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			Heaven. Angels. Light. Origin.

			Rule number one—Free will is held above all else; angels can’t force a human to do anything. 

			Rule number two―There are neutral places for angels and demons; humans cannot be harmed there. 

			Rule number three—eventually everyone must choose sides.

		

	
		
			To ascend

			To rise

			To see the world from above.

			To dance

			And sing

			To run

			And jump.

			For what is love but joy?

			When my heart beats

			It beats for you.

			When my voice sings

			It sings for you.

			And when I cry,

			Yes, sweet angel, yes,

			I am crying for you.

			For what is love but pain?

			And when we are together

			We are one.

			For together in a crowd

			There’s only you and I.

			Together in the world

			We soar, we fly.

			Together we can conquer anything.

			Together you are my soul, my light.

			For what is love but together?

			For better or worse

			We are more than blood and flesh.

			We are made of particles that stretch through time.

			We are passion and fire.

			We are sweet desire.

			We are love.

			For what is love but everything?

			 

			Love shines even through the darkest clouds.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The heart doesn’t just break;

			It shatters and turns to sand.

			I had no idea how much my life was going to change when I made the move to Russell, Kansas three years ago so I could start over. I was engaged to a man named Hunter Kane. We met in my first year of college, and by the end of it all, we were “THE” couple. A week before our wedding I found out that Hunter had cheated on me…and that it wasn’t the first time. When I left him, he told me he would always be able to find me. That was when I figured out, he had manipulated me throughout our entire relationship. I had no idea where I was going, but I had money saved up because of the wedding, and I wasn’t about to waste it on another apartment where Hunter could possibly be watching me. 

			A few of my friends came to help me the day I canceled my wedding. Cynthia brought food and Nina brought wine. I remember sitting on the sofa looking at all the unopened packages. Each one was wrapped with care in the traditional wedding paper and topped with a bow. I picked one up and pulled the small card from the top. 

			“Wishing you many years of happiness,” I read aloud. 

			Nina reached over and picked up my glass. “Have another glass. We will take care of all this tomorrow,” she said. Her long hair drizzled down the front of her shoulders in small ringlets. She gave me one of her “It’s OK the pain will pass” looks—the kind that drove me crazy. 

			Cynthia snatched the card from my hand and tossed it across the room. “Seriously, don’t read these. They’ll just make you more depressed.” She peeked at me over her glasses and waited for me to reply. 

			“I know—I just can’t believe I was so stupid. I mean, how could I not see any of it? How did I not know he was lying and cheating on me all this time? Am I really one of those women?” 

			“What women? You mean the ones who believe the person they’re with is who they say they are? Honey, please, we are all those women,” Nina said with a half-hearted laugh. “Just be glad you know now before it’s too late.”

			I held back the tears that formed in the corners of my eyes. My chest felt like a weight sat on top, and a knot formed in my throat. Finally, I let the sobs rush out of my body, convulsing from the silent pain that had built up over the last few days. Cynthia and Nina wrapped their arms around me in quiet comfort. Neither of them had words that would take away the pain. 

			After a minute or two passed I stood up, leaving their comfort. Part of me wanted to stay right there and let them take all the pain away; the other part wanted to throw something across the room. 

			“I can’t let this destroy me. I refuse to let Hunter take everything from me!” I said. I picked up the wine and poured myself another glass. “Cynthia, will you do me a favor?” 

			“Um, sure. Wait, what is it?” she asked in her hesitant voice. 

			“I need a map of the entire country. Do you think you can get me one?”

			“A map?” she asked, putting another piece of cheese in her mouth. 

			“Yes, I need a map. I have darts. I need a map.” Nina and Cynthia gave each other a confused look. “We both know Hunter will never really let me go.” 

			“That’s true, he always was a little on the possessive side,” Nina replied. “I never really liked him—” 

			“You never told me that,” I said. 

			“Well, you were just coming out of your shell, and I thought for sure you would see him for…you know what? Never mind. Cynthia, go get a map. The girl needs a map.” 

			Without another word Cynthia left the apartment and returned a few minutes later. “I guess the entire world hasn’t caught on to GPS,” she laughed, coming in waving a map in the air. 

			Nina and Cynthia opened the map and hung it on the wall. “Here,” Nina said, handing me a dart from the dartboard in the closet. “You want a picture of Hunter’s face too?” she laughed. 

			“No, I don’t want him anywhere near this,” I replied. As silly as it sounded, I wanted to let fate decide where I was going to land. As impulsive as that was, it also ended up being the best move I ever made. 

			I’ll never forget the look on their faces when the dart landed on the small town of Russell. The two of them were sure I would change my mind once I sobered up. The truth was, I wanted to move to a place where no one knew me, and no one knew about Hunter and me together. The next day I researched the town and found out that the low cost of living would make it possible for me to maintain my small graphic arts company and be able to live. I soon learned it wouldn’t take long for the place to become home. And even though Cynthia and Nina were still in contact, I was completely alone…again. 
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			When I first moved to the town of Russell, I felt like a foreigner in a strange land whose ship had landed by accident. It seemed everywhere I went, people stopped talking and looked at me. In those first days I wanted to fade into the background and blend into whatever the surroundings were. But in Russell, that was hard to do. 

			I called Cynthia and Nina every day that first week. I complained about everything from the way people I didn’t know knew my name to the way they would stop in the middle of the street and have conversations in their car…as if no one else had anyplace to be. When I look back, I have to laugh a little…not because I hated it, but because I had picked up on a lot of those small things that make a small town…great. I even thought about leaving more than once. 

			If it wasn’t for the accidental run-in with Jaime, I probably would have changed my plans and my life would have taken a completely different turn. Life, fate, or maybe even God himself had other plans for me. 

			Jaime and I were total opposites. I was short, she was tall and slender. At the time, my hair was so long, the only thing I could do with it was put it in a ponytail and move on. Jaime had shoulder length curly hair that had a natural wildness to it. Also, she was what I would call a beautiful woman, where as I was simple…ordinary. Still, the two of us ended up being extremely close. For the longest time we had coffee at the local shop before we went to work. She was the first person I met in Russell, and more than likely, one of the main reasons I had clients sooner than I anticipated. 

			On one of the mornings we met, I was working on a logo for a friend of mine from college, who had recently decided she no longer wanted to work for anyone else. My savings were slowly dwindling down to nothing, so the small job was welcome. Jamie and I sat in our normal booth by the window—she liked to see who walked past the window. Jamie had delicious gossip on every unsuspecting passerby. “Oh look, there’s Dana,” Jamie whispered as she waved hi. “You know, when she was in high school, she weighed over two hundred pounds. You’d never guess that today—stay away from that one there. Her name is Terri Grant. She will rob you blind if you give her a chance.” 

			This was the routine we had for a while. Sometimes I felt extremely uncomfortable sitting there listening to her talk about all the people in town. I didn’t know any of them and had no desire to know the bad before the good. I didn’t say anything though, because in that time, I would have sat next to Jack the Ripper if he would have had a conversation with me. Yes, it was safe to say being in a small town was a culture shock. 

			That fate-filled morning, I arrived early to finish up a little work before Jamie arrived. I sat in our booth and opened my computer. I was lost in my own world of creation when Jamie’s voice sounded. 

			“This is fabulous! I know you said you were a graphic artist, but I had no idea how talented you were. I’m telling everyone I know,” she said, in her somewhat overly loud voice…the same one she used when she wanted everyone around to look in her direction. I shrank down in the booth a little as her voice grew louder. Why did she always have to find a way to draw attention in her direction? My cheeks flushed a little, and I calmly said thank you as I took a sip of my coffee. I didn’t see Brian walking over to us, but a couple of seconds later he came over and took a look. It turned out he was working on a new look and wanted to expand by adding a website and another location. Brian turned out to be my second client. My business was taking off, and I hadn’t even opened my doors yet. 

			Every town had those little nuances that made it unique. In Russell, we had someone who I commonly referred to as “the cat lady.” It was not as strange as it sounded—but then, no one had seen a cat lady until they’d watched her. Her name was actually Mrs. Sanders. I wasn’t sure about her first name, and since everyone in town called her Mrs. Sanders, I was convinced she didn’t have one. She always had on the same jean jacket, complete with her own personal Bedazzled design of different jewels in a variety of colors and shapes. Of course, the jacket also had a picture of a cat on the back. 

			Mrs. Sanders got a new Buick every year. She never bought the same color twice, and I don’t believe she ever owned a car for more than a year. Rumor around town had it that she was from old money, the kind of money that went back for generations. With that kind of money she could have lived anywhere in the world, but I thought she stayed because of the old abandoned building by the railroad tracks, just up the street from my house, where all the stray cats were housed. Mrs. Sanders stopped by that building twice a day with a new bag of food and, believe it or not, bottled water. That part made me smile. She was a kind woman…not quite what one would expect from someone who was from old money. But then again, when someone had money, it was not really something they used to define themselves.

			I’d heard phrases around town, the same ones that are in every town or city. 

			“We’re barely going to make it this month.” 

			“Man, if I could just win the lottery.” 

			“How in the hell am I going to pay for…?” 

			Words uttered everywhere by people who simply didn’t want to feel alone in their own worlds, who were afraid that if they stayed quiet, it wouldn’t get any better. It stemmed from the old saying, “Misery loves company.” I understood this more than the people in town did. Most of them had one thing I never had, and probably never would…they were surrounded by family. It almost pained me every time I heard someone say, “We’re going to Grandma’s today.” Or, “Dad is putting up a new garage….” Actually, any phrase that said they were connected. I knew what it was like to be disconnected from everyone and everything around me. I wondered if they would complain so much about their lives if they had been as alone as I was. 

			It wasn’t something I chose to dwell on, but it would have been nice to be connected like that to someone. I have to believe that’s why I bonded with Jaime so fast. She had grown up in Russell, but she was a lot like me and didn’t really fit in. Looking back now, I have to think maybe my life was one big test, preparing me for something else. 

			I had a habit of taking my camera with me no matter where I went. Mornings was my favorite time of day. We all know that time of day. The light crests, shielding most of the stars to us. It’s when, if we take a moment, we will realize light has a life all its own. It dances across the dew in the plants, gifting us with small sparkles on what could be an otherwise dreary day. It allows us to awaken from the dreams that hold us hostage at night and breathes a little freedom into our souls that hunger for…something. During the mornings the air tastes sweeter, as if the combination of the light and dew washes away the rust and replaces it with honey. 

			It was during one of my morning walks that I discovered a valley stretched along the outskirts of town. Down in that valley ran a creek and scattered along the creek were trees where the indigenous wildlife lived. Sometimes it was so green there it made the rest of the world fall away. For me it was a sanctuary; a place for me to get lost while I searched for answers to all the questions I had. In those days, it was the only place I could go to escape the mistakes I had made with Hunter. It was the only place where I didn’t feel foolish for falling so hard for him. 

			One morning I captured an image of a white squirrel scurrying up a tree. I didn’t even know those existed. It looked right at me and waited while I snapped as many of him as I could. Then he scurried away as if to say “Yeah, I’m so not interested in you right now.” That squirrel was one of the reasons I went there with my camera frequently, and never tired of the shots I took.

			Nina and Cynthia both joked about Kansas and “the flat lands,” but the truth was, if you stood still long enough and observed, there was beauty everywhere. 

			In Russell, children raced around town on their bikes without worry or fear from the parents. When I had lived in the city, I often heard parents say they would never let their kids out of their sight. In Russell, I didn’t have to worry about strolling down the street or locking my car door. It was a small town, yes, but it was safe, and that was something that couldn’t be said about any other place I had lived. 

			Little by little I began to heal from the broken heart I’d tried to run away from. I didn’t know if it was that the town was growing on me or if I forgave myself. What I did know was that there was comfort in the town I had come to call home. It was the kind of comfort that warmed my soul and lit a small fire. The daily phone calls to Nina and Cynthia became fewer and fewer until it was months between our talks, and one day they barely existed. 

			There were a few gas stations scattered through town, but the one I went to the most was USA Gas, owned by a nice man who was all about keeping things local. The people who worked there were the best in town. Steph, the manager, always had a smile on her face. I found out later that she had health issues, but you would never know it by talking to her. Even when she had a bad day, she oozed optimism just by breathing. In all the years I lived in Russell, I never saw her hair style change. It was always dark brown, blunt cut, and straight. When she got married it was all the buzz in town, and she beamed with a happiness that she deserved more than most. I found it funny in a strange way that all the “clichés” existed in real life. There was a town drunk and a town busybody—there was even the town decorator, who was determined to make sure that Russell kept its appeal and was as clean as a town could be. A bike path wound around the park and golf course, and every day at the same time a small group of people walked their dogs. Yes, it was safe to say Russell was the Norman Rockwell of modern society. 

			The four antique shops in town were another thing that made me laugh a little. Turned out there were a lot of politics under the surface of the antique world. I never got all the details, but apparently the group had divided because of differences. I couldn’t say what they were, but my guess would be money. The funny thing was that for the most part, all the shops stayed busy. “Thank God for technology,” I overheard an owner say one day. Apparently, she did most of her business online and through eBay. 

			Small didn’t mean dumb…another misconception I had to get used to. Of course, it didn’t help that my first day in town I saw a man riding a horse down Main Street. Having never really seen a horse up close and personal before, I was kind of mesmerized by the whole thing. I caught the rider’s first name, Aaron. His car had broken down and he wanted to go to the bank. There was a kind of freedom in what he did, his reasoning completely uncomplicated by modern society and all the expectations that came with it. 

			That particular memory always brings a smile to my face. What have I gotten myself into? ran through my mind more than once or twice. I was determined to make it work, though. 

			I purchased a fixer-upper house a few blocks down from the railroad tracks, near where the cat lady had her kitty refuge. It wasn’t anything spectacular, but it was mine, with three bedrooms and two bathrooms. The kitchen also housed the laundry area, and was my least favorite part of the house. But the price was right…twenty thousand got me a piece of land on a corner, with a home and a standalone garage. There were three giant oak trees in my yard, lots of weeds, and a few empty patches where nothing would grow. I didn’t care though…it was mine, and that was all there was to it.

			The one thing I could say about Kansas was that the weather changed constantly. One day I woke up and it was so foggy outside, I felt like I was in the middle of a Stephen King novel. I couldn’t see three feet off my raised porch, and the thick fog obliterated all sound. I pictured the fog chowing down on any little noise that occurred in town. A few hours later, the fog dissipated as if it had never existed, and the everyday noises of Russell returned. 

			Downtown, if you could call it that, was the business district. The streets were still paved in brick, and Main Street was one of three roads that had a stop light. I rented a small office building there…actually, I started by sharing space with an insurance agency. It was good for me, though. There was enough room in front to display my work and have a small sitting area. I had a couple of walls put up so I could have a red room, and then there was the oh-so-perfect location. Almost everyone in town used that insurance agency, so they had no choice but to see my work when they came in to pay their bills. 

			Thanks to Jaime, a couple of months later I was hired to do a calendar for one of the local cell phone companies, featuring pictures of various places throughout the surrounding area. They told me to be as creative as I wanted, which usually meant “Keep it low key and make us look good.” I got black and white shots of older buildings in nearby towns, and took artistic photos of parks, social events where the company had a booth, and last but not least, my little sanctuary in the middle of the flat lands. After the order came in, they ended up being one of my biggest clients. 

			Working on that calendar gave me the idea of turning small and unique places into works of art I could sell. I decided to create a line of work I called Elizabeth, after myself. I found that the beauty of my work was in the tiniest details, so I took shots of everything and then manipulated them. On one photo, I took all the color out of a flower except for the place where dew still lingered. That picture ended up being one of my most popular items. I sold stationary, key chains, jewelry, and of course, calendars. You name it, my photos were on it. 

			After three years, the business had grown to the point I needed more space. I rented the upper level of the building I was already in and turned that into a better studio. The basement became my manufacturing department. My online business became popular, and for the most part, I was happy. The word “alone” didn’t cling to me like a leech anymore. Instead, I was a strong, young, vibrant, independent women. There were some things that didn’t change though…I still hated being the center of attention and having all eyes on me, but I had started coming into my own and felt a sort of peace inside like I had never known. Life in the small town agreed with me…and so Fate, or God, or whoever, had a plan after all. Who knew? 

			Once business started picking up to the point where I was on a schedule, words like “married” and “dating” became more prevalent in my mind. I had dated since I moved there, but I hadn’t really found anyone I liked enough to fall in love with. But I did have my cat, Da Vinci…a gift from Mrs. Sanders. She had come into my business one day with a small cat carrier. “Happy birthday,” she said when she walked in. I couldn’t help but fall in love with that little kitty. 

			“Oh, he’s so cute,” I said, lifting him out of the small cat carrier. He looked like nothing more than a grey puff ball in my hands, he was so tiny. 

			“I found him abandoned next to the apple market,” she said. “I immediately thought of you.”

			I gave Mrs. Sanders a hug and said thank you. Da Vinci soon became my best friend and confidant. I never pictured myself as a single woman with a lot of cats, but Da Vinci was different. He waited for me the way a dog would, and welcomed me home every night, as if he had been counting down the minutes. 

			“I have the proofs for your calendar; would you like to see them?” I asked. 

			“Oh, yes dear, please.” 

			I pulled out the file from a container on my desk. Of course, she had asked for pictures of cats taken in an artistic manner...none of that “dressing them up” kind of thing; she hated that. She wanted the pictures to be of them behaving naturally. It was during this time I found out Mrs. Sanders had a little bit of a wicked side, something I had always suspected. 

			She looked at all the images and pulled out the shots I had of them hunting. “Oh, I love this one,” she said, lifting up one of the pictures that had a cat with a bird in its mouth. “See how wild they are? They are hunters, no matter how domesticated they are.” I laughed at this and she gave me a wink. “That should make my daughter-in-law, Teresa, cringe a little. You know, she had the nerve to talk to me about a nursing home? She just wants to get her hands on my son’s inheritance. She doesn’t know it, but I went to the lawyer and had some documents drawn up. If they ever put me in a home, they will get nothing. All the money will go to my precious babies.” 

			I had no doubt she was referring to her cats, and I couldn’t help but laugh at that statement too. Mrs. Sanders stood up and danced around my shop, lost in her own world. I smiled at the pure joy she had in her eyes. She held one of the pictures up so that the light shone through it. A glow encompassed her from the inside out. 

			When she finished, she turned to me. “I’ll take the lot of them. Put them together in a calendar and I’ll take fifty of those. Oh, and make sure this one here has ‘To Teresa’ written on it somewhere,” she said, holding up the picture of the cat with a bird in its mouth. 

			I had to laugh again…not loud, but still, it was funny. She really hated her daughter-in-law, and I understood why. Mrs. Sanders didn’t belong in a home. 

			I wrote up the order and told her it would be ready in a week. She hugged me and left. 

			For the most part, I loved my life in that little town. Nights were starting to get hard though, and it made me wonder if I was always going to be alone. The one thing I didn’t want to do was settle down just for the sake of settling down. I wanted real love; the kind of love that knocked you out…the kind you didn’t see coming. I wanted that once-in-a-lifetime kind of love. I’d heard an old saying; “Be careful what you wish for….” Well, I found out it was true, because I had no idea what the cosmos had in store for me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The heart heals when given a chance

			The days blended together and soon months passed. I woke up one morning and fall had arrived. A cool crisp smell filled the air. The leaves on the trees started to turn, and everything felt like it was preparing to change…or rest. This was a new experience for me. I had grown up in San Diego, a place where the sun shined year-round and cold was a four-letter word. That day I realized I didn’t own anything for the coming winter. 

			“Burr,” I mumbled, stumbling out of bed. Da Vinci jumped off the bed and stretched. He looked up at me then swirled around my legs. “I know, I know, you’re ready to eat,” I said, leaning down and giving him a quick pet on the top of his head. 

			He followed me to the kitchen, meowing all the way. There it is, I thought when I picked up my only sweatshirt. I pulled it over my head and finished getting Da Vinci’s food out. “No wonder it’s so cold in here,” I said to Da Vinci. The heater was off. The soft humming sound of it turning on was music to my ears. This was my first time thinking about things like winter and snow. They were coming—I felt it in the air. 

			Today was going to be about keeping warm this winter. I picked up my phone and called Jamie. “Hey girl, I just realized I don’t have anything for winter.” 

			Her voice was barely above a whisper. “What? Can I call you back after I wake up?” she said. That was usually code for “Let me toss out the person I have with me then I’ll call you back.” 

			I let out a soft sigh. Loneliness was an all too familiar feeling in my small house. It had become a very prevalent silent killer of my soul. The house was so quiet I heard my own heartbeat. Though I had settled in to a good routine, I still didn’t have a lot of people in my life. Was I going to end up as a cat lady?

			Alone? 

			No one to love? 

			No children? 

			Sadness had a way of weaving through and tainting everything. It left an invisible slimy feeling on everything it touched. I hated that feeling. It dimmed the small accomplishments I had, and even made it seem like I didn’t really have a good life. It was something I wanted to overcome, and I didn’t want to face. The truth was I was alone…like always. Damn, I missed Nina and Cynthia more than when I’d first moved.

			I walked back to my room, tossed on some jeans, and decided I wasn’t going to let the sadness of my empty house become overwhelming. Besides, I needed a jacket and something other than the old sweatshirt to wear. It was time to explore Hays, a bigger town about thirty miles away. 

			A cool crisp breeze flowed past me and through me. The grass had turned a dingy shade of haystack overnight, and all the leaves were gone from the trees. The sky had a grey overcast that blocked out the sun’s sweet light. There wasn’t a single sound in the air…even the birds hid from the world. Too bad I couldn’t do that. Fate had a tricky way of throwing things in front of me unexpectedly. 

			My car started easily, and I pulled out of the driveway. I pressed the radio hoping to find something to listen to. Commercial. Commercial. Commercial. It was going to be one of those days. Maybe I should have stayed in bed and let the world fade away. If only….

			The highway was almost empty except for a few semi-trucks. Finally, I thought when the heat pumped out of my vents. I ran my fingers through the heat to warm them up. Winter had a strange feeling to it. The world around me was slower, more purposeful. The cold made my muscles tighten up and filled me with a dull ache deep inside. Winter multiplied the sadness that blanketed my heart. That same sadness I covered with a quick smile and the words, “I’m good; and you?” when people greeted me. 

			It was something that had become so easy. I didn’t know if I was sad because I was alone or if I was alone because I was sad. The move to the small town, trying to open my own business, purchasing a house, and leaving the only friends I had ever really had…that was a lot. So many thoughts like that swirled in my mind, giving my little road trip the wrong feel in my stomach. 

			A small ray of light pierced the grey sky above. For a split second I thought I saw…I blinked and pushed the idea aside without finishing it. 

			Again, I tried turning on the radio to drown out the silence in my car. Another commercial. I let out a small growl. Frustrated, I shut it off for the rest of the ride. More rays of light pierced the clouds above. It gave me hope that the cloudy day was going to lose, and so were the thoughts inside my mind trying to drain me. 

			The semi in front of me slowed down and came to a halt, forcing me to do the same. I opened my window and heard sirens ahead of me and pulled to the side of the road. The man from the semi stepped out of his cab, looking like a truck driver with his puffed-out vest over a flannel shirt. He took off his ballcap and looked down the road. I watched his face go from a look of bewilderment to one of sorrow. 

			I didn’t know if it was curiosity that drove me to step out, but I did. After a few steps I saw a small black cloud of smoke rise up from the street. Sirens blared past us, drowning out screams of help and desperation. 

			“My baby. Please, is my baby OK?” 

			Without meaning to, I stared at the officer as he made his way to us. He had a glow that lined his entire body. At first, I thought it was an illusion created by the sun, so I looked up. The grey clouds had returned. His face had a worn look to it—not quite old, but as if time had taken his youth and swallowed it up bit by bit. 

			“Did you see anything?” the officer asked us. His voice echoed in my mind, and my eyes were still focused on the glow around him. He shined…there was no other word for it. 

			I looked over at the driver, waiting for him to answer. The same strange glimmer outlined his body too. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 

			“Nothing,” he said. “Traffic was already at a stand-still when I drove up.” 

			“Same,” I said. 

			I thought about pulling out my camera to take pictures but decided against it when the officer asked us if we would return to our vehicles. Another man walked around setting up traffic cones. They were the only color that stood out against the dank and drab-looking world around me, so bright against the black tar and grey sky. The sounds of the sirens started to make my head hurt. My heart hurt worse when I saw another ambulance pull up to the scene. A volunteer fireman pulled an infant seat from the minivan. I watched while they took it to the ambulance the screaming woman was in. 

			All I could think in those moments was God, please let that family be OK. It wasn’t a prayer really, but it was the closest I had ever really come to one. 

			Soon, the truck in front of me started moving and I followed. I glanced in the mirror behind me, and for a second, I thought I saw something in the rays of light that trickled down through the clouds. In a blink it was gone. 

			The rest of the trip to Hays was uneventful, but it was still one of those days. It felt like darkness was attacking, and I didn’t understand why. That was kind of a silly thought, but it’s what it felt like. Maybe it was the sadness speaking, or the fact that several people were injured on a cloudy day without reason. Maybe it was my own human insecurities speaking. It was just one of those days. 

			I wanted to go back home and wash the images out of my mind. I wanted to take a shower and let the poison from all the sadness I felt be washed down the drain. I was already in Hays though, so there wasn’t really a point to that. I clicked the radio on again. This time, the Rolling Stones sang to me. It was a small blessing that took my mind off everything I’d witnessed. I didn’t want to know why I’d seen the glimmer around the officer and the trucker. I didn’t want to know anything at all. 

			I drifted in and out of thought as I looked for long-sleeved shirts and new pants to wear. I found a cool leather bomber coat with a fur collar. Shopping alone—like I did everything else—wasn’t too bad. I didn’t have to look at anyone’s judgmental eyes when I picked up something someone else didn’t like. My life was my own—that’s what I told myself. 

			The drive home always seemed to take longer than the drive to anywhere, probably because all I wanted was to be home. The sky opened up a little here and there, allowing the deep blue sky to shine through. In those areas the sun’s warmth permeated my car. The bright light almost hurt my eyes, but man it felt good. So good that I decided I wasn’t in a hurry to get home after all. 

			I had to smile a little at the thought that light had won some sort of battle, another silly thought I would never share with anyone. People already thought I was weird; they didn’t need any proof. 

			On the way back from Hays I decided to drive down a dirt road. I still had my camera with me, and I wanted to get some shots of the day. That always made me feel a little better. Most people are so blind to one another they don’t realize how much their faces tell about their lives, let alone the small areas of nature all around them. My heart lifted a little and the sadness that had threatened to steal the day from me was gone. I was thankful for that. The shots were good but not great. My heart wasn’t really into it…but I still felt better. 

			The days continued like this for a few weeks. Every day I woke up and fed Da Vinci. Every day I worked on finding a way to kill the sadness, and every day I succeeded. These were my small accomplishments. No one could take them from me. They had no monetary gain, nor did they seem relevant in the long scheme of life. What they were at the time…they were my reasons for living and for not allowing my life to become nothing. I’d say that was a good enough reason…better than most some days. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			To touch to feel

			To know what is real

			I stood in the middle of a field with my camera, taking shots of the most stunning sky of thick grey clouds, pregnant with moisture, ready to burst open and give snow to the world below. The field around me had yellow straw with small patches of green hidden in the midst of it. The trees had all but lost their beautiful fall leaves; but instead of death and a near barren group of trees, I saw light all around them, with a haunting beauty between their empty boughs. It was indeed gracious and full of life. My thoughts drifted to the day on the highway when I’d seen the light around the officer and trucker. That same light shimmered through the trees and the field. The words “a sea of light” flashed through my mind. It faded as quickly as it appeared. 

			I often thought of snow as more of a punishment than something fun and playful. Snow covered the world in a blanket of pure white, creating an illusion of perfection, when in fact, the truth was a lot messier than the ground let on. Yes, it was safe to say I wasn’t a fan of winter, but I felt the way the world rested beneath the white blanket, and I understood the need to regenerate. That day it didn’t snow. Instead, it lifted an invisible veil and allowed me to see what was hidden beneath the surface…it was a world I never knew existed. 

			Suddenly the sky above shined so bright, I had to shield my eyes. In the distance, a growing darkness screamed against the light. I knelt down for a second and closed my eyes. A cool, crisp breeze brushed against my skin. All at once I opened my eyes as the sound of faraway voices sang against the darkness, pushing it back into nothing more than a small speck. Time had all but stood still. I was no longer in the field, but in the middle of light and dark. Blood raced through my veins, causing my hands to tremble. The air in my lungs grew heavy, like lead balloons now filled my chest. There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t run, I couldn’t yell…nothing. So I closed my eyes and did something I’d never thought of doing before…I prayed. I didn’t understand it, but my prayer was once again simple. God, please don’t let the darkness take me. 

			There was no reason or logic behind my prayer or why I thought the darkness would consume me. 

			All at once, air rushed into my chest and everything around me went back to normal. I stood there, still unwavering in what I had seen, and let relief wash over me like a warm spiritual blanket. 

			Magical rays of sunlight penetrated small openings in the middle of the overcast sky. Beams glittered with lives of their own, which was both transcendent and haunting. I was sure if I stepped into them, I would be carried away to another world. I had no idea how right I was about that thought…that was where he came from. 

			Like the gentle sun and just as surreal, he floated down through the light. I watched him transform from ethereal to solid, and was overwhelmed by it. Wings stretched out from behind his back. They faded into nothing as he landed on the ground a few yards from me. 

			Angel. The first word that came to mind. 

			With nothing left in my rational mind to explain all I had witnessed, the world around me started to fade fast—I passed out. Moments later, I heard my name being called by a deep musical voice that sang it as clearly as I said it to others. 

			“Elizabeth.” 

			His voice, like a whispered breeze, drifted into my consciousness with a familiar tone and feel to it. I knew this man speaking to me…I’d known him my entire life without even realizing it. I knew him without knowing him. There wasn’t a single shred of doubt in my mind or heart that I knew him. I just couldn’t begin to explain why. 

			Let me stay where I am. Don’t wake me up. I love the dream I’m in. I had seen an angel descend from the heavens, and I didn’t want to leave that moment. I didn’t want reality to step in and steal that from me. 

			His arm cupped my head, and warmth permeated my clothes from his touch. I felt his other hand gently brush across my forehead. An illusion with grace and all that I had secretly longed for held me in his arms and called my name. It had to be a dream. 

			I kept my eyes closed, still waiting for reality to take hold. I heard my name again as the voice, musical, deep, and unearthly, called to me. No, I don’t want to open them, I thought as he called my name again. He knew my name…how was that even possible? Drawn by an enigmatic impulse, I opened my eyes to see what this man, who knew my name so well, looked like.

			“Elizabeth,” he whispered one last time as I took a surprised quick breath. 

			I was caught off guard by his angelic beauty. Hair so blond it dazzled my eyes framed his bold face, the skin of which was so bronze it shimmered like a million tiny gold flecks dancing in the midday sun. His eyes, never leaving mine, were so deep and green, they rivaled the deep green grass of a warm spring day. The universe opened in the stillness of his gaze, and I…oh, how I never wanted to leave that moment. Sparks flew through my entire body, causing every fiber of my being to ignite. Afraid to move, I stayed still, caught up in the beauty of what could be…. 

			He looked down at me and smiled. “You’re okay,” he said, in a voice barely above a whisper. 

			I couldn’t speak as he helped me up from the ground. For a moment I felt embarrassed over my simple human reaction to witnessing an angel floating down from the sky. I closed my eyes to block out the bright light his entire being emitted. It reminded me of the way the officer and the trucker had shined, only more intense. When I opened my eyes, he stood a few inches from me. His eyes never once wavered from mine. His arm was still on my shoulder, and a look of pure concern crossed his face. The smell of lavender and honeysuckle floated around me…in the dead of winter…with zero plant-life around. 

			A feeling of calm swept through me as I inhaled the sweet scent. What was I supposed to say to him? “Hi, come here often?” Lame. My mind whirled with so many thoughts, and none of them made sense. 

			“Where did you come from?” I asked, trying to gather my thoughts. 

			I held an unconscious breath while I waited for an answer, but he stayed quiet, although he looked somewhat amused. His face filled with a strange sort of awe as he continued to watch me. The being that stood before me was touched by grace, filled with powers I would never be able to understand. My eyes shifted a little away from his, then back. Self-conscious, I felt my eyebrows lift. As the silence continued, I subtly lifted my chin in a small act of defiance. He’d spoken my name only seconds ago. The idea crossed my mind that he was intentionally not speaking to me. 

			“Can you talk?” I asked. I regretted my choice of phrasing as soon as the words left my mouth. Another moment of silence passed as he looked me over with curious eyes, while mine shifted from right to left. Say something, I thought. 

			Finally, he spoke. “I was walking across the field and saw you fall to the ground. Are you okay?” he asked. His voice was deep, calm, and soothing. I wanted to believe him—part of me needed to believe him—but I couldn’t. I’d heard him call my name…it was the one thing that kept me grounded in what I had seen. 

			There was magic in the air, strange and surreal—every cell in my mind felt a tingle as he spoke. I wanted to believe what he said. In fact, I felt my heart call out to believe it. Reality and his words clashed inside my mind. Compelled. In an instant I knew that’s what he was doing to me. I pulled my gaze from his and defiantly thought about the way he’d moved through light and now stood in front of me. I wasn’t going to be compelled into thinking anything. I forced a wall to form around the images in my mind, then stared into his deep green eyes again. Only this time I wasn’t planning on behaving like a lost puppy in need of rescue. 

			He watched my every nuance, as if he was studying me. Amusement replaced the look of compassion and concern on his face. He gave me half a grin and tilted his head a little. His purposeful, watchful eyes made me self-conscious. I moved to the right a little, then shifted back. I didn’t want him to go, but I didn’t want a lie either. I had already dealt with enough of those in my life. 

			Time stood still when our eyes locked again. There was a distinct twitch of amusement as he studied me that left me with an irritated feeling. I was used to men being cocky and even little playful, but to become the source of amusement, that was too much. 

			Heaven. 

			Angels. 

			Two words that bounced around my mind, pushing aside the growing irritation building up inside. I stood in front of a living miracle and had no idea why or what he wanted. I’d always believed in miracles, and that there was something more than just this life we lived on a daily basis. I never knew what to call it, and for the most part I left that part of life alone. 

			I held my breath and waited for him to say something else…anything else. My own thoughts became as fleeting as the setting sun. I wanted to think I had imagined all of it…but then, he’d spoken my name. It had rolled off his tongue as if he had been speaking it my entire life. His voice touched a part of my soul, and there was nothing he could say or do to change my mind on that. 

			He didn’t move, and I could do nothing but stay perfectly still, sure that if I moved in the slightest, he would fly away from my life as quickly as he had appeared. We’d only just met, and yet I felt as if part of me would be lost forever in loneliness if he disappeared from my life. How was I supposed to move past that? Love, I found, was like the air we breathed. Was it possible that I had never really known it? And if so, was he sent to show me what love really was? I reached up with my hand and touched his cheek to make sure the person in front of me was as real as I was. I shuddered when our skin touched. He was so warm, it was as if he was made of fire inside. 

			Everything I had seen in the last few minutes made the word “impossible” cross my mind. The one thing that kept me grounded…he’d said my name. I repeated that to myself several times. 

			I took a deep breath, then glanced down and saw my camera on the ground. I moved to pick it up, but he beat me to it. My fingers clutched onto the plastic and metal in both of our hands. I looked around again, my breath caught in my throat. Small strings of light trickled through the trees and the grass all around us. The field lit up as if each individual cell had suddenly become more than it was. I watched seeds travel through the slight breeze, as if they were set on their own journey, bound for their destiny. I saw life in everything. I closed my eyes for a second. Dear God, please don’t let me be going crazy, I thought. 

			“No, I saw you...and…you know my name.” I stammered the only parts of my argument I could remember. Everything became hazy. “I’m sorry, what was I going to say?” 

			He continued to stare without speaking, his eyes filled with curiosity. Had I done something to attract this kind of unflagging attention? Self-conscious of his reaction, I moved my hair behind my ear. Inside I quivered, but I didn’t know why. No, that was a lie…I knew exactly why every nerve inside me cried out; reason had abandoned me. 

			I bit my lower lip, and my eyes scanned down to his mouth. I wanted to taste him, to touch him. My heart pounded against my chest…I would have given anything to make it stop. 

			His intoxicating eyes remained locked onto mine, and I could barely move or think. The pull was so strong, it nearly forced me to say everything that was on my mind. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but I saw you come out of the heavens through a ray of light. And don’t forget about the light—it’s all around us, warm, soft…it’s almost alive,” I said. I looked up at him once more and stopped talking. His expression had turned from amusement back to curious. “Well, I’m certainly glad I’m amusing you. Especially since you won’t even tell me your name. And don’t think for one second I’m going to believe you just happened to be strolling across the field.” 

			A whimsical laughter broke through the amused angel’s face. “I’m sorry, it’s just so—”

			“Crazy? Yeah, I know what I sound like. You don’t have to rub it in,” I said. 

			He put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s not that, trust me. It’s just….” He sighed and stopped speaking. His lips pressed tight together, sealing behind them whatever secret he’d wanted to share.

			I let out a deep breath and shook my head. Then it dawned on me. “Oh my God, am I dead? Is THAT why you’re here? Did I die and not realize it? Please tell me I’m not dead and this is all a dream,” I said. I walked around him, speaking to no one and to him at the same time. “There is no way I’m dead. I didn’t hit my head that hard, and all this happened before I hit my head.” I went on and on like this for a moment, then finally leaned over with my hands on my knees and took a deep breath in. 

			“What are you doing?” he asked. 

			“If you go into shock, you’re supposed to lean over or something, so…yeah,” I told him. 

			Another bit of whimsical laughter erupted from him. “You are not dead, and from what I can tell, you’re not dying anytime soon. You simply hit your head,” he said. 

			I felt his hand brush down my back as if he was trying to comfort me. His laughter spoiled the moment. I looked up at him, then stood up straight. “Is there any way we could possibly start over, and you could forget everything you just saw?” I asked. 

			“You most certainly aren’t dying, my Elizabeth,” he whispered. His light skin shimmered against the cold grey sky, as if he were a Greek god that had stepped out of the ocean with water dripping down him like jewels. He moved closer to me, and with his index finger, gently shifted my chin up a little so our eyes locked again. Once more his face filled with an intense searching gaze. What was he looking for? It seemed to be the one question that wouldn’t leave my mind. 

			Behind every logical explanation I gave myself was a tiny irritating mosquito buzzing around. It bit me with a single thought when it landed in my brain.

			He knew my name.

			Oh, how I hated those small itchy bites. They constantly nagged and never went gently into the night. They festered, like all the other annoyances and doubts in life. Something inside me said there was no way I was going to get him to admit the truth, so I just smiled and pretended I hadn’t seen anything. I didn’t even know his name, and I was already afraid he would disappear like the light in the sky did every night 

			“I’m Elizabeth,” I said, reaching my hand out towards his. “But then you knew that.”

			When he took my hand, I felt my lungs fill with a quick breath. His hand was so warm to the touch, it almost burned. In that simplest of touches my entire life flashed before my eyes. I saw my house, my shop, college, my ex-fiancé, Hunter. An image of a star filled night in the country, a paper I worked hard on in college with a hundred percent on it. The flashes went all the way back to my childhood. A blanket of calmness and warmth passed through my soul. What I felt was nothing short of serenity. 

			“Sorry about that,” he said, jerking his hand back from mine. His eyes changed from forest green to a deep ocean blue. Had something changed? Had I done something to make his mood shift? Again, our eyes stayed locked. 

			“Why do I get the feeling you know everything about me?” I whispered. I looked up at him, afraid to move away. “And yet I know nothing about you,” I finished, then bit down on my lower lip. 

			“Not everything. I don’t know why you can see me,” he leaned in and whispered back. We stood a breath apart. My heart beat hard against my chest. I looked up at his lips and waited for that first kiss. 

			“I don’t even know your name,” I said. 

			He moved away from me a little. “A name is a powerful thing; did you know that, my Elizabeth?” he whispered in my ear, sending a tingle through my entire being. “Every time someone speaks your name, they summon your existence.” 

			Twilight lingered on the edge of the cliff. The sun was setting, ready to disappear, forming a shadow on the field around us. He stopped looking at me and stared out into the coming darkness, raised his eyes to the sky, then looked back down to me with a confused, fearful look in his eyes.

			His face had changed from warm and gentle to intense, and his eyes had changed color again. This time they were amber, lit by the fires of the setting sun. His eyes spoke to me, proclaiming danger. I looked up, searching for whatever lurked in the coming darkness. There was nothing…shadows from the disappearing light, but nothing to be alarmed about. Images of the lifting veil came to mind, and how the darkness had screamed against the light. The rage and fight that was contained in the darkness caused a shiver through my body. Things weren’t okay—nothing was—and all I knew and had known was gone in an instant. 

			A murder of crows flew out of the trees in front of us, as if something had scared them. Samuel reached down and grabbed my hand, then began to lead me in the direction of my car, which was parked half a mile away. There was an intense look on his face, and his actions grew more hurried as his hand tightened around mine. What if I was wrong about him? Jagged edges formed around my every nerve. The urgency in his pace quickened. 

			I stopped and pulled my hand away from him, and suddenly I understood. Fear of the dark gripped me to the core. The crows screamed into the blackening night, striking a chord of terror deep within me. 

			A gust of wind grew out of nowhere, causing all the brush in the field to wave violently back and forth. His wings, like lights from within, shot up from his back. As he pulled me close to him, his wings of light wrapped around the two of us like a protective cocoon. He looked down at me and smiled. 

			“Close your eyes,” he ordered. Without hesitation I closed them tightly, but my curiosity got the better of me. His fire amber eyes latched onto mine intensely, and then finally, diverted upward as he let out a loud, forceful yell toward the sky. I no longer heard the wind blowing around us, and the crows had vanished without a trace. 

			He looked down at me, his eyes once again a deep forest green. Without saying a word, the angel, with his arms protectively around me, kissed my forehead. I closed my eyes, allowing the tingling sensation to drift across my entire being. The next thing I knew, the sky was clear, and I was in my car, without any logical explanation as to how I’d gotten there. 

			“It was interesting to be seen by you,” he said. A small smile formed on his face. I watched as his green eyes once again turned to a deep, ocean blue while he looked at me.

			“I’m sorry, what?” Confusion filled my head. I had no idea how we’d reached my car. I didn’t remember climbing in, and I didn’t remember putting the keys into the ignition. Had we moved through time and space? 

			“Wow, you really did bump your head. You should probably get that looked at.” 

			“Didn’t we just…wasn’t it almost dark?” I paused when I saw the look on his
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