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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The night before the storm, Thea dreamed a fireball hit her house. She stood outside in the lashing rain, watching with a detached calm while the Old Clayton House burned. When she woke to dazzling sunlight and the stifling heat of a July morning in Georgia, that same peaceful acceptance was still with her. If the house burned down, so be it. It had endured since the Civil War, but everything had to die eventually. The Old Clayton House, with its shroud of ivy and history of scandals, was probably well overdue. 
 
    She went through her usual morning routine—yoga, shower, dress, breakfast—and didn’t let it play on her mind. She’d been a child the last time any of her dreams came true, and that one had been so mundane, she’d felt nothing but disappointment. She’d dreamed old Mrs. Jackson would find three dead chickens in her garden, and she did. But in a county full of coyotes and bobcats, dead chickens weren’t exactly a surprise. After the chicken incident, Thea hadn't had any more prophetic visions. There was no reason to think the fireball nightmare was anything to dwell on. 
 
    After breakfast, she resigned herself to having to drive into Milton. Her cupboards were bare of everything except coffee and sugar, and whilst she was fairly sure she could subsist on that if need be, it wasn’t a pleasant idea. Going into town wasn’t either, but she figured she could muster the courage for a quick trip. 
 
    It wasn’t that the residents of Milton were unkind, exactly. Nobody would be that impolite. But they stared a little too long and they smiled a little too much, and Thea walked through town with a string of ghosts trailing after her. Nobody said anything, but everybody knew, and everybody watched in case she cracked. Just like her mama. Just like her daddy. 
 
    Thea found herself blushing as she slipped on her sandals, as if she was already under the weight of those stares. She pinned back her fly-away hair and studied herself in the bedroom mirror. Her cheeks were scarlet and icy blonde wisps of hair already escaped her pins. She looked like a literary cliché, some fey waif living alone in a crumbling mansion, wild-haired and unable to interact properly with normal society. Not too far from the truth, she guessed. It was annoying. Maybe people wouldn’t treat her as so fragile if she looked sturdier. 
 
    She shrugged at her reflection and left the house. Outside, the sun beat down mercilessly. Bees hummed just out of sight and any idea of a storm was laughable. The overgrown gardens of the Old Clayton House were sunbaked and dying, the once-verdant and luxurious grounds left to Mother Nature to tend. There had been a gardener once, when Thea’s parents were still alive, and for a while after they died, but eventually Thea realized she couldn’t afford to keep him on and she’d left the gardens to grow wild and fade away. 
 
    She didn’t mind. Or rather, she didn’t care. Keeping the house clean and tidy was more than enough work without worrying about the garden. And, well, if the house did burn down tonight, it wouldn’t matter anyway. 
 
    Still, the driveway winding from the house down to the gate was a sprawl of thorny brambles and weeds, and she admitted to herself that she probably should care more, if only for convenience’s sake. Her battered car crushed the brambles and weeds as she pulled away from the house and she had an image of herself simply driving up and down the garden all day, smushing the tangle of thorns to mud and mulch, and smiled. 
 
    **** 
 
    On the outskirts of Milton, in a dusty field that usually housed a few forlorn-looking horses, Thea saw a huge tent being pitched. Stuck at a stop light, she watched men scramble around the tent with a single-minded industriousness, like a colony of ants. Despite the dust swirling around, the tent was brilliantly white in the sun’s glare. A revival meeting, she guessed, and, as she pulled away, she saw a huge wooden sign propped against the fence of the field. “Experience the Healing Hands of Brother Hiram!” the sign screamed in garish, carnival letters. 
 
    She scoffed and put it out of her mind as she drove into Milton. Such meetings pitched up once or twice a year, caused a commotion, then vanished in a cloud of grit and grime again. Brother Hiram’s Healing Hands would make as much impact on the town as Mrs. Jackson’s dead chickens. 
 
    She parked outside Ada’s General Store and spent a few seconds grounding herself, breathing deep and slow. Seeing people, interacting with people, was hard. She sometimes wondered if it would be easier in a different town, one where nobody knew who she was or why her parents died. She could sell Old Clayton House, drive into the sunset, and start over somewhere new. Be a stranger, instead of just strange. 
 
    But she wasn’t sure anyone would want the Old Clayton House. She wouldn’t, given the choice. So she stayed and reserved her strength for these infrequent trips to town. 
 
    The inside of the store was cool, the shelves of produce bathed in gentle golden light. Soft music played somewhere and people shuffled around lazily, turning over peaches and plums in their hands as if they were jewels. She joined them in their slow shuffle, trying to decide what she wanted to eat. When her basket was full—of what, she didn’t really know—she went to the counter where Ada Jones had sat for as long as Thea could remember. 
 
    “Good morning, honey,” Ada said, just a little too loud, in case Thea was deaf as well as mad. “You doing alright this morning, Thea? Hmm?” 
 
    “As fine as I ever am, Ada,” Thea said.  
 
    Ada clucked her tongue as if this was terrible news. “You taking care of yourself up there? No drinking? No funny business?” 
 
    “I’ve never drunk, Ada,” Thea said coolly, “and I don’t even know what funny business is, so I can hardly engage in it.” 
 
    Ada gave her a sad, knowing look. “Well that’s good, honey. You keep it up.” 
 
    Thea promised that she would, whatever it was, and paid. Ada patted her hand as she passed over her cash, a gesture so full of well-meant pity it stung. The whole town was waiting, she thought. Waiting for her to do ... something. Because she would, they were thinking. Her mama had and her daddy had, so she would. Maybe she’d turn to drink like Joseph Clayton and slowly decay before their very eyes, become a spidery husk of a woman reeking of gin and regret. Or maybe she’d be dramatic like Eloise Clayton and drown herself in the town river, with a garland of water weeds around her neck and a bottle of pills on the riverbank. An Ophelia for the modern age—beautiful, tragic, and predictable. 
 
    Thea didn’t think she’d be like either of her parents. But she felt the weight of Milton’s expectations and wondered what they’d do if she just kept ticking along, without any dramas or tragedies. 
 
    As she was leaving, Geoff Thompson, a grizzled elder of the town, bustled in, knocking her bag from her hands. Thea dropped to her knees to retrieve her groceries, cheeks flaring red, while Geoff stood over her, chuckling lightly. 
 
    "Stocking up for the big storm, Miss Clayton?" he asked her. "Gonna be a real show tonight." 
 
    "Geoff, there's no storm tonight," Ada said. She, too, watched Thea scramble around on the floor and made no move to help. "Sky's as blue as you like. Not a cloud in sight." 
 
    "There's a storm coming fit to rip the heavens open," Geoff insisted. "Hope the Old Clayton House ain't gonna blow down, Miss Clayton." 
 
    Thea stuffed a bag of peaches into her bag and stood. "It's survived this long, Mr. Thompson. I'm sure it'll survive one more night." 
 
    Geoff gave her a smile that hovered between kind and sardonic. “Sure it will, Miss Clayton. Sure it will.” 
 
    Thea left the store feeling certain Geoff would be driving by the house tomorrow morning, just to see if the storm had washed it away. 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    She went home and did the usual things she did to try to fill the days. She rearranged books in the library, ignoring the clouds of dust she displaced and focusing instead on the soft, powdery smell of aged paper. She threw out the dead roses that had been sitting in the lounge for a week, petals browned and crumbling. She listened to Debussy and Chopin and all the sad, heart-breaking waltzes she could find while she polished the ugly antique mirror in her parents’ bedroom and wondered how one became normal. 
 
    Parts of her were normal. She had a degree in Art History. That seemed normal, if somewhat frivolous. But then, her mother had been famous—the children of celebrities were supposed to do frivolous things with their lives, weren’t they? 
 
    She’d never had a job. That was probably pretty normal for both a graduate and the child of a celebrity. It wasn’t meant to be that way. Just two days before her mother killed herself, Thea had accepted a job as an archivist’s assistant at a museum in Savannah. She'd had to turn the job down to take care of her daddy. And then his drinking had gotten out of control, and Thea found herself trapped in the Old Clayton House caring for him. Trapped in Milton, trapped by her parents’ flaws and tragedies. 
 
    She liked to bake. That seemed normal. She just didn’t do it very often because she had nobody but herself to bake for, and eating an entire angel food cake for breakfast probably wasn’t normal. She liked animals. They’d never had pets because her mother was strange about germs, but Thea had always fancied a cat or a parrot. She guessed she could have one now. A parrot could talk to her at least. But maybe she had more of her mother’s strangeness about her than she realized, because the idea of bringing another living creature into the Old Clayton House seemed cruel for reasons she couldn’t quite fathom. 
 
    Parts of her were normal, yes. But more of her was not and she didn’t know how to fix those other parts, bring them into line with the expectations of the world. She didn’t even know if she should. We’re not like other people, baby, her mother would whisper as she wove flowers into Thea’s hair. We’re special. We’re blessed. 
 
    Thea was twenty-six, an orphan, living off the dregs of her once-famous mother’s fortune in a decaying house in a town where everyone knew who she was and everyone was waiting for her to break. She didn’t feel blessed. 
 
    **** 
 
    By sunset the storm clouds had gathered, billowing overhead in a bloody blaze of red and black. The heat was suffocating and the wind blew hot and wet through the house. Thea curled up on the faded chaise-lounge in the parlor and watched the storm prepare to break. Cracked Sky was the name of the county Milton nestled in, after the storms that raged in the summer months, generation after generation. Cracked Sky County, where thunder and lightning was as common as birdsong. Thea loved a good storm. The drama, the intensity … there was something invigorating and cleansing about it. 
 
    But when midnight came, the storm still hadn’t broken. Disappointed, Thea went to bed. Instinct prodded at her to sleep in the guest room rather than her own and, thinking of her dream with trepidation for the first time, she obeyed.  
 
    When she woke up, she was outside. 
 
    She wore just a thin cotton nightdress and the rain had already plastered it to her skin. Soaked and shivering, she hugged herself and stared around the storm-lit garden. She had no memory of coming out here, and no history of sleep-walking, but she felt as eerily composed as she had that morning, waking from her dream. Perhaps that was madness. Perhaps that was how it would manifest in her, not in drinking or suicidal urges, but simply in accepting everything that happened to her without worry. 
 
    Thunder rocked the night, loud enough to make her believe in Zeus and Thor. She gazed up, watching lightning flick and flash through the iron clouds and wondered when the fireball would come. It seemed impossible, now, that it wouldn’t. 
 
    It struck suddenly and brilliantly, illuminating the darkness as if Hell itself had exploded from the shadows. Thea was far enough from the house that she could watch without fear as the white-hot orb crashed into the roof, sending a shower of molten drops cascading down the ivy-ridden walls. She smelt smoke and heard sizzling, but the rain was heavy, so heavy, she knew it would quench the flames before the Old Clayton House burned. Still, her heart raced at the sight of flames spouting from the roof, sparks flying, and the ugly plume of smoke punching up into the storm. Was she scared or excited? She wasn’t sure. They felt about the same; adrenaline pumping, mouth dry, body coiled tight and tense. 
 
    This was it. Something had finally happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The storm killed the flames before they could spread to the rest of the house, and once Thea was sure it was safe, she went back inside. She stood shivering in the shadowed foyer, inhaling the acrid stink of smoke while she dripped rainwater onto the floorboards. She knew she should go upstairs and take a look at the damage, maybe even call the fire department to be on the safe side, but she felt frozen. The storm had soaked into her bones, turning her to ice, and if she got too close to the fire—even the dying embers of the fire—she was afraid she’d melt away. 
 
    She shook her head, sending a fine spray of water lashing across the room, and scolded herself. This was her home, for better or worse. There was nothing within these walls that could hurt her. She knew that. She’d had so many years to come to know that. 
 
    Wringing out her hair, she went upstairs. 
 
    Wisps of smoke curled around her and the scent of charred wood and soot filled the hall. She thought of the antique furniture she dutifully polished every day, the dressers and wardrobes carved from oak and teak. She felt a lightness at the idea of them burned to cinders, a relief that was almost treacherous. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, she realized the fireball had hit her bedroom, and she started shivering again. If she hadn’t moved bedrooms … if she hadn’t sleep-walked… The bedroom door was blackened and hot to the touch when she cautiously pushed it open. Over her head, rain poured in through a smoking, steaming hole in the roof. The room was half-flooded, half-barbecued. She walked through sludgy ash as if sleep-walking again, barely aware of the wreckage around her. 
 
    All her focus, all her being, was concentrated on the creature writhing in agony amidst the wreckage. He was naked and man-shaped, but she knew, oh she knew he wasn’t a man. He was on his knees, his back to her and his face hidden. His skin was dusty gold, his long hair black as pitch. That wasn’t what marked him as inhuman, though. It was the wounds on his back: livid, fresh, and as bloody as a slaughter house. Dark rivers of blood poured down his golden skin from the two feathered stumps at his shoulder blades. She’d never seen so much blood. It was stomach-turning and magnetic at the same time. There were feathers scattered everywhere, sodden and blackened, but undeniable.  
 
    And his cries … they broke her heart. They made her desperate. She could fall to her knees in the rain and the ash and promise him anything, anything, if he would just stop crying. 
 
    Thea trembled. 
 
    Her granddaddy used to thunder around the house quoting from his Bible, which he always carried with him. He’d terrified and entranced her when she was a child, with his booming voice and wild beard. His words, no matter how loving or beautiful the quote may be, always sounded portentous, turning every verse into a doom-riddled prophecy. She'd listened, wide-eyed and enraptured, while her parents rolled their eyes and called him a silly old fool. And now, like the ghost he was, her granddaddy rose in her memory, deep voice roaring. 
 
    How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! 
 
    Pulled by the creature's cries, she rushed to him and dropped to her knees, hands fluttering over him. She was afraid to touch him, but how could she not touch him? An angel had fallen through her roof, destroyed her bed, and lay weeping at her feet. How could she resist? 
 
    His skin was hot, deliciously so, and he went still under her hands, like a frightened animal. She swept her fingers up his spine, through the tracks of blood, and whispered, “Please. Please, tell me how to help.” 
 
    His words were nonsense at first. Beautiful nonsense, in a language she couldn’t guess at. But his pain was clear, and so was the pleading. What would she do with an injured animal? 
 
    She talked back to him, soothing, gentle nonsense of her own, and she eased him upright. His only wounds seemed to be the gushing stumps, from which blood flowed faster than the rain could wash it away. Sticky, matted clumps of downy feathers clung to the wounds and she realized she would have to touch them, pull them away to clean the wounds. The idea made her head spin, but she kept up her stream of chatter and got him to his feet. 
 
    He didn’t resist. Perhaps he was in shock? He was heavy in her arms, and his passivity made it hard to guide him through the ruined bedroom, but she managed. His head bowed, his face hidden, he let her drag him along. She got him into the bathroom and sat him down on the edge of the tub. It was a claw-footed, cast-iron monstrosity that belonged in another century, but her father had installed a very modern shower over it. That seemed the most practical way to wash off the blood. If the angel would let her. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” she asked him. 
 
    He lifted his head and her heart stopped. 
 
    His eyes were inhuman, a fiery amber with pupils like a cat or a serpent, not a man. Tears streaked down his savagely beautiful face, stirring a primal rush of desire and compassion in her. She turned her head, unable to meet his gaze. Humans were never meant to look upon angels. She didn’t know what the punishment was for that sin, but she knew she didn’t want to risk it. 
 
    “I understand you,” he said. His voice was as rough as his beauty and for a second it stole her tongue. 
 
    She struggled to find it again. “I need to shower you off, clean off the blood,” she said. “Will you let me?” 
 
    He shuddered, and she wondered if her touch repulsed him, even hurt him. “Yes,” he said finally. He straightened with a gasp of pain, clutching her shoulder for support. His nails were long and black, and tore through her thin gown like a hot knife through butter. He didn’t seem to notice and Thea didn’t think it mattered. She helped him into the tub and turned on the shower. Lukewarm water cascaded over him and he shuddered again. 
 
    “Hotter,” he said. She obeyed, pushing the temperature up. He gasped in a mix of pain and relief, and bowed his head, pressing his hands to the slick tiles. 
 
    She watched, entranced, as the water sluiced the blood away. It was darker than human blood, almost black, and as it swirled away down the drain she wondered absently why angels had blood at all. Weren’t they divine creatures, creatures of light and holy fire?  
 
    He turned his head and she was caught in his fiery gaze. This time she couldn’t look away. “You are freezing,” he told her. 
 
    Yes, she realized, she was. Storm water still dripped from her hair and her ruined nightdress. Her feet were covered in mud and ash. She must look like a maenad, wild and mindless as she stared at him. She nodded mutely. 
 
    He reached out to her. Thea placed her hand in his, mindful of his nails, and stepped into the tub with him, her heart pounding madly against her ribs. He turned her so her back was to him and tugged off her ruined gown. He pulled her hard against his chest, his skin exquisitely hot, and he clung to her as though she was an anchor. She felt him quake, wracked with pain, and she wished she could do something to relieve him. His need was a tangible thing, pulsing against her bare back like a heartbeat. She hadn’t been this close to a man since one disappointing summer night with Louis Lee Williams in the back of his pick-up. 
 
    That ridiculous thought made her laugh, and the angel clung to her tighter, burying his face in the curve of her neck. She felt his lips moving over her slick skin as he mumbled in that strange, musical language again, and her knees went weak. Was it sexual? Not really. There was too much pain and confusion in him, too much dream-like numbness in her. But it was sensual, achingly so, and Thea couldn’t restrain the moan that escaped her at the feel of his body against hers. 
 
    They stood trembling together in the shower until the water ran cold and clean, all the blood washed away. Then he released her, unfolding from her, and stepped out of the tub. Thea followed, unsure what to do with him now. There was no etiquette guide for naked angels. For lack of better ideas, she asked him. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    He stared at her, gaze piercing but at the same time, unseeing, as if he looked through her to something beyond. “I don’t know,” he said. “I never planned for this.” 
 
    This could mean so many things. The storm, the fall, the shower… She hugged herself, staring at his nude form and wondering why he fell, where his wings were. “Are you in pain?” she asked him. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Yes.”  
 
    His voice broke on the word and Thea suddenly knew what to do. She had no precedence for fallen angels, but she knew how to care for a broken person. Her parents taught her that. She pulled a towel from the rail, thick and soft as a summer cloud, and wrapped it carefully around him, just below the wounds on his back. He held it in place, absently stroking the fluffy material with his fingertips. There were no other towels, so Thea pulled her threadbare bathrobe from the door and shrugged into that. It plastered itself to her wet skin, but she forced herself to ignore the discomfort. She held out her hand to him. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    He stared at her for a second, distrust plain on his face, then it passed and he slid his palm into hers. The contact was warm, solid, and she wondered again what gave angels weight and flesh. 
 
    She took him into her parents’ bedroom and made him sit on the bed. It was her least favorite room in the house, which was saying something, but she didn’t plan to stay in there. After her father died, his liver burnt out and his heart broken, she’d immediately stripped the room of everything that reminded her of him, and of her mother. Perhaps that was one of the first warning signs for the people of Milton—it was indecent, they said, unseemly, for her to do such a thing with her daddy so fresh in the ground. Thea didn’t care. She wanted to purge the entire house of their presence … but she’d run out of energy after the bedroom. 
 
    Where once there had been glossy photos of her mother on stage or film sets, now there were faded patches of wallpaper. The radiant golden girl in those photos was long gone, so why keep the photos themselves? Thea had boxed them up and put them in the attic. Her father’s clothes, his books, his collection of coins, they were all up there too. She’d meant to throw them out, or at least sell the coins, but once they were out of sight, they’d gone out of mind. Now the bedroom was simply another empty room in the empty house, devoid of personality but somehow still full of phantoms. 
 
    She switched on the bedside lamp, casting a silky peach glow over him. It seemed to set his skin on fire, and she could have watched, hypnotized, for hours as light and shadow played over his golden form. Are you real? she wanted to ask. How can you be? 
 
    Instead, she opened one of the bedside drawers and pulled out a pot of lavender salve. As her mother aged and her beauty faded, she’d become more and more obsessed with germs, chemicals, anything she deemed unnatural. So she'd filled house with home remedies and old wives’ cures. She’d fed her husband lily of the valley tea for his liver and made Thea drink onion wine in the winter to ward off colds. About the only thing Thea put any stock in was lavender. It helped you sleep, it soothed mosquito bites, it calmed anxiety. 
 
    She hoped it would soothe her angel’s torn skin. “Do you have a name?” she asked him. 
 
    “Turiel,” he said. 
 
    "Turiel." She sat on the bed behind him, peeling down the towel to expose his back. "I'm going to rub this salve on your back. It might help with the pain. Is that okay?" 
 
    She saw him tense, the muscles pulling tight under his skin, but he nodded silently. She hardly dared touch him at first, her fingers feather-light, skimming him. But she felt him relax, heard him sigh as if exhaling his pain, and she grew bolder. She massaged the salve in with slow, lingering sweeps of her hands, carefully working around the raw wounds at his shoulder blades. The sight of the wounds brought tears to her eyes. They were jagged, violent, speaking of a cruelty and strength she couldn't imagine. Would it be like having an arm ripped off? Did he still feel the lost wings like phantom limbs? 
 
    She wanted to know what happened. What crimes did angels have to commit to lose their wings and be flung from the sky in a ball of fire? Lust? Murder? What temptations were there in Heaven? 
 
    He shuddered at her touch, but she sensed it was less pain and more pleasure now. The pungent scent of lavender hung in the air, lulling her into a steady rhythm as she massaged his back. The tension seeped out of him, drop by drop, in time with the rain beating on the window. Finally, she felt she had to stop. Her hands were free of salve and there seemed to be no other excuses to touch him. She raised her hands. 
 
    "Don't stop," he said, his voice almost too low to hear. 
 
    She remembered her earlier fear of even looking at him. She'd snapped past it so quickly she ought to have whiplash, but it was ridiculous to fear touching him now when they'd clung together like survivors of some disaster in the shower, when she'd just slid her palms all over that inhuman skin. 
 
    And yet, she hesitated. There was a danger here, just one she hadn't identified yet. 
 
    "Please," he said, "don't stop." 
 
    How could she deny him when he begged like that? Obligingly, she stroked his back again. Daringly, she swept her hand up the back of his neck and into the damp tangle of his silky hair. He arched into her touch with a soft sigh that encouraged her. She trailed her other hand down his spine, brushing the small of his back and the inviting curve of his buttocks. He shifted, leaning forward as if to offer more of himself to her, and then Thea’s nerves failed. He was a work of art, a miracle. You didn’t manhandle art. 
 
    She withdrew her hands, folding them in her lap, her cheeks blazing. 
 
    He sighed again, then turned so they sat side by side. He re-positioned the fallen towel, shielding his lower body from view. “Do you have a name?” he asked her. 
 
    “Thea.” 
 
    “Like Theodora, the Empress of Byzantine.” 
 
    “Like my Aunt Theodora,” Thea said, blushing even harder, although she wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “It’s a very beautiful name,” he said gravely. 
 
    Before she could answer, he turned and cupped her face in his hands, careful to keep those wicked nails away from her skin. He drew his thumb across her lips, then pushed his fingers into her hair, combing out the wet locks with slow, deliberate strokes. 
 
    The motion was mesmeric and she could have sat there docilely all night, savoring the tenderness he showed her. But the part of her that remembered her grandfather was anxious. It was a thin thread winding through her, pulling her tight no matter how much she simply wanted to relish Turiel’s touch. 
 
    “What are you?” she blurted when the thread pulled too tight. “Are you… You can’t really be…” 
 
    He paused and flexed his shoulders. She imagined great, snowy wings shifting behind him. “I don’t know what I am now,” he said. “Angels have wings and a place in Heaven. I have neither.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed bitterly. “The same thing that happens to all the fallen angels. I wanted something I couldn’t have in Heaven.” He twitched his shoulders again and a spasm of pain ran through him. “I didn’t think the price would be so high.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” It was such an inadequate thing to say that she wished she’d stayed silent. 
 
    “Beautiful Thea,” he said, “don’t be. I’m not.” 
 
    “But your wings… It must hurt so much.” 
 
    “It does. But it’s a sensation … a new experience…” He began stroking her hair again, winding long, wet strands around his fingers. “Do you know what immortality is, Thea?” 
 
    She thought she did, but she sensed her answer would be the wrong one, so she shook her head. 
 
    “Sterile,” he said. “An eternity of nothingness. As bland and meaningless as a blank sheet of paper. There is nothing worth having in immortality.” 
 
    “I thought Heaven was supposed to be beautiful,” she said. “Eternal joy and love.” 
 
    “Maybe it was once. But the Lord and the Devil disappeared and left us behind. Perhaps they took the joy and love with them.” 
 
    His words were fascinating and frightening, creating a vision of a world far beyond hers, a mad, inhuman world where angels and demons kicked their heels and waited… Waited for what? Where could the Lord and the Devil disappear to? A world even beyond Turiel’s? Thea’s head spun. She wondered if this was all a fever-dream and she’d wake up in her own bed, the house untouched and angel-free. 
 
    She hoped not. 
 
    He slid his hands out of her hair and down her throat to rest on her shoulders. She could feel the heat of him even through her robe. His hawk-like gaze was intense, burning, and she wondered what he’d wanted that he couldn’t have in Heaven. 
 
    “Have you a lover, Thea?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Suddenly she was breathless, flustered beyond words. She didn’t know how to react. Slap him for his impropriety? Where was the sense in that when she’d already been pressed to his naked body? When she’d already touched his bare skin, when he’d already caressed her lips? 
 
    But to just fall into his arms, to just give herself to this stranger, this … being… She didn’t think she had the courage for that. 
 
    “No,” she said, “and nor will I tonight, Turiel.” 
 
    The heat in his eyes didn’t fade, but he nodded and shifted respectfully away from her. “Would you prefer me to leave?” 
 
    “No,” she said, faster this time. “You have no clothes,” she added as a lame afterthought.  
 
    His lips twitched. “No,” he said. “I do not. Will that be a problem?" 
 
    "Yes," she said. "I guess you don't have shame in Heaven?" 
 
    His smile grew, warming her all over. "That is a uniquely human emotion." 
 
    "Well." She stood, tightening the belt of her robe. His smile was a temptation she wasn't fit to fight. "You can sleep in here ... if you do sleep. In the morning, we can..." 
 
    She trailed off, once again stumped for the right etiquette. Did angels take coffee and pancakes for breakfast?  
 
    “In the morning, we’ll decide what to do in the morning,” she said finally. She supposed the first task ought to be assessing the damage to the roof and bedroom. Somehow that didn’t seem quite as urgent as dealing with the angel who caused it. 
 
    Turiel studied the bed, patting the pillows carefully. “I should sleep?” He sounded unsure. 
 
    “Don't angels sleep?” Thea asked him. 
 
    “One needs a body to sleep.” 
 
    “Well, you have one now,” she pointed out, although she was trying not to think about his body too much. “So you should sleep. Dream.” She smiled shyly. “It would be a new experience for you." 
 
    He lay down on his side, expression wary. “Do you never fear that you won’t wake up?” 
 
    Thea hugged herself as a dart of pain shot through her. After her mother’s suicide, she’d lain awake at night for weeks, wondering what happened when a person died, where the mind went. Did you know you were gone? Did part of you linger, the way your consciousness lingered when you dreamed? Or did you just … cease, as if you’d never existed at all? She hadn’t been sure which idea was more terrifying.  
 
    And then her father had died and after watching him waste away drink by drink, she’d decided it might be better to just cease. It would be an escape, a release that dreaming couldn’t provide. “Not anymore,” she said finally. 
 
    As she moved to leave the room, he reached out for her. "Will you stay with me?" he asked.  
 
    "In case you get scared?" She meant to tease, but her words came out as solemn as his. 
 
    He smiled. "Would you think less of me?" 
 
    Since she hadn't really worked out what she thought of him to begin with, Thea didn't think she could think less of him. That sounded cold and odd though, so she didn't say it aloud. Instead, she slipped under the duvet next to him. Turiel still lay on top, so when he draped his arm around her waist, there was no skin contact, and Thea felt that absence keenly. But it was for the best. She didn't trust herself not to cave in if they touched, really touched. 
 
    He sighed contentedly and rested his head against hers, his lips moving at the curve of her neck. "You are kind. You feel good. To touch ... to feel... This ... this is what I fell for." 
 
    He might be a dream. He might be a hallucination. He might vanish in the morning like fairy gold. 
 
    She didn't know and she didn't care. For tonight, at least, she wouldn't question it. 
 
    **** 
 
    Glaring morning sunlight woke her, sliding through the curtains and spreading sticky warmth in its wake. Thea groaned, her awareness returning in bits and pieces. The storm, the fireball, the man ... who was not a man. 
 
    She rolled over gingerly, trying not to wake him. He lay still and quiet. In repose, his wild beauty was somewhat softened, and she decided she liked him better awake and untamed. She sat up and peered at his back. The wounds at his shoulder blades were long, thick scabs now, with tiny tufts of feathers the only proof that he was inhuman, not just a mortal man with strange scars. 
 
    As if he felt the weight of her gaze, he stirred, pushing himself up on his elbows with a yawn. The yawn seemed to catch him off-guard, his golden eyes widening, his back arching. Then he winced in pain and slumped back down to the mattress, eyes falling shut again. 
 
    Thea rested her hand on his shoulder, carefully. "Can I do anything?" she asked. 
 
    He shook his head and eased himself to his knees. Thea was treated to a full, glorious view of him, the thick shaft hanging between his legs, and she wondered how much more sinful it was to look at an angel's cock than his face. He opened his eyes again in time to catch her staring, and for a second they both simply watched each other. Time stretched out thin and fine between them, Thea's cheeks burning and Turiel's eyes filled with a dark curiosity. 
 
    His words from last night echoed in her head. To touch ... to feel. This is what I fell for. She wet her lips, conscious of the slight space between them, the possibilities of touching and feeling. 
 
    Turiel reached down between his legs, stroking himself with slow, leisurely movements. His eyes fell shut, his shoulders relaxing, and she was reminded of nothing so much as a cat basking in the sun, warm and lazy. She watched his hand move, watched his shaft stiffen, and wondered if it was an invitation to her. Last night he'd seemed so broken, so lost, too much so for her to contemplate sex. A few hours' sleep shouldn't make that much difference. He still was what he was. A miracle, a masterpiece, a fallen angel ... but he was somehow also a man. 
 
    She felt like driftwood on the seas, battered around by her conflicting emotions.  
 
    He opened his eyes again, watching her watch him. A slow, shy smile spread across his face. "I trouble you." 
 
    It took her two attempts to answer, and when she did, her voice was throaty and trembling. "In a way." 
 
    "I don't want to upset you, Thea." 
 
    "I'm not upset." She was spellbound. He was no Louis Lee, that was for sure. She wanted to wrap her hands around his thick cock, wrap her lips around it, taste that silken, golden skin. She wanted it with a fierceness that was too much to handle and yes, it troubled her. 
 
    "I can leave," he said. 
 
    "You still don't have any clothes," she said. 
 
    "Does that trouble you? You seem preoccupied by it." 
 
    He was teasing her. There was a studied insouciance in his voice and she found herself smiling. "I am hopelessly preoccupied by your lack of clothes, absolutely." 
 
    He bit his lip and reached out for her. He took her hand in his and guided it to his waiting shaft. Thea gasped, breathless, as her fingers closed around him. Velvet and warm, he was, like a well-aged whiskey made flesh, and she closed her eyes as she stroked him, enthralled. She felt reckless, careening toward a cliff-edge with every touch. This was the madness that would take her, she decided. Not alcohol or paranoia, but the searing touch of angel's flesh. 
 
    He closed his eyes, expression rapturous. "You will make me mad," he murmured. 
 
    She said nothing, growing bolder and firmer in her strokes, reveling in the knowledge that she was pleasing him. This work of art, this divine creature, who surely could have fallen anywhere in the world and had men and women flock to him, he was here with her, and it was her hand, her touch putting that shine in his face, stirring his body. It was a powerful knowledge and it led down a dangerous path. What else could she do? What else did she dare do? 
 
    It might have been enough to stay like that forever, him kneeling in a tangle of bed sheets, Thea laying alongside him, her hand caressing his cock with an ever-increasing possessiveness.  
 
    Turiel sighed and whispered in that fluid, alien language, and she had a sense of time crystallizing around them like sap into amber. They would stay perfect and preserved like this forever, and that might be enough ... but he made her hungry and he wanted to feel, to touch, and there was so much more she could show him... 
 
    She raised herself up, reluctantly releasing his shaft, and placed her hands delicately on his shoulders. He cupped her face in his hands again, his long nails lightly pressed to her skin. She felt the thrill of risk. He could cut her so easily, but he held her so tenderly there was no real fear. 
 
    "I would not take what you don't willingly offer," he said, painfully earnest. There was a fire in his eyes though that told Thea he longed for her to offer. 
 
    Her answer was a kiss, tentative and light. His lips were soft and as warm as the rest of him, and her heart fluttered when he kissed her back. He conjured a heat between her thighs, a delicious, slow-building fire that he stoked with each stroke of his tongue on hers. 
 
    It would not be enough to just kiss. He'd melted her reservations away and now there was only need. 
 
    And then the knocking started. The hammer of bronze on wood echoed persistently through the Old Clayton House, shattering the spell between Thea and Turiel. They jerked away from each other. Turiel's expression turned panicked, and Thea felt an answering alarm beat in her own chest, for all that she knew it was probably the mailman. Nobody else ever called here, after all. 
 
    "It's fine," she said, resting her hand on his chest, over his heart. It thudded wildly, making her picture caged birds and pinned butterflies. "It's fine, it's nothing. It's just someone at the door." 
 
    "A visitor?" he asked warily. "Who?" 
 
    "I don't know." She slid off the bed, amazed her legs would hold her. It felt like the electricity between them should have burned her nerves away. She adjusted her robe, which was now slipping wantonly off one shoulder, and smiled at him. "Let me go get rid of them." 
 
    Turiel nodded, still looking suspicious. She resisted the urge to kiss him again as the hammering on the door grew louder, more impatient. Whoever it was, she couldn't imagine it was important, surely not compared to the angel in her bed. Nobody came here, not anymore. There'd been a handful of mourners after her mother died. Fans who'd worshiped the perfect golden movie star image and wanted a glimpse of the halcyon life they thought she'd lived here. But once they'd met Thea's grieving, raving father, they'd quickly drifted away. 
 
    After Thea let the gardener go, there was nobody from Milton to visit, either. They might all cluck and pry when she went into the town, but none of them cared enough to come see how she was doing. That was fine. She couldn't have accepted their charity or borne their curiosity. 
 
    Still, it was unlikely to be anyone but the mailman. She hurried down the stairs to the front door, barely noticing the wreckage of the storm. Why he'd knock so insistently when he usually just left everything on the porch, she had no idea... 
 
    But it wasn't the mailman. When she opened the door, Geoff Thompson stood there, clutching the brim of his panama hat in one hand, the other hand raised to knock again. He gave her a broad smile, his gaze immediately moving past her to the hall behind. 
 
    "Good day, Miss Clayton," he said. "I thought I'd better come check on you after last night. Good thing I did, too!" 
 
    Thea glanced over her shoulder, now aware again of the state of the Old Clayton House. Puddles of rainwater all over the hall. The acrid smell of smoke still in the air. From the outside too, the damage left by Turiel's fall would be plainly visible. 
 
    For a second she fumbled, cheeks burning as she tried to think of something pithy and polite to say. "Oh, there's no problem, Mr. Thompson," she said. "Thank you, but I'm fine." 
 
    He looked dubious, which she supposed she understood. "Miss Clayton, I don't know if you know, but there's a heck of a hole in your roof." He said it gently, with the air of someone breaking news of a bereavement.  
 
    "I know," Thea said. "But really, it's fine. Nothing important was damaged and I ... I can get it fixed." She faltered then, mentally tallying what was left of her inheritance. She might well be able to get it fixed, but then she'd starve to death under her brand-new roof, which seemed a shame. 
 
    "Well, my son-in-law is a builder, as it happens," he said. "I can give you his card." He started patting down his pockets. "Very reasonable rates, Miss Clayton, I'm sure you can..." 
 
    She waited for him to finish, then realized he wasn't going to. He was looking past her again, eyes glazed in shock. Thea turned. She wasn't sure whether she was amused or mortified to see Turiel coming down the stairs, gloriously naked. He stopped on the last step, arms folded across his chest, and stared at Geoff with an interest she supposed might seem hostile. His savage grace might be intimidating to a man like Geoff, who had probably never seen another man naked in his life. 
 
    "Well," Geoff said, eyes darting wildly from Turiel to Thea and down to the water-washed floor. "Perhaps I'll pass that card along next time you're in town. I have to ... busy day ... can't stop, but you take care now, Miss Clayton. Mister ... sir ... good day." 
 
    He scurried away like a rat from a cat, jamming his hat on his head so hard she thought the straw would rip. His discomfort, his flustered goodbye, his utter shock, all hit Thea like a lightning strike, and she found herself doing something she would never normally do, least of all in front of a stranger. 
 
    She laughed. She laughed and laughed until she was breathless with laughter, until she was bent over double with tears streaming down her face, and until Turiel came rushing over to ask her if she was well. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine," she said as he helped her straighten up. "Oh my, I just... His face when he saw you! He'll tell the whole town, you know, that Mad Thea Clayton has taken a lover who struts around the house naked while it caves in around her head." 
 
    Turiel looked bemused. "We are not lovers yet." 
 
    Yet. She shivered at the promise in the word. "It doesn't matter. He'll tell them that anyway." 
 
    He carefully tugged at a lock of her hair, twirling it around his long nails with a look of fascination. "Will I bring shame on you?" 
 
    "Hardly," she said. "I wouldn't care anyway." She shut the front door firmly, resolving not to answer the next time someone knocked. 
 
    Turiel smiled and released her hair. "I'm thirsty," he said. "I think." 
 
    "Isn't there food and drink in Heaven?" 
 
    She'd meant to tease, but his face fell, a wistful longing sweeping over him. "One needs a body to eat and drink." 
 
    She'd do anything to take that look from his face. Ignoring the throbbing desire in herself, she took his hand and guided him to the kitchen. "You have a body now." 
 
    **** 
 
    Whenever Thea had daydreamed about a normal life, the images had never included a man. Not because she'd been jaded by her parents or ruined by Louis Lee, but simply because a man seemed like a complication, the sort a cat or a parrot wouldn't be. 
 
    Now there was a naked angel sitting at her kitchen table and she was making pancakes and coffee, because there was really nothing else to offer him. And what better first meal for a fallen angel than fluffy pancakes dripping with hot butter and gilded with maple syrup? What better drink than bitterly black coffee, the kind that scorched your mouth and set fire to your brain? He wanted to feel, he'd said. Thea thought that ought to cover more than skin-to-skin. She ought to give him every sensation she was capable of, before he moved on to experience new ones elsewhere. 
 
    She flipped her pancakes, feeling a tug at her heart strings. He would leave, of course. Why should he stay? She should treasure this time, save these surreal memories while he was still here. She shouldn't be sad about him leaving. 
 
    She plated up the pancakes and turned to him, taking a second to admire the play of sunlight on his rich black hair and golden skin. Even if she'd had clothes to offer him, she wouldn't have. But he seemed utterly unconcerned by his nudity anyway. She set down the pancakes and took her seat. 
 
    "It's pretty simple," she said, reaching for the coffee pot, "but I make them well." 
 
    He watched her drizzle syrup over her pancakes, watched her cut them up, and mimicked her, handling his knife and fork gingerly. One had to have a body to use cutlery, she mused, smiling. His expression at the first bite reminded her of Geoff's at the sight of Turiel, and she tucked the image away in her memory bank. 
 
    He said nothing, but ate with an urgency that was gratifying and oddly endearing. Only once he'd cleared his plate did he say anything. 
 
    "What else is there?" He drew his finger through a smear of syrup and sucked it clean.  
 
    The gesture sent hot shivers through Thea and it took her a second to gather herself and reply. "Oh, well, I can make more pancakes. Or there's fruit." She nodded at the bowl in the middle of the table, overflowing with plump peaches and vibrant green apples. She was suddenly glad she'd gone into Milton yesterday. 
 
    He chose a peach after some deliberation, then sat back down and looked askance at her. She mimed biting it and he did so, exclaiming in surprise. Peach juice dribbled down his chin and Thea had an irresistible compulsion to lick it away.  
 
    Feeling bold, she leaned across the table and kissed him, tasting sweet peaches and exotic angel. His eyes fluttered closed and a throaty murmur of appreciation rumbled in his throat. He slipped his hands around her waist, lifting her into his lap. His casual strength thrilled her and she laced her arms around his neck, deepening the kiss. 
 
    He broke the kiss, eyes fiery with lust. "May I?" He tugged lightly at the belt of her robe. 
 
    She nodded, heat unfurling in her, sending a rush of liquid to her already-aching groin. One more tug and her robe fell open, revealing her breasts to his starving gaze. He stared, seemingly entranced, and circled one nipple with the very tip of his nail. Thea shivered, then squeaked when he lowered his head to lick it. He took the sound for the encouragement it was, drawing his tongue in slow, languorous strokes across and around her nipple, until Thea was gasping and desperate for more. 
 
    When he turned his attention to her other breast, she shifted position so she straddled him. Now her throbbing clit pressed against his hard cock, and she ground her hips in slow circles, building the delicious friction between them. Turiel's expression moved swiftly from surprise to ecstasy, and he held her hips, guiding her to increase her tempo. She did so, taking hold of his shaft with fast, firm strokes. 
 
    He sighed her name, eyes falling shut again. "I need to be inside you, Thea. Tell me I can." 
 
    She was so dizzy with desire she could barely speak, but she managed to whisper a yes. He lifted her again, spinning her so fast she saw stars. He sat her down in the chair, grabbed her hips, and pulled her to the edge of the seat. Kneeling, he moved between her legs. Thea watched with breathless anticipation as he lowered his head between her thighs. He kissed his way up her inner thigh, light brushes of his lips turning harder until he was biting the tender skin and drawing shocked, lusty cries from her. 
 
    He dragged his tongue across her slit, swirling it through her wet folds, then raised his head to smile at her in a way she was sure would ban him from Heaven forever. "Sweeter than peaches," he said.  
 
    He raised himself up and pulled her slowly forward, until his cock slid home into her waiting groin. Thea wrapped her legs around his waist and gripped the seat of the chair for support. For a second they stayed frozen, bodies locked together, and not a sound between them but soft, shallow breathing. Another moment to preserve, she thought, staring into his glowing eyes. She was his first, and wherever he went after this, whatever he did, that would always be so. 
 
    "You feel like..." He trailed off with a laugh. "I have no words for how you feel, Thea." 
 
    She flexed her hips and he moaned, primal and longing. "Don't speak," she said. "You didn't fall to talk." 
 
    He laughed again and began to move inside her, slow thrusts that rocked her entire body. She squeezed her legs around him, pulling him in as deep as she could with each stroke. With exquisite patience, he'd build his speed, bring her panting and crying to the edge of orgasm, and then slow down again, drawing her away and leaving her whimpering in frustration. 
 
    She couldn't stand it for long, and she told him so, sinking her nails into his shoulders and pressing frantic kisses to his throat and lips. "Please, Turiel. Please, please, please..." 
 
    With a hiss, he wrapped his arms around her waist and stood, lifting her with him. Never missing a beat, he sat her on the edge of the table. She was dimly aware of plates hitting the floor and shattering on the sunbaked tiles, but it didn't matter one bit. Turiel thrust hard now, his cock slamming into her and stretching her to the very limit of her control. Her orgasm was coming on like a storm breaking. She thrust with him, intense bliss sweeping through her as she finally lost control. 
 
    Turiel roared as he came, a sound no man would surely ever make, bestial and thunderous. He sank his nails into the table top, gouging long, deep furrows in the wood as his hips bucked, and Thea had a moment to hope he felt as incredible as she did before he pulled his cock free of her and dropped to his knees. Then she had a moment to be confused and worried before he thrust her thighs apart and drove his tongue into her groin, lapping at the cream of her orgasm with an urgency that made her head spin. 
 
    Orgasmic aftershocks rocked her, undid her, and finally she heard herself begging him to stop before she simply passed out. Turiel stood, legs trembling just ever so, and lifted her up in his arms once more. This time he cradled her gently as he sat down on the chair, stroking her hair away from her face. 
 
    "I fear you have corrupted me," he said solemnly, although his eyes sparkled. 
 
    "I fear it's mutual," she said, resting her head on his shoulder. 
 
    He reached past her and picked up the peach that had triggered such corruption. It should have been an apple, Thea thought, watching him bite into it. He gave her that sinful smile once more, sending fresh little ripples of pleasure through her. 
 
    "What else is there?" he asked. 
 
    **** 
 
    Dusk descended and fireflies came to dance around the Old Clayton House. Thea and Turiel sat on the porch swing seat, wrapped in an old, worn blanket together. She’d made iced tea earlier in the day, letting the summer sun infuse the tea and lemon all afternoon. Now the tea sat in a glass pitcher that dripped condensation, ice bobbing invitingly in the honey-brown liquid. Crickets whirred in the overgrown garden and every so often a bat flitted overhead. It was a perfect summer evening, and Thea rested her head on Turiel’s shoulder and wished she could drag the night out forever. They were both naked, his skin warm against hers, and her body ached beautifully from his attentions. If she could freeze this moment, preserve the poetry and strangeness of it all forever, she’d do it in a heartbeat. 
 
    She doubted he’d feel the same, after what he’d said about the sterility of eternity, the boredom of immortality. She turned her head to press a kiss to his chest and chase off any forlorn thoughts. His hands trailed lazily over her breasts, nails lightly gliding around her nipples. It was a slow and perfect torture, heavy with promise, and her body responded eagerly. Her nipples stiffened. Heat kindled between her thighs, and she was sure his hands would soon be there to stoke the flame. She shifted herself, letting her legs fall open in invitation to his wandering fingers. 
 
    A car engine rumbled somewhere off in the dark, and Turiel’s hands tightened on her suddenly, nails pricking her skin. She wriggled uncomfortably and he released her, standing up. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said. “Just a car passing by.” 
 
    But it didn’t pass by. The headlights appeared out of the purple twilight, turning down the drive toward the house, and Thea felt a sudden, tripping anxiety she couldn’t explain. First Geoff, now this? Nobody visited here. Nobody. 
 
    They watched in silence as the car approached. A sleek black vehicle, the kind of machine she imagined big city bankers owned, all shine and roar. It stopped a few feet from the porch and four men climbed out. Three were in black. Big, cruel-looking men to Thea’s eyes, their faces blank, their eyes cold. But it was the fourth man who turned her anxiety into fear. He was dressed all in white, impeccable from his gleaming boots to his neat goatee. A silver cross hung from his throat, just big enough to catch the eye, but not ostentatious. He smiled pleasantly enough as he strode toward them, but something in that smile made her think of coral snakes. You might not guess they were venomous until they bit you, and then it was too late. 
 
    The man’s gaze roamed over them both. He seemed unfazed by Turiel’s nudity, but there was a light in his eyes that rattled Thea. She wrapped the blanket tightly around herself.  
 
    Turiel rested his hand on her shoulder. Silence filled the space between them and the man in white, and it brimmed with tension. 
 
    “Good evening, miss, sir,” he said eventually. “Forgive my intrusion. I’m Brother Hiram. May I ask your names?” 
 
    Brother Hiram of the Healing Hands, Thea thought. She didn’t answer. Nor did Turiel. Hiram smiled, polite and false, and waited. His henchmen stood still as statues and Thea thought of the shotgun locked away in the kitchen. She hadn't used it in years, although her father had made sure she could if she needed to. And she'd never pointed it at another human being. Not that it would help now. Surely these men would do their damage long before she was able to get to the gun. 
 
    "That's how it is then, is it?" Hiram said when she and Turiel stayed silent. "Well, that doesn't matter anyhow. I know what you are. I don't need to know who you are." 
 
    This he directed to Turiel and it chilled Thea's blood. She rose, but Turiel pushed her back down with a gentle flex of his hand. "Do not," he said. 
 
    She wondered if he didn't see the threat here. Maybe there was no violence in Heaven. "We should go inside," she said. 
 
    Hiram chuckled, a rich sound that invited a person to laugh with him. He couldn't hide the ice in his eyes though. "I assure you, miss, it would do you no good. But I'm not here to harm anyone. If your friend will simply come with me, we'll be on our way peacefully." 
 
    "No," Turiel said. 
 
    Hiram's laugh was a lot less inviting this time. "Oh dear," he said, raising his hand and snapping his fingers. "You really leave me no choice then, sir." 
 
    The three henchmen moved in perfect unison, chilling Thea. It was like watching a pack of wild dogs advance. She stood now, knowing she had no defense if any of them decided to hurt her, but unable to sit by passively while they came for Turiel. 
 
    Turiel slid in front of her, giving her a close-up view of his scarred back. I know what you are, Hiram had said. But how? Thea could easily believe Geoff had spread the news of her naked house-guest through Milton so fast. Gossip ran quick as a cat with its tail on fire around here. But for that gossip to reach this stranger? She could scarcely believe that. 
 
    The first man reached Turiel and grabbed him by the wrist, yanking him hard away from Thea. She cried out and clutched Turiel's free hand. The second man grabbed her around the waist, lifting her like she was light as a corn dolly, and swung her away from Turiel. She screamed, kicked, and fought to be free, but he held her in a crushing bear-hug, turning her to face the house. She couldn't see Turiel anymore, but she could hear him. She heard him yell her name with raw fury. She heard the sickening crunch of fist meeting flesh, and she heard the hard thud of a body hitting the floor. 
 
    She screamed until it felt like her throat must be bleeding. Her captor turned her back around in time to see Turiel's limp body disappearing into the car. Hiram tipped his hat to her, his smile as pleasant and false as any snake-oil salesman.  
 
    "Don't take it too hard, miss," he called to her, climbing into the front seat. "The blood of angels will make many a miracle." 
 
    When he slammed his door shut, her captor dropped her carelessly. She hit the porch hard, jarring her back and knees, but she was too breathless to cry out. She made a feeble swipe at him as he walked away, one he didn't even acknowledge. By the time she'd dragged herself to her feet, her attacker was back in the car. By the time she'd staggered down the porch steps, the car was gone, leaving nothing but dust behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Thea always considered herself self-sufficient, if she thought about it. Sure, she didn't take care of the garden, but that was only from a lack of interest, not ability. The rest of the Old Clayton House she kept ticking over pretty dang well, she'd always thought. Not to mention herself.  Her lifestyle might be eccentric, but she hadn't starved to death or fallen down the cellar stairs and broken her neck, both of which were fates the people of Milton had predicted for her. She'd never needed anyone after her parents died. She'd made sure she didn't. 
 
    So it didn't occur to her to go looking for help. Her story was too wild and she was too odd to be credible. Nor did it occur to her to do nothing. It did occur to her, as she fetched her father's shotgun and checked it was loaded, that she might get herself killed. In the grand scheme of things, she guessed it was better to die young trying to rescue an angel, than die old having done nothing. 
 
    She dressed, throwing a long coat over her light dress to hide the gun. Sweat beaded on her forehead and trickled down her spine as the night's heat crawled over her, but she didn't dare leave the gun unconcealed. She didn't allow herself to think about success or failure once the gun was in place. It's weight against her body was disturbingly comforting, and she focused on that, just that, as she headed for her car. 
 
    Five minutes later, she was on her way into Milton. 
 
    **** 
 
    People were swarming around Brother Hiram's tent. Bright spotlights outside the entrance pushed back the night and shone off the faces of the crowd, rendering them anonymous blobs. So many people, she thought nervously, parking at the edge of the field. It looked like the whole population of Milton, doubled. Tripled, even. People must have flocked from all over the county. What did Hiram offer that was so attractive? 
 
    The blood of an angel. A shudder passed through her. What could the blood of an angel do? And how was she going to find Turiel amid this mass of eager worshipers? 
 
    She hugged herself as she pushed her way through the throng, both to keep the gun pressed close and to minimize any contact with the heaving crowd. Sticky heat poured over her, a rancid combination of too many bodies, the summer humidity, and her own nerves. By the time she reached the tent entrance, she was shaking under her coat, adrenaline making her skin tingle. 
 
    Soaring organ music blasted out of the tent. She stood on tiptoe to peer over the crowd and see inside. The tent was filled with long benches, and the benches were filled with people, jostling for space. Voices clashed together, creating a cacophony that almost drowned out the music. At the back of the tent, a woman in a white dress stood at a microphone, making grand gestures. People in the first few rows threw their hands up in time with her, and part of Thea was fascinated by the apparent hypnosis underway. But there was no sign of Hiram or Turiel, and so she moved on. 
 
    Around the back of the main tent, she found a cluster of smaller tents and trailers. People, clearly not worshipers, milled around idly. Some smoked, some drank, all looked bored and paid little attention to Thea as she wandered from trailer to trailer, anxiety clawing at her.  
 
    "You lost, darlin'?" a woman called to her. 
 
    Thea glanced over to see the woman smiling at her, shark-like, from under the shadow of the great tent. She raised a cigarette to her lips and blew a plume of smoke Thea's way. Thea coughed as the acrid smoke hit her, but forced herself to brush it off. Dare she just ask? Surely plenty of people came here looking for the healing hands of Brother Hiram. 
 
    "I'm here for Hiram," she said. 
 
    "Ah." The woman's smile turned dark and knowing. She looked Thea up and down, and whatever she saw seemed to satisfy her somehow. "The big red trailer over there," she said, pointing the way with her cigarette. "You here to warm him up, honey?" 
 
    Thea didn't miss the innuendo. She let it wash over her. "I guess I am," she said. She waved in thanks and headed for the trailer. Now she just prayed she didn't run into any of the henchmen who'd taken Turiel. She didn't think she'd get past them so easily. 
 
    The big red trailer was set apart from the others. The spotlights at the front of the tent cast no light back here, and Thea thought of gothic novels as she approached. Of ancient castles and the monstrous men who always owned them. Her palms were slick with sweat by the time she reached the trailer, and she doubted she'd be able to hold the shotgun, much less fire it if she had to. The heroines in gothic novels tended to faint a lot, didn't they? She recalled lots of swooning and too-tight corsets. At least she didn't have that to deal with.  
 
    There was a window in the trailer and a gap in the curtains, dim light spilling through. She had to stand on tiptoe again to peer through. The gap was just a finger's width apart, but that was all she needed.  
 
    She saw Turiel's back, his scars torn open and bleeding. Rivulets of dark blood trickled down his back. His head was bowed. That was all she could see. There was no glimpse to be had of Hiram or his henchmen, but she didn't need to see them. The horror was plain. 
 
    She hurried to the trailer door, one hand on the shotgun. The door was unlocked and she eased it open, her heart slamming wildly against her ribs. Thea crept in, holding her breath, expecting the worst. But there was nobody in here except Turiel.  
 
    The inside of the trailer was spacious and plushly decorated, the scent of frankincense and rosewood heavy in the air. Rosaries and crucifixes adorned the walls, creating a sense of piety that was at odds with the angel chained to the walls. An instinctive dread filled her as she stared at those chains, thick and shining, with heavy cuffs that clamped around his wrists and pulled his arms taut. Somehow, somehow, the chains were worse than the blood dripping down his back, or the saturated bandages at his arms. She thought of malnourished tigers in tiny cages, eagles with their wings clipped, and she knew with a bone-deep certainty that Turiel could endure anything except imprisonment. 
 
    She hurried forward. He lifted his head and spoke in a weary, hoarse whisper. “You will bleed me dry. What kind of miracle does that leave you with?” 
 
    “Turiel, it’s me. It’s Thea.” She knelt beside him, gently cupping his face in her hands. His black hair hid his eyes until she smoothed it away, and then she saw a pained acceptance that broke her heart. But hope flared there when he saw her and it kindled a little more courage in her. 
 
    “Thea,” he said. And that was all. Just her name, breathed like a prayer. 
 
    “I’ll get you out,” she said, setting the gun down on the faux-wood floor. She cast around for something to unlock the cuffs with. “I will get you out,” she said again, trying to suppress a note of despair. Of course Hiram wouldn’t simply leave the keys laying around. You wouldn’t leave a miracle untended, unguarded. 
 
    But the door to the trailer had been unlocked, so he couldn’t have gone far or expected to be long. Urgency gripped her, and she stared at the shotgun. She knew how to fire it, but she’d never had reason to aim at anything smaller than a coyote. The idea of taking aim at those shackles unnerved her. In a space this small, with Turiel’s body so vulnerable… 
 
    Turiel shifted with a grimace, following her gaze. “If that is what must be done, Thea…” 
 
    “Oh no, miss,” Brother Hiram said from behind her, voice dripping with false civility. “That is not to be done at all.” 
 
    Thea turned to see him stepping into the trailer. He was wiping his hands off on a snowy-white handkerchief, stained dark with Turiel’s blood. Anger flared in her. “How can you—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be righteous, girl,” he said, waving the handkerchief dismissively at her. “I know it seems brutal, but creatures like this are a gift! A blessing from on high, one we must value and use wisely. Those people out there have come from miles around out of hope and devotion. His blood will cure those failed by conventional medicine …well, some of them.” Now he shrugged, casually cruel. 
 
    Some of them, surely. Enough to keep the rest hoping, enough to keep the donations flowing and the believers faithful. Bile rose in Thea’s throat, disgust robbing her of her voice. 
 
    “You have done this before,” Turiel said with weary anger. 
 
    Hiram shrugged again. “You don’t think you’re the first to fall, do you?” 
 
    Thea’s rage was like a lightning strike, hot and quick, galvanizing her to move without any conscious thought. She grabbed the shotgun and swung it at Hiram. She had a second to see the smug assurance on his face, his certainty that she wouldn’t shoot him. 
 
    And then she did shoot him. 
 
    The recoil staggered her. The blast deafened her. She stumbled back and hit the floor in synchrony with Hiram. She knocked her head on the wall and her vision swam. When the world fell back into place, she saw Hiram writhing on the floor, clutching his leg as blood bloomed against the pristine white of his trousers. Pain rendered him voiceless; he simply spat and hissed. 
 
    She took no satisfaction in his pain. All she could think as she pushed herself to her feet was that there probably wasn’t much time before he did start screaming for help. 
 
    She hurried over to him, shotgun in hand. Hiram glared up at her, skin chalky and slick with sweat. “You jerk,” he wheezed. “I’ll bleed out! I’ll die!” 
 
    Whether or not that would truly be a loss, Thea decided, was not for her to say. “I’ll send help, if you give me the keys for Turiel’s cuffs.” 
 
    He spat at her. “Someone will come looking for me any minute.” 
 
    Thea didn’t think herself capable of cruelty. So when she pressed the barrel of the shotgun to his crotch, she told herself it was pragmatism that moved her. “A lot can happen in a minute, Brother Hiram.” 
 
    If it was possible for him to grow paler, he did, until she swore she could see the veins turning blue under his skin. “Right pocket,” he said, tapping his jacket. “And for the love of God, call me an ambulance.” 
 
    She fished the keys out. She had no cell phone of her own, and of course she wouldn’t have thought to bring it with her anyway, so she didn’t answer him. Once Turiel was unchained, then she’d think about compassion for his captor.  
 
    Turiel tumbled into her arms when she unlocked him, but quickly stood without aide, wincing as he stretched out his legs and shook the life back into his arms. He said nothing, but he kissed her forehead and his eyes spoke for him, blazing with a gratitude and trust that left Thea rocked. 
 
    “We must leave,” Turiel said, taking her hand. 
 
    “Yes, but wait a second,” she said, digging her heels in when he tried to tug her toward the door. He gave her a puzzled, frustrated look. 
 
    She quickly shrugged out of her coat. It was too small for him. He’d rip the seams, his strong arms and broad shoulders too much for mere mortal fabric. But he couldn’t walk out there naked. She was sure stranger things had been seen at Brother Hiram’s revivals, but she’d risked enough tonight already. She wouldn’t risk losing him as soon as they stepped out of the trailer. 
 
    He struggled into the coat, grimacing as the soft wool brushed his ruined back. All the while, Hiram watched them with hate-filled eyes, clutching his bleeding leg. The blood flow seemed to have slowed, Thea thought. She’d probably just clipped him, and she took a moment to be cruel and think that was a shame. 
 
    “He isn’t human,” Hiram told her through gritted teeth. “Don’t let him fool you.” 
 
    “I know what he is,” Thea said. “And I consider myself a fine judge of character, thank you.” 
 
    She took Turiel’s hand again and daintily stepped over Hiram. She was prepared for him to do something—grab her ankle or the hem of the coat, something feeble but villainous. But he did nothing except clutch his leg and curse her, curse Turiel, curse them with doom and hellfire and torment, and he reminded her so much of her granddaddy in that moment. Unnerved, she hurried out into the pulsing-hot night, Turiel moving stiffly at her side. 
 
    Only once he’d slammed the trailer door shut, did he allow himself a gasp of agony. “A mortal life is not dull, is it?” 
 
    She considered her own life, a dusty stretch of static melancholy before he crashed through her roof. “I guess it depends who you spend it with,” she said dryly. She gave his hand a tug, desperate to be away, far away, before Hiram recovered enough to summon his minions. 
 
    The crowd seemed thicker, buzzing with impatience, and she wondered if they were waiting for Hiram, waiting for his healing hands, his stolen miracles. She clung so tightly to Turiel she must surely be hurting him, but he simply squeezed her hand back, letting her guide him through the masses and back to the woman with the cigarette. Here, briefly, Thea stopped. 
 
    “Brother Hiram asked for you,” she said. “He said it’s pretty urgent.” 
 
    The woman stomped out her cigarette and took off immediately. There. She’d kept her word. It was more than he deserved, but she was sure Hiram would tell her it wasn’t her place to judge. A higher power would take that responsibility. She could only hope that was true, and that they’d judge harshly. 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    She never thought she’d be glad to see the Old Clayton House, but as she parked out front, she felt a thrill of relief to be home. It’s dark, familiar bulk was an anchor in a sea of surreal happenings. Next to her, Turiel was pale and shaking, and she had to help him out of the car. 
 
    “How much blood did he take?” she asked, easing him into the swing seat. The iced tea was still there, moonlight sparkling off the glass, and she poured him a drink, unsure what else to do. 
 
    “Enough to give him many miracles,” Turiel said, slumping down in the seat. His eyes fell closed, exhaustion sweeping over his face. 
 
    “Will your blood really cure people? Cure disease, heal wounds?” She curled up against him, pressing her head to his chest. His heart beat steady and strong, a comforting rhythm. 
 
    He was silent for a moment. Then he let loose an almost startled laugh, stroking her hair. “I don’t know. I don’t know at all.”  
 
    She toyed with the fraying edges of the bandages on his arms. They were matted with blood. She'd have to clean him up and fetch her lavender salve. “He said there’d been others.” 
 
    It was a dreadful thought. If angels were immortal, where were Hiram's past angels? Escaped? Still imprisoned? Or bled dry and discarded? 
 
    “Yes.” He sighed. “I’d like to find them.” 
 
    She felt a goodbye coming like splinters in her heart. She wouldn’t ask him to stay, of course. There was always a chance, after all, that Hiram would come for him again. But a selfish part of her, a part that wanted more peaches, more love, wished he would stay. How quickly one could become addicted. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” she asked. At the very least, she ought to help him find some clothes and shoes. 
 
    To her surprise, he kissed her, deep and tender. “Stay with me,” he said. 
 
    She fumbled her words, possibly because her heart leapt into her throat. “I…” 
 
    “Or come with me,” he said. “Don’t stay here, Thea. Come with me and find angels.” He kissed her throat, butterfly-light and achingly arousing. “Taste coffee and pancakes someone else has made,” he teased. 
 
    Leave the Old Clayton House? How could I possibly? The thought floated briefly through her head, but it dissolved like fairy gold at dawn. The Old Clayton House had a hole in the roof and all the ghosts of her dusty life within its walls. If she stayed, she’d stay until she died. If she left, she’d become a piece of local folklore. The actress’s daughter who disappeared, last seen with a naked stranger. The thought was more satisfying than she’d have guessed. 
 
    Out on the road with Turiel, there was nothing but possibility. She raised his head to return his kiss. 
 
    They stayed on the porch all night, testing the strength of the swing chair as the darkness gave way to dawn. By the time the sun rose on the Old Clayton House, oozing lazily through the hole in the roof, they were gone. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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