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I don’t want to go to heaven. None of my friends are there.

—Oscar Wilde

[image: images]

If heaven ain’t a lot like Dixie, I don’t wanna go If heaven ain’t a lot like Dixie, I’d just as soon stay home

—Hank Williams Jr.
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Till Death
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EVERYTHING began to rattle.

I clutched the edge of the table and watched my engagement ring tumble onto the checkered floor of Sweethearts Café. The tremor lasted only a matter of seconds but the jukebox cut out and the alarmed waitresses teetered as they tried to balance their loaded trays.

Outside I saw the sky darken like bruised flesh and the treetops tremble as if shaken by an invisible hand. The blissful faraway expression on Xavier’s face vanished, replaced by the hard, fighting look I’d seen far too much on him lately. I gripped his hand more tightly, closed my eyes, and waited for the blinding light that would surely come to return me to my prison in the sky.

But a moment later the earth was still again and normal activity resumed around us. Everyone had been bracing for something worse and breathed a collective sigh of relief when it didn’t come. Now they were laughing, commenting on the unpredictability of Mother Nature while the waitresses hurried to clean up spilled drinks. Nobody was dwelling on what had happened—it would probably be newsworthy for a day or so and then forgotten. But Xavier and I weren’t so easily fooled. Trouble was stirring in the Kingdom; we could feel it.

I considered telling Xavier that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all, that we should return his grandmother’s ring and drive back to Bryce Hamilton for the remainder of the graduation ceremony. If we hurried we’d probably arrive in time for him to deliver his valedictory speech. But the more I watched him, the more I faltered in my resolve.

My dutiful side recognized the wisdom of heeding the warning, meekly playing by the rules and not tampering with the will of Heaven. But I could feel a rebelliousness stirring inside me that told me it was too late to turn back. I let the timid girl I’d once been shrink into the shadows like a wallflower at a dance and allowed the new Beth to take over. I didn’t know her too well, but somehow I felt like she’d been there all along, waiting in the wings, an understudy ready for her moment to shine.

It was this Beth who stood and snatched up her bag.

“Let’s go.”

Xavier tossed some bills down on the table and followed me into the street. He turned his face upward, squinting into the sun, which had quietly reappeared, before letting out a long sigh.

“Think that was directed at us?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “We might be reading too much into it.”

“Maybe,” Xavier said. “But nothing like that’s ever happened before and I’ve lived here all my life.”

I looked up and down Main Street. People seemed to be going about their business as usual. I noticed the sheriff was out, reassuring some nervous tourists. His level voice carried over to us.

“There’s no cause for alarm, ma’am. Tremors might be rare in these parts but they’re nothing to worry about.”

The tourists seemed placated by his words but I knew the trembling earth couldn’t be a mere coincidence. It was clearly a warning from above, not designed to do any real damage, just get our attention. And it had succeeded.

“Beth?” Xavier faltered. “What do we do now?”

I glanced at the Chevy parked across the street—it would only take us five minutes to get down to the water’s edge where Father Mel was waiting for us in the chapel. I remembered visiting him along with Gabriel and Ivy when we first arrived in Venus Cove, and although it had never been openly discussed, he had known what we were. The look on his face had told us everything. I found myself thinking that if a man as pious as Father Mel had agreed to marry us, he must believe in our union. It was comforting to know we had at least one ally in our camp.

I wrestled internally for a moment before catching sight of an elderly couple sitting on a wooden bench in the square. The man held his wife’s hand cupped in his own and smiled to himself as the breeze ruffled his white hair, while the sunshine warmed the back of his neck. I wondered how long they’d been together, how much of life’s journey they’d shared. It was a glittering afternoon and the birches on the sidewalk twinkled in the sun. I watched a jogger go by, plugged into his iPod, and a little boy making faces at pedestrians through a car window. I may not have been born into this world, but I knew I had earned the right to be here. I was not about to relinquish that right so easily.

I took Xavier’s face in my hands. “If I recall … you just asked me to marry you.”

He regarded me uncertainly for a moment until understanding dawned. Then his face broke into a smile. He grabbed my hand with renewed fervor and we dashed across to the waiting Chevy. In the backseat lay the academic caps and gowns we had abandoned earlier but neither of us noticed them now. We didn’t speak as Xavier stepped on the gas and the car sped off toward the shoreline. Any doubts we might have had evaporated. Come what may we were sticking with our plan.

SAINT Mark’s was a bluestone chapel, built by European colonists just after the Civil War. A wrought-iron fence surrounded it and a cobbled path lined with bluebells led to its arched oak doors. It was the first Catholic church in the county, and a memorial wall lined the side garden, commemorating fallen confederate soldiers. Saint Mark’s meant a lot to Xavier and his family. He’d taken bible study there since he was a boy and performed in every Christmas pageant until he was old enough to be embarrassed by it. Father Mel knew each of the Woods children personally. In just a few weeks he was going to marry the eldest daughter, Claire. As her brother, Xavier would stand up as one of the groomsmen.

As soon as we stepped through the arched doorway, the bustle of the outside world was completely obliterated. Our footsteps echoed on the red-veined marble of the chapel floor, and stone pillars towered to the domed ceiling above us. A statue of a crucified Christ dominated the nave, His crowned head bent, but His eyes turned Heavenward. Mosaic portraits of martyred saints stared down at us from the ceiling. A muted gold light filled the chapel, gliding off the golden tabernacle that held the consecrated hosts. On the walls, paintings of the fourteen Stations of the Cross hung in heavy carved frames. The pews were polished redwood and the smell of incense permeated the air. The stained glass window above the altar depicted a golden-haired Gabriel, stern-faced and red-robed as he delivered his message to a bewildered kneeling Mary. It was strange seeing an artist’s interpretation of my archangel brother. The real Gabriel was so beautiful and formidable that his likeness could never truly be captured. Still, the colors rippled, bringing the figures to life before our eyes.

Xavier and I stopped at the entrance to dip our fingers in the font of holy water, crossing ourselves in tandem. A soft rustling of fabric preceded Father Mel’s appearance. When he emerged, he was wearing full vestments that brushed the floor with a swishing sound when he walked down the carpeted steps to greet us. He was a balding man with twinkling eyes and didn’t look surprised to see us. He embraced Xavier warmly and then folded my hand in his as if we were old acquaintances.

“I’ve been expecting you,” he said encouragingly.

Father Mel ushered us to the front of the church where we both knelt before the altar. He searched our faces, looking for confirmation of our sincerity.

“Marriage is a serious commitment,” he said. “You’re both very young. Have you thought carefully about what you are about to undertake?”

“Yes, Father, we have,” Xavier replied in a tone that would have convinced even the most ardent skeptic. “Will you help us?”

“Hmmm,” came the gravelly reply. “What do your families have to say about all this? Surely they’d want to be present at such a momentous occasion?” Father Mel’s gaze grew stern when he met my eyes.

“This is our decision,” Xavier said. “I wish they could be here … but they just wouldn’t understand.” Father Mel nodded as he considered the full meaning of Xavier’s words.

“This isn’t some teenage crush,” I cut in, worried that he might need more persuading. “You have no idea what we’ve been through to get here. Please, we can’t go another day without belonging to each other in the eyes of the Lord.”

I could see Father Mel was finding it hard to ignore our urgency, but the little voice in his head advocated caution. I needed to try harder if I was going to convince him.

“It’s God’s will,” I said suddenly, and watched his eyes widen. “He brought us together for a reason. You of all people should know He has a plan for everyone and this is ours. It’s not for us to question Him, we just want to embrace what He has created between us.”

That seemed to seal the deal. He couldn’t reject what seemed to be a blatant directive from above. Father Mel fluttered his hands in a gesture of consent.

“Very well then. It won’t do to keep you waiting any longer.” He beckoned to someone who had until now been hidden in the gloom. “I’ve taken the liberty of asking Mrs. Alvarez to act as witness.”

We turned our heads to see a woman who’d been silently praying at the end of a pew. When she stood up and approached the altar, I recognized her as the presbytery’s housekeeper. Mrs. Alvarez smoothed out imaginary creases in her print blouse. She couldn’t help looking excited about playing a minor role in what must have appeared to her as some wild and romantic escapade. When she spoke, she even sounded a little breathless.

“You are the son of Bernadette, yes?” she asked with a heavy Hispanic accent. Xavier nodded and dropped his gaze, anticipating a reprimand. But Mrs. Alvarez only gave his arm a complicit squeeze. “You don’t worry; everyone will be happy for you soon enough.”

“Shall we begin?” Father Mel asked.

“Please … un momento.” Mrs. Alvarez shook her head and surveyed me unhappily before excusing herself. We waited in confusion for a moment until she returned and presented me with a posy of daisies hastily picked from the chapel’s garden.

“Thank you.” I smiled at her gratefully. In our hurry to get there, Xavier and I hadn’t given much thought to details. Both of us were still in our crisp school uniforms.

“You are very welcome.” Her eyes crinkled in delight.

The sunlight pouring through the stained-glass window washed Xavier in golden tones. It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d been wearing his old gym shorts. His very presence was dazzling. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of my own tumble of chestnut hair, streaked with copper and bronze. My reflection seemed to be glowing. A small part of me wanted to see this as a sign that perhaps our union might find favor in the eyes of Heaven. After all, the earth had stopped shaking and the ceiling was showing no sign of caving in. Maybe, just maybe, ours was a love that even Heaven had to accept.

When I looked at Xavier, I realized something in me had changed. I wasn’t overcome with my usual flood of emotion—a love so intense that I sometimes felt my body couldn’t contain it without exploding. Instead, I felt entirely at peace, like my universe was coming together exactly as it should. Although I knew Xavier’s face like the back of my hand, every time I looked at him, it was like seeing him for the first time. There was so much depth and complexity in the graceful lines of his face: his full lips curving into a half smile, his swooping cheekbones and almond eyes that were as turquoise as the shallows of the ocean. Fingers of sunlight danced across his honey gold hair, making it glow like burnished brass. His school uniform, its dark blue blazer with the Bryce crest emblazoned on the pocket, seemed fitting for the solemnity of the occasion. Xavier reached up to give his tie a final adjustment. I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or not.

“Gotta look my best today,” he said, giving me a playful wink.

Father Mel spread his hands and held them ceremoniously aloft.

“You have come together in this church so that the Lord may consecrate and seal your love through holy matrimony. May you both assume the duties of marriage with mutual respect and lasting fidelity. And so, in the presence of the Church, I ask you to state your intentions. Will you love and honor each other as husband and wife for the rest of your lives?”

Xavier and I both glanced up as if suddenly aware of the sanctity of this moment. We didn’t hesitate, though, and answered in unison as if our individual selves had already intertwined.

“We will.”

“Join your right hands and declare your consent before God and His Church. Xavier, repeat after me.”

Xavier enunciated every word carefully, as if each one carried so much weight it could not be rushed. His voice was like music. I felt so giddy I had to tighten my grip on his hands for fear of floating away. His eyes did not leave mine as he spoke.

“I, Xavier Woods, take you, Bethany Church, for my lawful wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part.”

Then it was my turn. I must have been nervous because I heard my voice quaver as I uttered the same vows while Father Mel looked gravely on. Mrs. Alvarez withdrew a lacy handkerchief that she kept tucked in one sleeve and dabbed at her eyes. As I spoke, even I couldn’t keep the tears from falling. But I’d never understood until that moment what it meant to cry tears of happiness. I felt the pad of Xavier’s thumb stroke my hand and for a second I lost myself in the depth of his eyes. Father Mel’s voice brought me back to the present.

“It’s time for the rings, which you give to one another as a symbol of your love and fidelity.”

Xavier took my hand and slipped his grandmother’s ring onto my finger. It fit snugly, as if it was attaching itself to me for good. Wishing we’d had more time to plan, I covertly slipped off my class ring and tried to slide it on Xavier’s ring finger. Of course it was too small and I could only make it fit onto his pinkie. Xavier and I froze, thinking we’d ruined everything. But we both relaxed again when Mrs. Alvarez covered her mouth and started to giggle.

“May your union find favor in the eyes of the Lord,” Father Mel concluded. “May it bring peace and harmony to your lives. I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

And that was it. The ceremony was over and we were married.

All my life I’d felt like the outsider, looking in on a world I could never be part of. In the Kingdom I’d existed, but never really lived. Meeting Xavier had changed all that. He had let me in, loved me, and looked after me. He’d never cared that I was different, and he had brought my whole world to life just with his presence. I knew we still had struggles ahead of us, but my soul was now inextricably tied to his and nothing, neither Heaven nor Hell, could tear us apart.

We forgot to wait for the formal directive from Father Mel and melted instantly into a kiss. There was something completely different about the nature of the embrace we shared. This time, it felt sacred. My wings began to hum beneath my shirt and every inch of my skin began to tingle, spreading a warm glow across my body. Then, the light from my skin fused with the sunshine filtering through the stained-glass window. It exploded in a flash, locking Xavier and me inside a shimmering prism of light. Father Mel and Mrs. Alvarez gasped in surprise but a second later, the prism shattered as the sun dipped behind a cloud.

Mrs. Alvarez was so overcome with excitement that she broke into a stream of congratulations in Spanish and kissed us both as vigorously as if we were her long-lost relatives. She only stopped when Father Mel steered us discreetly away to the altar to sign the license.

I’d just laid down my pen when the chapel doors flew open with a crash so resounding it made everyone jump.

The loose-limbed figure of an adolescent boy with an effeminate face and a cowlick stood in the entrance. He wore a hooded black robe and three sets of black wings fanned out behind him. He bowed formally, never taking his eyes off Father Mel, and approached the altar with a gait so rehearsed he might have been on a catwalk. A gleaming scythe swung at his side. I knew at once what he was: a Grim Reaper, trained by the Angel of Death himself. Hysterical screams broke from Mrs. Alvarez as she scrambled for refuge behind the altar. Frantic prayers uttered in Spanish could be heard from her hiding place. Traditionally, reapers are only visible to those they seek, but in this case etiquette had been abandoned. Every movement seemed deliberate, designed to issue a clear message to us. This death was on our heads.

Instinctively, I pushed Xavier to the ground. At the same time my wings snapped open, shielding him; a reaper could never claim a soul while its guardian was watching over it. But I soon discovered it wasn’t Xavier the young reaper had in his sights.

His intense gaze was fixed on Father Mel, and his slender finger was pointing straight at him. The priest blinked in confusion before cowering backward until he was pressed up against the altar, his horn-rimmed glasses askew on his face.

“I meant only to help. I meant only to help,” he repeated.

“Your intention is irrelevant,” replied the reaper coldly.

Father Mel paused for a moment, then righted himself. “I was called by the Lord and I answered.”

“Do you know what she is?” the reaper asked. “She is not human.”

Father Mel did not seem surprised. He had known all along I was different, although he had never questioned me or treated me like an outsider.

“God works in mysterious ways,” he replied boldly.

The reaper inclined his head. “Indeed.”

I watched transfixed as he held one hand aloft and Father Mel instantly doubled over in pain, clutching his heart. He gasped for breath as he fell to the floor.

“Leave him alone!” Xavier screamed, trying to extricate himself from my grasp. I had him pinned, using strength I didn’t know I had. The reaper seemed to look at us for the first time and turned his languid sleepy eyes to Xavier. The smile on his rosebud lips was almost insolent.

“My business is not with you,” he answered. Then he closed the distance between himself and the priest lying prostrate on the marble floor. Xavier struggled, but my angelic power held him fast.

“Beth, let me go,” he pleaded. “Father Mel needs help!”

“We can’t help him now.”

“What’s wrong with you?” he implored, looking at me with a strange expression, like he didn’t recognize me.

“You can’t fight a reaper,” I whispered. “He’s acting under instruction. If you get in his way, he’ll take you too. Don’t make me your widow within minutes of becoming your wife.”

That seemed to get through to him. Xavier stopped struggling and fell silent, though his eyes were full of anguish as he stared helplessly at his childhood priest and mentor. Father Mel’s body twitched briefly and then was still. The reaper glided away only to reposition himself at the head of the body. I knew what he was waiting for. A smoky shadow emerged from Father Mel’s open mouth and hovered in the air—a filmy replica of the lifeless form on the floor.

“Follow me,” instructed the reaper tonelessly. He sounded almost bored. Father Mel’s soul looked lost for a moment, searching for direction, and then complied. Together reaper and mortal soul ascended toward the domed ceiling of the church.

“Where are you taking him?” I demanded, dreading the thought of Father Mel being cast into the pit for trying to help us.

“His motives were pure, so his place in Heaven remains intact,” the reaper replied without looking back or pausing in his flight. “But his days on this earth are over.”
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Run, Baby, Run
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ONLY when the reaper had disappeared did I feel comfortable enough to release Xavier. He rushed and fell to his knees beside Father Mel’s inert body. The priest’s eyes were still open, now dull and glassy.

A breathless Mrs. Alvarez emerged from behind the altar, shaking and looking at us with an expression of dread. She paused in the aisle, her quivering hands clutching at the jewel-encrusted crucifix around her neck.

“Santo cielo! God have mercy on us all,” she whimpered before stumbling blindly out of the chapel.

“Wait!” I called after her. “Mrs. Alvarez, please!” But she didn’t look back. She was too fixated on getting as far away as possible from what she’d just witnessed.

Once she was gone, Xavier looked at me, his face ragged with pain.

“Beth, what have we done?” he whispered. “We killed someone.”

“No, we didn’t.” I knelt down beside him and took his hands in mine. “Listen to me, Xavier, this isn’t our fault.”

“They took him as revenge,” Xavier murmured, averting his face so I wouldn’t see how upset he was. “For agreeing to this marriage. If he hadn’t tried to help us, he’d still be alive.”

“We didn’t know that.” I turned his chin, trying to make him look at me. “We’re not the killers here.”

I passed my hand over Father Mel’s eyelids, closing them forever. I could feel anger swelling in my chest at the injustice of it all, but I knew that wouldn’t help any of us. So instead, I sent up a silent prayer that Father Mel’s soul would find rest. Xavier was still staring, bereft at the body on the floor.

“It’s only his earthly life they’ve cut short,” I told him. “He’s at peace now—you know that, don’t you?”

Xavier nodded and tried to blink back the tears that were gathering on his long lashes. The sound of a car screaming to a halt outside drew our attention. It was immediately followed by the sound of doors slamming and feet pounding on the gravel path.

When Ivy and Gabriel stormed into Saint Mark’s, it took them a fraction of a second to appraise the scene and work out what had transpired. They flew down the aisle in a blur, and only came into focus when they were standing directly in front of us. Gabriel’s beautiful features were pained and he passed a hand through his sand-colored hair in frustration. Ivy’s loose golden mane was mussed and she wore an expression as black as thunder.

“What in God’s name have you done?” she said in a tone I’d never heard her use before. Her voice had dropped several octaves and seemed to come from deep in her chest. Gabriel only clenched and unclenched his jaw without speaking.

“We’re too late,” he said finally. wedding rings and the body on the floor. He didn’t even flinch, evidently not surprised to see the first casualty of our ill-fated love.

“This is a travesty.” Ivy shook her head in dismay. “This rebellion shall not go unchallenged.” Her usually cool gray eyes had turned a strange amber hue and I thought I saw tiny flames in her irises.

“Not now.” Gabriel motioned toward the exit. “We must leave this place.”

They grabbed us both by the shoulders and half dragged us along with them down the aisle. We were too dazed to resist. The black Jeep was waiting outside the church. Ivy threw open the doors using more strength than was needed. For a moment it made the whole car lurch to the right. “Get in,” she commanded. “Now.”

“No,” I objected, pulling feebly away from them. “I’m sick of everybody telling us what to do!”

“Bethany, I wish you’d come to me first,” Gabriel said, his voice heavy with disappointment. “I could have helped you make the right decision.”

“This is the right decision, Gabe,” I said resolutely.

“You have betrayed the laws of Heaven and caused the untimely death of a man of the cloth,” my sister said through clenched teeth. “Have you no regrets?”

“We didn’t know that would happen!”

“Of course not,” Ivy said, and suddenly I understood what it meant to have someone shoot daggers at you with their eyes. “Do you expect us to keep defending you no matter what you do?”

“No. I just wish you could see things from our perspective!”

“We only wanted to be together,” Xavier said. “That’s all.”

His explanation only seemed to fuel my sister’s discontent. “Get in the car!” she yelled. Her abruptness took us all by surprise. Then she turned her back on us and leaned against the passenger door, her shoulders tense with rage.

“We’ll come with you,” I said steadily, trying to restore a modicum of calm to the escalating situation. “Just tell us where we’re going.”

“You both have to leave Venus Cove. Right now. There’s no time to lose,” Gabriel said. “We’ll explain on the way.”

I realized suddenly that the veins in Gabriel’s neck were throbbing. Ivy was wringing her hands and darting little nervous glances down the street. Was I missing something? I understood why they were worked up about our impulsive decision to marry, but I could see there was more to it than that. If I didn’t know them better, I’d say they were scared.

“Gabe, what’s going on?” I touched his shoulder with growing alarm.

The look on his face was one I hadn’t seen before. It was a look of defeat. “It’s not safe for you here anymore.”

“What?” Xavier instinctively put an arm around my shoulders. “Why not?”

“I know we’ve made trouble,” I said. “And I’ll never forgive myself for what happened to Father Mel, but I don’t understand! This shouldn’t involve anyone but us. We just wanted to be married. Why is that so wrong?”

“In the eyes of Heaven it is,” Ivy said, her rainstorm eyes meeting mine calmly for the first time.

“That’s not fair,” I protested, and at the same time felt tears threatening to spill. I climbed into the backseat, devastated that our happiness had been shattered so soon.

From the front seat, Gabriel spun around. He fixed Xavier with a hard look. “Listen to me carefully.”

Xavier’s face paled and he swallowed hard.

“You don’t just have to leave,” Gabriel said. “You have to run.”

My brother drove out of town toward the hills at breakneck speed. Ivy bit down hard on her lower lip and clutched the dashboard. Despite their promise to explain, neither of them was saying a word. Xavier and I held on to each other and tried not to assume the worst. This wasn’t exactly the honeymoon I’d had in mind. I just hoped Xavier wasn’t having doubts.

I craned my neck and watched my beloved town shrinking through the rear window. The last thing I saw was the spires of the bell tower at Bryce Hamilton rising above the undulating hills before my brother made a sharp left onto a scrubby dirt road and Venus Cove disappeared from view. The only place I’d ever called home was gone! I wasn’t sure how long it would be before I’d see it again or if I ever would. The thought made my head spin.

It hit me suddenly why Gabe was in such a hurry to leave the road behind. He wanted us completely concealed from view. Even then he didn’t slow down. The ride was bumpy; pebbles flew under the tires and low branches kept thrashing at the sides of the Jeep. Even the trees seemed to be plotting against us. I watched the clouds turn elastic, twisting and forming into strange images. A mass of dense clouds stretched until it looked like a hand was reaching through it, the index finger extended and pointing straight down at us. A second later the finger retracted to become a swirling mass of cloud again. Imagined or not, I knew it was a symbol of judgment. That’s what my marriage to Xavier would indubitably be seen as: an act of rebellion, treason against the Kingdom, punishable by laws I wasn’t old enough to understand. Besides, my human traits were so dominant now, all of Heaven’s laws would have seemed foreign. Meeting Xavier had shifted my loyalties; I no longer felt any ties to my native home.

I knew we were moving into higher ground because the air coming in through my window felt lighter. I tried counting the number of horses grazing in the paddocks to keep my mind off what lay ahead. I hoped my siblings would direct their anger at me and not Xavier. I knew I should apologize and concede we’d made a mistake. But I wasn’t sorry for what we’d done. Not yet, anyway.

The day that had felt so perfect just hours before now lay in ruins. We were in the car so long I lost track of time. I wondered how many hours we’d been driving. Had we crossed state lines? I had a feeling we’d left Georgia behind. The terrain had definitely changed. The trees were thicker and taller. The air was as crisp as new-season apples. We were heading north; I could see the hazy blue contours of mountains in the distance, but I didn’t dare ask which they were. Xavier stared out the window without speaking. I knew he was still thinking of Father Mel, replaying the scene over and over in his head and trying to work out if there was something he could have done differently. I wished I could comfort him, but nothing I said would make a difference now or ease the pain and guilt crashing down on him.

Finally, we pulled up outside a log cabin so in tune with its surroundings I didn’t even notice it until we were right outside its green painted door.

“Where are we?” I asked, inhaling the pine-scented air.

“In the Smoky Mountains.” My brother’s voice was a low rumble. “North Carolina.”

I only had time to take in the name of the cabin, Willow Lodge, and the two rustic rocking chairs on the front porch before Gabriel hastily fished some keys from his pocket and ushered us inside. The floor was scrubbed pine and there was an open fireplace with a quarry stone hearth and mantle.

I knew I ought to be grateful to Gabriel for coming to our rescue, but by now I was tired and found myself becoming more and more irked by his attitude. This was so like the Gabriel of old, looking at us like criminals, scolding us like children. I might be one of its indentured servants but what right did Heaven have to dictate Xavier’s life? Xavier was human and in his world our actions were legitimate, even laudable. And his was the only world I cared about now. Maybe Xavier and I had been rash and impulsive, but that didn’t warrant the damning looks we were getting. What gave my siblings the right to judge us? We shouldn’t have to feel ashamed.

Inside the cabin, it was Gabriel’s turn to lose his composure. He took me unexpectedly by the shoulders and shook me roughly.

“When are you going to grow up?” he demanded. “When are you going to realize that you’re living a stolen life that doesn’t belong to you? You are not human, Bethany! Why can’t you get that through your head?”

“Take it easy, Gabriel.” Xavier stepped forward defensively. “She’s not your responsibility anymore.”

“Oh, really? And whose responsibility is she? Yours? How do you plan to protect her?”

“I’m no one’s responsibility,” I declared. The last thing I needed was a face-off between my brother and my husband of a few hours. “I made a decision and I’m willing to deal with the consequences. Xavier and I love each other and we’re not going to let anyone stop us from being together.”

It made me feel strong saying it out loud, but I heard Gabriel let out a stifled groan.

“You’re delusional.”

“I can’t live like you,” I answered. “I can’t bury my emotions and pretend they don’t exist.”

“You do not experience emotion, Bethany—you wallow in it, you are controlled by it, and everything you have done is based entirely on self-interest.”

“Just because you don’t understand love doesn’t make it wrong!”

“This isn’t about love anymore. It’s about obedience and responsibility. Two concepts you appear not to understand.”

“Will everyone please just settle down?” said Ivy. They seemed to be taking turns at venting their frustration. Now that Gabe was riled, Ivy seemed calmer, as if to counter his mood. “Arguing won’t get us anywhere. What’s done is done. We have to find a way to help Beth and Xavier now.”

Her unruffled demeanor made us stop and take stock. Gabriel gave her a questioning frown and I saw a look pass between them, an unspoken secret. Then the moment passed. When Gabriel spoke again, it was in a much more measured tone.

“Ivy and I have to go, but we’ll be back soon. In the meantime, stay out of sight and, Beth, stay away from the windows. Your presence will easily be picked up by …” he trailed off.

“Who’s looking for me?” I demanded.

“Later.” The prickly way he said it told me how bad things were. But when his eyes met mine, I saw how real his concern was. I felt a sudden onslaught of guilt. I couldn’t blame Gabriel for being irritated. He was forever cleaning up my messes, consulting higher authorities and apologizing for someone else’s mistakes. Our decision to run off and get married had created a drama that nobody needed right now, just when things were getting back on an even keel.

“One last thing,” Gabriel added, his hand already on the door handle. “If it’s not beyond the realm of self-control, I suggest you refrain from … physical contact.”

He made it sound as if the request were the most natural thing in the world! As if he were asking us to remember to turn the lights out.

“What?” I asked, scowling. “Can we at least know why?”

Gabriel frowned, hesitant to share his rationale.

“They may look on you more kindly if the marriage is not consummated,” Ivy answered for him.

“It may make no difference,” Gabriel said. “But instinct tells me it would be wise for Bethany and Xavier to send out a message of …” He paused, searching for the right word. Again Ivy finished his thought.

“Repentance?” she offered, and Gabriel inclined his head, indicating she’d guessed right.

“That would be a lie!” I said without even thinking. “We’re not sorry.” The thought of Father Mel brought me up short. “But we never meant for anyone to get hurt.”

“Be smart,” Gabriel admonished. “This is a small sacrifice.” He clearly didn’t want to enter into a debate about it.

“I don’t think you’re in a position to pass comment on that, do you?” Xavier flashed him a defiant look.

“We’re trying to help you,” Ivy said wearily. “Before we can, we need to find out what’s going on.” That comment unnerved me more than anything that had happened so far.

“You mean you don’t know?” I was amazed. Gabriel and Ivy were always attuned to the will of Heaven.

“There’s no precedence for this,” explained my sister. “It’s only happened once before and that was a long time ago.” Xavier and I both looked blank. If we were meant to divine her meaning, she’d have to speak more plainly. Gabriel unexpectedly came to our aid.

“Ivy is referring to the Nephilim,” he said bluntly.

“Oh, come on!” I burst out. “This is totally different.”

“Who the heck are the Nephilim?” Xavier interjected.

“They were progeny created a long time ago when ‘sons of God’ descended from Heaven and were captivated by the beauty of the ‘daughters of men,’ ” I explained. “They mated with them, creating a half-human, half-angel race.”

“Seriously?” Xavier raised his eyebrows. “They must’ve skipped that section in Bible class.”

“It’s not a generally accepted doctrine,” Gabriel said drily.

“And what does all this have to do with us?”

“Nothing,” I said emphatically. “This is not the same thing. Those angels who lay with mortals were fallen from grace. They rebelled against God. Heaven couldn’t possibly consider this as serious a transgression … could they?”

“I don’t know,” said Ivy softly. “You have tied yourself to the mortal world, just as they did.”

I had to admit Ivy was right. It was to the mortal world that I now felt the deepest loyalty. Gabriel saw me finger the precious contours of the ring on my left hand. I stole a glance at it, the soft sheen of the diamonds reflected in the waning light. Already it felt like a part of me, as if I were destined to wear it always. I certainly wasn’t going to part with it, not without a fight.

“You should probably put that in a drawer,” came the blunt suggestion.

“Excuse me?”

“It might be wiser not to flaunt it.” Gabriel remained stone-faced.

“I’m not taking off my ring,” I told him steadily. “I don’t care if it makes the whole Kingdom angry.”

Gabriel began to argue but Ivy swept past and murmured something in his ear too soft for us to hear. We caught only the tail end.

“Leave it, Gabe,” she said. “Taking off the ring won’t change a thing.”

In spite of my bravado, I felt myself begin to tremble. Xavier, who had one hand protectively around my waist, felt it too.

“Are you okay?” he asked with concern. He couldn’t know this, but I’d just remembered that the angels responsible for creating the Nephilim had met with a very bleak fate. Had I just put a death sentence on my own head … on both our heads? My brother and sister guessed precisely the turn my thoughts had taken.

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” said Gabriel more gently this time. “Nothing is certain yet.”

“You need to just wait and be patient,” Ivy said. “We’ll find out what we can and tell you everything just as soon as we get back.”

She reached for the car keys on the hall table but Gabriel closed his hand over hers.

“Leave them the car.” He must have read Xavier’s mind because he looked knowingly at him. “Don’t worry; we’ll know if you run into any trouble. If you do, get out fast. We’ll find you.”

“Got it,” said Xavier, more ready to accept their directives than I was. He strode across the room, pulling the curtains tightly shut.

“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” said Gabriel. “Remember—stay away from the windows and bolt the door behind us.”

“Hey, wait,” Xavier called out as a new thought suddenly occurred to him. “What am I supposed to do about my parents? They must be getting pretty worried by now.”

Gabriel stared at the ground for a moment and I knew he was thinking of the Woods family with regret. Would they ever see their eldest son again?

“I’ve already taken care of it,” he said.

“Whoa, how?” Xavier took a step forward, suddenly riled. Up until now his family had been kept out of our dilemmas and I knew he wanted it to stay that way. “They’re my family. What did you do?”

“As far as they know you were last seen at Bryce Hamilton before graduation,” Gabriel said stiffly. “You disappeared and there is no further record of your whereabouts. In twenty-four hours the sherriff’s department will file a missing person’s report. In two weeks they will assume you don’t want to be found.”

Xavier stopped short. “You better be joking. … You want me to let my parents believe I’ve just skipped town?”

“It’s for the best.”

“No way.”

“Call them if you like,” Ivy cut in, more dismissively than was characteristic of her. “But you will be putting them all at risk. It is not safe for anyone to know your whereabouts.”

“Are they in danger?” Xavier’s eyes widened with rising alarm.

“Not as long as they’re in the dark,” my sister said. “If they find out anything, then they become useful. Do you understand? Right now, they have no information worth extracting.”

The way Ivy and Gabriel were talking, we might have been watching a scene from an espionage movie. None of it made sense. But however confused he was feeling, Xavier swallowed hard and said nothing. He had no choice but to accept their edict. There was no way he would put his family at risk … even if it broke his heart to let them worry and grieve for their imagined loss.

“You’ll see them again,” Gabe told him. “When all this is over.” Then he and Ivy stepped lightly through the door and disappeared.

“I hope so,” Xavier murmured after them. I knew how much Xavier loved me; I just wished it hadn’t come with such a high price tag. His voice sounded so forlorn that I wished I could do something to make his pain go away. I tried to move toward him, but Xavier turned away from me and fixed his attention on the clock on the mantel.

I knew he was lost in his own private grief.

I was curious to see where Ivy and Gabriel were going and whether they planned to fly there in plain sight. I crouched at the door and peered through the keyhole. I watched my siblings disappear hand in hand into the thatch of trees that surrounded the cabin. From between the twisted trunks, I caught a shimmer in the air and suddenly, two glowing beams like spools of yarn shot into the sky and vanished into the dense cloud. Gabriel and Ivy were visible only as periodic pinpricks of light, such as might be emitted by fireflies. A moment later, they disappeared completely from view. I turned and pressed myself against the door, wishing I could disappear. Without my siblings to protect us, I felt exposed, like the cabin itself was a flashing neon sign, advertising our presence.
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I suddenly felt light-headed and flopped down into an armchair by the fireplace. All my nerves felt frayed and a few times I wondered if I might be on the verge of throwing up. My teeth chattered, and I couldn’t stop myself from shivering uncontrollably. The sound must have snapped Xavier out of his thoughts because he turned and looked at me as if he’d just remembered my presence. Instantly, he was kneeling at my side.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.” Xavier surveyed me carefully.

“Everything will be okay,” I said, and repeated it soundlessly to myself like a mantra.

“You know what Ivy and Gabriel are like,” said Xavier, trying hard to appear optimistic. “They always predict the worst-case scenario.”

I jerked upright when I heard a soft rustling of leaves outside. Even the ticking of the old mantel clock sounded exaggeratedly ominous.

“Beth.” Xavier felt my forehead with the back of his hand. “You need to calm down—you’re going to make yourself sick.”

“I can’t help it,” I said. “Everything’s turning so hideously wrong. We should be on our honeymoon right now. Instead, we’re locked up here in the middle of nowhere with someone—or something—hunting us down.”

“I know. Come here.” Xavier sat on the edge of the chair and pulled me close, resting my head against his chest. “Baby … aren’t you forgetting something? You’ve been to Hell and back. You survived. You’ve seen your friends die and almost died yourself too many times. Nothing should scare you now. Don’t you know how strong you are … how strong we are?”

I swallowed hard and pressed my face into the crisp fabric of his school shirt, letting his heartbeat as well as his familiar woody scent comfort me. It was working; I could feel my resolve coming back. My emotions were reeling like a yo-yo, up one minute, down the next.

“I love you so much, Xavier,” I whispered. “And I don’t care if the whole universe is against us.”

We sat together in the cabin and watched the light begin to fade through the crack under the door. On the outside, we might have looked still and tranquil, but inside we were readying ourselves to face another battle, another struggle to preserve what was ours.

This seemed to be the story of our lives. Would fate ever look on us favorably, even for just one day?

THOSE first days we spent in Willow Lodge were some of the most nerve-wracking of my life. As the hours trickled past and every new day drew to a close, we remained imprisoned in the tiny cabin. Ordinarily, this would have been the sort of place I dreamed of visiting with Xavier: We would make hot cocoa, snuggle up in front of a log fire, and feel like the rest of the world didn’t exist. But now we longed to return to civilization and escape our surreal lockdown. Too many questions remained unanswered for us to derive any pleasure from our picture-perfect surroundings.

Willow Lodge was nestled behind a blanket of trees, with low eaves and a cozy porch. Chintz curtains with ruffled edges hung in the front windows. The sitting room was filled with plump plaid sofas and firewood stacked neatly in a wicker basket. There was a pine kitchen with copper pots hanging from long hooks attached to a beam above the counter. The bathroom had a cast-iron tub and daisy-embossed wallpaper. Several steps led to a mezzanine level, which contained a vast canopied bed with a quilted bedspread, and a window overlooking the misty treetops.

But all that was lost on us. Under different circumstances, it might have been the ultimate romantic retreat. But right now, it was more like a jail.

Xavier and I sat cuddled together in one of the vast linen armchairs. I could guess what he was thinking: It was his lack of judgment that had landed us in this mess. He met my gaze and gave me a tight grimace of apology. But he needn’t have worried. I didn’t regret a single thing.

“Stop it,” I told him sternly. “Stop blaming yourself.”

“It was my idea,” he replied abjectly.

“It was our idea,” I corrected. “And no amount of guilt-tripping from anyone will make me regret becoming your wife. If we have to fight, we will.”

“Wow, you’re turning into a little solider, aren’t you?” Xavier said.

“You’re the one who used to say go hard or go home.”

“I was talking about football,” Xavier said. “But I guess the same applies here.”

“We can think of it like a game,” I replied. “Winning the right to be together … that’s our goal, and we’re just playing against an especially difficult team.” Xavier was forced to smile at my analogy.

“Reckon we can beat ’em?” he murmured, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ears. His touch warmed me and made me forget my fear.

I closed my eyes, distracted by the feel of his fingertips against my skin. “Of course,” I murmured. “They don’t stand a chance.”

Our bodies pressed closer together and Xavier’s thumb traced the outline of my mouth. I felt my lips part involuntarily. The mood was about to change. The air was seconds away from turning electric. We both sensed it and moved quickly apart. Xavier rocked back on his heels, putting a safer distance between us. Nothing quells desire like fear, I thought to myself. Especially when the fear is that your beloved will come to harm.

“This sucks,” I said. “Gabriel shouldn’t ask this of us now.”

“It’s nothing we can’t handle,” Xavier replied.

“You have so much self-control I think you should be the angel.”

“No, thanks.” He smiled. “I don’t like heights.”

“Really? You’ve never told me that.”

“I was trying to impress you. I had to hold some things back.”

“And now you don’t have to impress me anymore? It’s a bit early for complacency. We’ve only been married a few days.”

“For better or worse, remember?”

“I wasn’t expecting the worse to come quite so soon.” Xavier stroked my head to placate me, but it triggered other feelings.

“I want to kiss you,” I said suddenly. “I want to kiss my husband.”

“I think you need a distraction.” Xavier sighed.

“I completely agree. … ”

“Not that kind of distraction.”

Xavier stood up and began to rummage through the cupboards on either side of the fireplace. They were full of dated copies of National Geographic and Reader’s Digest as well as an old wooden train set. I pressed my face into the sofa and groaned. Xavier persevered, determined to find something that would take our minds off the tension hanging in the air.

“There’s gotta be something useful in here,” he mumbled before withdrawing a couple of battered-looking board games and holding them up triumphantly. “Trivial Pursuit or Monopoly?” he said brightly.

“Trivial Pursuit,” I said glumly.

“Oh, not fair,” Xavier objected. “You’re like a walking encyclopedia.”

“Your sisters say you always cheat in Monopoly.”

“Mortgaging properties when your cash flow’s running low is not cheating. My sisters just hate to lose.”

Outside, a spray of rain began, accompanied by the occasional rumble of distant thunder. I couldn’t see the rain but I could hear it pattering on the steps outside. I shifted position on the sofa, playing with the fringed pillows.

“We don’t even know who’s looking for us,” I whispered.

“Doesn’t matter,” Xavier said stoutly. “They won’t find us. And if they do we’ll run.”

“I know,” I replied. “I just wish I knew exactly what was going on. No one ever tells us anything. And I can’t bear the thought of anyone trying to separate us again. … ”

“Let’s not think about it now,” Xavier jumped in before the mood turned too gloomy.

“You’re right. Let’s just play.”

Xavier nodded and began to set up the Monopoly board in silence. For a while the game managed to absorb us, but I could tell we were just going through the motions. Both our heads jerked up in unison at the slightest rustling of leaves outside or the snap of a twig. At one point, Xavier turned his phone on to find twelve missed calls and several frantic texts from his parents and sisters. Claire’s message read: “Xav, I don’t know where you are but you really need to call us as soon as you get this.” Nicola’s text message on the other hand reflected her feistier personality perfectly: “WTF? Where are you? Mom’s flipping out. Call her.” Xavier threw his phone at the couch in frustration and it slipped down between the cushions. I knew how hard it must be for him to ignore his family when a few simple words could ease their suffering. I didn’t know what to tell him, so I didn’t say a word. Instead I rolled the dice and silently moved my token to Trafalgar Square.

It was only once we heard the Jeep pull up outside that we realized how cold and hungry we were. Luckily, Ivy and Gabriel had brought supplies with them.

“It’s freezing in here. Why didn’t you get the fire going?” Ivy asked.

I shrugged. I could hardly tell her all our energies had gone into keeping ourselves distracted so we wouldn’t consummate our marriage, thereby incurring further heavenly wrath.

Gabriel waved his hand over the hearth and a roaring fire sprang up. I drew closer to it and rubbed my arms, which were covered in goose bumps. They’d brought Chinese takeout and we ate it straight out of the cartons on our laps, and washed it down with cider. If it weren’t for the somber faces and heavy silence, someone looking in might have concluded we were a group of friends on a weekend getaway. We all knew there was a conversation hanging in the air, waiting to happen, but no one wanted to broach it.

I could have guessed Ivy would be the first to break the silence.

“The Seventh Order has assumed control,” she announced, spreading her hands flat on her thighs, as if she needed to physically brace herself. “They’re always sticking their noses in where they’re not wanted!”

I vaguely knew what she was referring to. The Seventh Order was a faction of angels created to act as custodians over the nations of the world, but I was still struggling to grasp what they had to do with us.

“I can’t believe this is happening.” My comment was directed at no one in particular.

Gabriel turned his head to look at me. “What did you expect? A honeymoon suite at the Four Seasons?”

“No, but it’s hard to imagine that they’re coming here. Because of us.”

“They’re not coming,” Ivy said gravely. “They’re already here.”

“What do they want?” Xavier cut straight to the more pressing issue. “Whoever they are, I won’t let them anywhere near Beth.”

“Still a hothead,” muttered Gabriel, staring into the fire.

Ivy continued without him. “The two of you have to lie low and stay hidden. Word is they’ve already started hunting.”

“Hunting?” Xavier echoed. “We’re still talking about angels, right?”

“They are soldiers first and foremost,” Ivy said. “With one objective … find the renegade.”

It took me a second to realize the renegade was me.

I racked my brain to remember what I knew about the Sevens. That was the nickname we Guardians had coined for them, and it’d stuck. Formally they were known as the Principalities—or sometimes the Princes—because of their status. After a number of years as Guardians, angels were permitted to apply to train as Sevens, but it wasn’t for everyone. It was like Heaven’s version of military service—a strict existence of rigorous training with little to no interaction with human souls—so its appeal was limited.

Talking about them triggered a sharp memory from a long time ago. I hadn’t thought about Zach since I’d come down to earth but back in the Kingdom he was once my friend. Zach had been a gifted Guardian. We jokingly called him the Pied Piper because he couldn’t move without being followed by a troop of children’s souls. For reasons he didn’t really share with us, Zach soon became disillusioned with his role and set his sights higher. Perhaps it was the lure of prestige that spurred him to join the Sevens. He never told me. And I never saw him again after that. I couldn’t help but think what a loss to our ranks his departure had been. Zach had made the transition from an earthly existence to a heavenly one seem as effortless as a game and children trusted him entirely. Not many Guardians could boast that. And yet it hadn’t been enough to satisfy him. I could still picture his pale skin sprinkled with a dusting of freckles and his clear eyes like he was right in front of me. Zach seemed such an unlikely soldier I couldn’t imagine what he must look like now.

Gabriel’s voice snapped me back to reality.

“Our only chance is to confuse them,” he was saying. “Keep moving, change locations.”

“That’s your solution?” I asked in disbelief.

“For the short term,” my brother replied icily. “Have you got a better idea?”

I knew Xavier well enough to know he wasn’t going to be satisfied with this. He needed to have all the facts, and my siblings seemed to be holding something back.

“I’m not really following,” he persisted, struggling to keep the frustration out of his voice. “Look, I know we didn’t get permission from upstairs for what we did, but they did give us the green light to be together once. All we did was take the next step.”

“Except that step wasn’t yours to take,” Ivy said. I barely recognized her. She sounded like a Seraphim talking now, and not my sister. “Your relationship was tolerated. You should not have taken the step you took without authorization.”

“Beth’s committed a serious transgression,” Gabriel added in case further clarification was needed. “Marriage is an indissoluble covenant between man and woman. You two have pushed your luck in the past but this time … you were way out of line. You cannot overturn the order of creation without repercussions. So get ready for a reaction. And I don’t think it’ll be pretty.”
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DESPITE his harsh words, Gabriel’s eyes were sorrowful. I had the feeling that deep down he blamed himself for my actions. I remembered the quizzical look he’d given me just days ago on the lawns of Bryce Hamilton as Xavier and I were moving away from the students assembled in their caps and gowns. But then one of his eager young choristers distracted him with a question and his focus had shifted back to being the music teacher, and away from us. When he looked for us again, we would have been gone. Gabriel liked to see himself as infallible. His failure to pick up on what was happening under his nose would rankle.

Xavier gave my brother an exasperated look. “I’m so over this crap,” he said finally.

“You’re not the only one,” Gabriel replied coolly. “But Bethany, as you insist on forgetting, is not from this world.”

“Oh, I haven’t forgotten.” There was something about his tone that bothered me. Was he regretting his decision already?

“If you’d had the sense to come to us first, we might have found another way,” my brother reflected.

“We’re not children,” Xavier said emphatically. “We can make our own decisions.”

“Well, you’re not very good at it,” Gabriel replied. “Why don’t you think more carefully next time?”

“Why don’t you butt out of our lives?”

“I would gladly, if your decisions didn’t have repercussions for everyone around you.”

“For goodness sake,” Ivy said. “We’re all on the same side here—we need to stop pointing fingers and focus on the best way to handle this.”
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