
      

      
      “So where are you from?” Molly wanted to know, blowing on the nails of one hand and shaking a bottle of fluorescent pink polish.

      
      “We’ve been living overseas,” I told her, wondering what her reaction might be if I told her I was from the Kingdom of Heaven.
         “Our parents are still there.”
      

      
      “Really?” Molly seemed impressed. “Whereabouts?”

      
      I hesitated. “Different places. They move around a lot.”

      
      Molly seemed to accept this as if it were fairly commonplace.
      

      
      “What do they do?” she asked.

      
      I fumbled for the answer in my head. I knew we’d discussed this but my mind went blank. It would be just like me to make a
         critical mistake within my first hour of being a student. Then I remembered.
      

      
      “They’re diplomats,” I said. “We came with our older brother. He just started as a teacher here. Our parents will join us
         when they can.” I tried to cram in as much information as I could to satisfy her curiosity and stem further questions. By
         nature, angels were bad liars. I hoped Molly hadn’t seen through my story. Technically speaking, none of it was a lie.
      

      
      “Cool,” was all she said. “I’ve never been overseas but I’ve been to the city a few times. You’d better be prepared for a change
         of lifestyle at Venus Cove. It’s usually pretty chill around here except things have been a bit weird lately.”
      

      
      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      
      “Well, I’ve lived here my whole life; my grandparents even lived here and ran a local business. And in all that time, nothing
         really bad has ever happened; there’s been the occasional factory fire and some boating accidents—but now …” Molly lowered
         her voice. “There’s been robberies and freak accidents all over the place—there was a flu epidemic last year and six kids
         died from it.”
      

      
      “That’s devastating,” I said weakly, feeling a hollowness in the pit of my stomach. I was starting to get a sense of the extent
         of the damage done by the Agents of Darkness, and it wasn’t looking good. “Is that all?”
      

      
      “There was one other thing,” Molly said. “But you’d want to be careful bringing it up at school—a lot of kids are still pretty
         torn up over it.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry, I’ll watch my mouth,” I assured her.

      
      “Well about six months ago, one of the senior boys, Henry Taylor, climbed up on the school roof to get a basketball that
         had landed up there. He wasn’t screwing around or anything, he was just trying to get it down. No one saw how it happened,
         but he slipped and fell. He came down right in the middle of the courts—his friends saw the whole thing. They were never able
         to completely get rid of the bloodstain, so no one plays there anymore.”
      

      
      Before I could respond, Mr. Velt cleared his throat and looked daggers in our direction.

      
      “Miss Harrison, I assume you are explaining to our new student the concept of covalent bonding.”

      
      “Um, not exactly, Mr. Velt,” Molly replied. “I don’t want to bore her to death on her first day.”

      
      I saw a vein throb on Mr. Velt’s forehead and realized I  should probably intervene. I channeled a calming energy toward him
         and watched with satisfaction as he started looking less harangued. His shoulders seem to relax, and his face lost its livid
         hue and returned to a more natural shade. He looked at Molly and gave a tolerant, almost paternal chuckle.
      

      
      “Your sense of humor is unfailing, Miss Harrison.”

      
      Molly looked confused but was smart enough to refrain from further comment.

      
      “My theory is he’s having a midlife crisis,” she whispered to me instead. Mr. Velt ignored us and busied himself setting up
         a projector slide. I groaned inwardly and tried to suppress a rising wave of panic. We angels were radiant enough in daylight.
         In the dark it was worse but concealable, but in the halogen light of an overhead projector, who knew what might happen. I
         decided it wasn’t worth taking the risk. I asked for permission to go to the bathroom and then slipped out. I hung around
         just outside, waiting for Mr. Velt to finish his presentation and switch the lights back on. The slides clicked sharply
         into place, and through the glass panel on the classroom door I could see that they demonstrated a simplified description
         of the valence bond theory. I was glad I wouldn’t have to study such basic things on a permanent basis.
      

      
      “Are you lost?”

      
      The voice came from behind, startling me. I spun around to see a boy lounging against the lockers opposite the classroom.
         Even though he looked more formal with his shirt buttoned, tie neatly knotted, and school blazer, there was no mistaking that
         face or the nut-colored hair flopping over vivid blue eyes. I hadn’t expected to run into him again, but now the boy from
         the pier was standing right in front of me, wearing that same wry smile.
      

      
      “I’m fine, thank you,” I said, turning away quickly. If he had recognized me, he wasn’t giving himself away. I hoped that
         turning my back on him, as rude as it seemed, might cut the conversation short. He had caught me unawares, and something about
         him made me unsure where to look or what to do with my hands. But he seemed in no hurry.
      

      
      “You know, the more conventional way to learn is from inside the classroom,” he continued.

      
      I was forced to turn back then and acknowledge his presence. I tried to communicate my reluctance to engage in conversation
         with a cool look, but when I met his eyes, something entirely different happened. I had an instant, gut-wrenching physical
         reaction as if the world were falling from under me and I had to steady myself to stop from falling with it.
      

      
      I must have looked like I was about to pass out because he involuntarily put out an arm to catch me. I noticed the fine cord
         of plaited leather he wore around his wrist, the only item out of keeping with his otherwise traditional appearance.
      

      
      My memory of him hadn’t done him justice. He had the striking good looks of an actor but without any trace of conceit. His
         mouth was curved into a half-smile, and his limpid eyes had a depth I hadn’t noticed the first time. He was tall and slender,
         but underneath his uniform I could make out the shoulders of a swimmer. He was looking at me as though he wanted to help me
         but didn’t quite know how, and as I stared back at him, I realized that his attractiveness had as much to do with his air
         of composure as his regular features and smooth skin. I wished I could come up with some witty retort to match his confidence,
         but I couldn’t think of anything.
      

      
      “Just feeling a little light-headed, that’s all,” I mumbled. He took a step closer, still looking concerned.

      
      “Do you need to sit down?”

      
      “No, I’m fine now.” I shook my head decisively.

      
      Reassured that I wasn’t going to faint, he held out his hand and flashed me a dazzling smile.

      
      “I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself last time we met—I’m Xavier.”
      

      
      So he hadn’t forgotten.

      
      His hand was broad and warm. He held mine a fraction too long. I remembered what Gabriel had said about steering clear of
         risky human interaction. Warning bells sounded in my head as I frowned and pulled my hand away. It wouldn’t exactly be the
         wisest move befriending this boy with his ridiculous good looks and hundred-watt smile. The flutter in my chest when I looked
         at him told me I was already in hot water. I was learning to read the signals given out by my body and knew that this boy
         was making me nervous. But there was a hint of another feeling, one that I couldn’t identify. I backed away from him, toward
         the classroom door, where I could see the lights had just come on. I knew I was being rude, but I was too unsettled to care.
         Xavier didn’t look offended, just bemused by my behavior.
      

      
      “I’m Bethany,” I managed to say, already halfway through the door.

      
      “See you around, Bethany,” he said.

      
      My face felt beet red as I came back into the chem lab, and Mr. Velt threw me an accusatory look for having taken so long
         in the bathroom.
      

      
      BY lunchtime I’d realized that Bryce Hamilton was a minefield of projector slides and other traps designed to ferret out undercover
         angels like me. In gym class I had a mild panic attack when I realized I was expected to change in front of all the other girls. They peeled off their clothes without a second thought and tossed them into lockers or onto the floor.
         Molly got her bra straps tangled and asked for my help, which I gave nervously, hoping she wouldn’t notice the unnaturally
         soft touch of my hands.
      

      
      “Wow, you must moisturize like mad,” she said.

      
      “Every night,” I replied lightly.

      
      “So what do you think of the Bryce Hamilton crowd so far? Boys hot enough for you?”

      
      “I wouldn’t say hot,” I said, puzzled. “Most of them seem to have a normal body temperature.”
      

      
      Molly stared at me. She looked like she was about to snicker, but my expression convinced her I wasn’t trying to be funny.
         “Hot means good-looking,” she said. “Have you seriously never heard that before? Where was your last school—Mars?”
      

      
      I blushed as soon as I understood the meaning of her original question. “I haven’t really met any boys yet,” I said, shrugging.
         “I did run into someone called Xavier.” Speaking his name aloud was strange. There was a cadence to it that made it sound
         special. I was glad the boy with the intense eyes and the floppy hair wasn’t a Peter or Rob. I’d hoped to sound casual bringing
         him up, but his name exploded into the conversation like a firework.
      

      
      “Which Xavier?” Molly quizzed, all ears now. “Is he blond? Xavier Laro’s blond and plays on the lacrosse team. He’s pretty
         hot. I wouldn’t blame you for liking him, but I think he might already have a girlfriend. Or did they break up? I’m not sure;
         I could try and find out.”
      

      
      “This one had light brown hair,” I interrupted her, “and blue eyes.”
      

      
      “Oh.” Molly’s expression changed. “That would be Xavier Woods. He’s the school captain.”

      
      “Well, he seemed nice.”

      
      “I wouldn’t go for him if I were you,” she counseled. Her expression was all concern, but I got the feeling she expected me
         to take her advice no matter what. Maybe that was one of the rules in the world of teenage girls: “Friends are always right.”
      

      
      “I’m not really going for anyone, Molly,” I said, but was unable to resist asking, “Why, what’s wrong with him?” It didn’t seem possible that the boy
         I’d met could be anything other than perfect.
      

      
      “Oh, he’s nice enough,” Molly replied, “but let’s just say he’s got baggage.”

      
      “What does that mean?”

      
      “Well, a whole heap of girls have been trying to get his attention for ages, but he’s emotionally unavailable.”

      
      “You mean he’s already got a girlfriend?”

      
      “He did have. Her name was Emily. But no one’s been able to comfort him since …” She trailed off.

      
      “They broke up?” I prompted.

      
      “No.” Molly’s voice dropped and she twisted her fingers uncomfortably. “She died in a house fire almost two years ago. Before
         it happened they were inseparable, people even talked about them getting married and everything. No one’s been able to measure up to her. I don’t think he’s ever really gotten over it.”
      

      
      “How awful,” I said. “He would have been only …”
      

      
      “Sixteen,” Molly finished. “He was pretty close with Henry Taylor as well—he spoke at the funeral. He was just getting over
         Emily when it happened. Everyone kinda expected him to break down, but he just shut off emotionally and kept going.”
      

      
      I didn’t know what else to say. Looking at Xavier’s face, you would never have guessed the pain he must have endured, although
         now I remembered there was a slightly guarded look about his eyes.
      

      
      “He’s all right now,” Molly said. “He’s still friends with everyone, still plays on the rugby team, and coaches the junior
         swimmers. It’s not like he can’t crack a smile, it’s just that relationships are sort of off-limits. I don’t think he wants
         to get involved again after the crappy luck he’s had.”
      

      
      “I guess you can’t blame him,” I said.

      
      Molly suddenly noticed that I was still in my uniform and her serious tone lifted. “Hurry up and get changed,” she urged.
         “What are you, shy?”
      

      
      “Just a bit.” I smiled at her and disappeared into a shower cubicle.

      
      My thoughts about Xavier Woods were cut off as soon as I saw the sports uniform I was expected to wear. I even contemplated
         crawling out the window to make my escape. It was completely unflattering; the shorts were too short, and the top rode up
         so much that I could hardly move without flashing my midriff. That was going to be a problem during games seeing as we angels
         didn’t have a navel—just smooth white skin, freckle and indentation free. Luckily my wings (feathered but paper thin) folded flat across my back, so I didn’t have to worry about them showing, but they were starting to cramp
         from lack of exercise. I couldn’t wait until the predawn flight in the mountains that Gabriel had promised us soon.
      

      
      I tugged the top down as far as I could and joined Molly, who was at the mirror applying a liberal coating of lip gloss. I
         wasn’t sure why she needed lip gloss for gym class, but when she offered me the brush, I accepted, not wanting to appear ungracious.
         I wasn’t exactly sure how to use the applicator but managed to apply a fairly uneven coating. I assumed it was something that
         took practice. Unlike the other girls, I hadn’t been experimenting with my mom’s cosmetics since I was five. I hadn’t even
         known what my human face looked like until recently.
      

      
      “Rub your lips together,” said Molly. “Like this …”

      
      I mimicked her and found that the motion smoothed out the gloss, making me look less clownlike.

      
      “That’s better,” she said approvingly.

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      “I guess you don’t wear makeup very often.”

      
      I shook my head.

      
      “Well, it’s not like you need it. That color suits you though.”

      
      “It smells amazing.”

      
      “It’s called Melon Sorbet.” Molly looked pleased with herself, then became distracted by something and began sniffing the
         air.
      

      
      “Can you smell that?” she asked.

      
      I stiffened, gripped by a sudden rush of insecurity. Was it me? Was it possible that we smelled terrible to people on earth? Had Ivy sprayed my clothes with some sort of perfume that was socially unacceptable in Molly’s world?
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