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Ironically, since the attacks, the sunsets have been glorious. Outside our condo window, the sky flames like a bruised mango in vivid orange, red, and purple. The clouds ignite with sunset colors, and I’m almost scared those of us caught below will catch on fire too.

With the dying warmth on my face, I try not to think about anything other than keeping my hands from trembling as I methodically zip up my backpack. 

I pull on my favorite boots. They used to be my favorites because I once got a compliment from Misty Johnson about the look of the leather strips laddering down the sides. She is – was – a cheerleader and known for her fashionable taste, so I figured these boots were my token fashion statement even though they’re made by a hiking boot company for serious wear. Now they’re my favorites because the strips make for a perfect knife holder. 

I also slip sharpened steak knives into Paige’s wheelchair pocket. I hesitate before putting one into Mom’s shopping cart in the living room, but I do it anyway. I slip it in between a stack of Bibles and a pile of empty soda bottles. I shift some clothes over it when she’s not looking, hoping she’ll never have to know it’s there.

Before it gets fully dark, I roll Paige down the common hall to the stairs. She can roll on her own, thanks to her preference for a conventional chair over the electric kind. But I can tell she feels more secure when I push her. The elevator is useless now, of course, unless you’re willing to risk getting stuck when the electricity goes out. 

I help Paige out of the chair and carry her on my back while our mother rolls the chair down three flights of stairs. I don’t like the bony feel of my sister. She’s too light now, even for a seven-year-old, and it scares me more than everything else combined. 

Once we reach the lobby, I put Paige back into her chair. I sweep a strand of dark hair behind her ear. With her high cheekbones and midnight eyes, we could almost be twins. Her face is more pixie-like than mine, but give her another ten years and she’d look just like me. No one would ever get us mixed up, though, even if we were both seventeen, any more than people would mix up soft and hard, warm and cold. Even now, frightened as she is, the corners of her mouth are tipped up in a ghost of a smile, more concerned for me than herself. I give her one back, trying to radiate confidence.

I run back upstairs to help Mom bring her cart down. We struggle with the ungainly thing, making all kinds of clanking noises as we wobble down the stairs. This is the first time I’m glad no one’s left in the building to hear it. The cart is crammed full of empty bottles, Paige’s baby blankets, stacks of magazines and Bibles, every shirt Dad left in the closet when he moved out, and of course, cartons of her precious rotten eggs. She’s also stuffed every pocket of her sweater and jacket with the eggs. 

I consider abandoning the cart, but the fight I’d have with my mother would take much longer and be much louder than helping her. I just hope Paige will be all right for the length of time it takes to bring it down. I could kick myself for not bringing down the cart first so Paige could be in the relatively safer spot upstairs, rather than waiting for us in the lobby. 

By the time we reach the front door of the building, I’m already sweating and my nerves are frayed.

‘Remember,’ I say. ‘No matter what happens, just keep running down El Camino until you reach Page Mill. Then head for the hills. If we get separated, we’ll meet at the top of the hills, okay?’ 

If we get separated there’s not much hope of us ever meeting anywhere, but I need to keep up the pretense of hope because that may be all we have.

I put my ear to the front door of our condo building. I hear nothing. No wind, no birds, no cars, no voices. I pull back the heavy door just a crack and peek out. 

The streets are deserted except for empty cars parked in every lane. The dying light washes the concrete and steel with graying echoes of color. 

The day belongs to the refugees and raid gangs. But at night, they all clear out, leaving the streets deserted by dusk. There’s a strong fear of the supernatural now. Both mortal predators and prey seem to agree on listening to their primal fears and hiding until dawn. Even the worst of the new street gangs leave the night to whatever creatures may roam the darkness in this new world. 

At least, they have so far. At some point, the most desperate will start to take advantage of the cover of night despite the risks. I’m hoping we’ll be the first so that we’ll be the only ones out there, if for no other reason than that I won’t have to drag Paige away from helping someone in trouble.

Mom grips my arm as she stares out into the night. Her eyes are intense with fear. She’s cried so much this past year since Dad left that her eyes are now permanently swollen. She has a special terror of the night, but there’s nothing I can do about that. I start to tell her it’ll be all right, but the lie dries up in my mouth. It’s pointless to reassure her.

I take a deep breath, and yank open the door. 
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Silicon Valley is about half an hour by car from the forest in the hills. It’s also about forty-five minutes away from San Francisco if you’re driving on the freeway. I figure the roads will be clogged with deserted cars and desperate people. So we head for the hills where there are fewer people and more places to hide. 

Until a few weeks ago, rich people lived along the lower hills, either in three-bedroom ranch houses that cost a couple million dollars, or in fairytale mansions that cost ten million dollars. We stay away from those, my logic being that they probably attract the wrong kind of visitors. Instead, we pick out a little guesthouse behind one of the estates. A not-too-fancy kind of guesthouse that won’t attract any attention. 

The angel just follows me without comment, and that works fine for me. He hasn’t said much since we left the office building. It’s been a long night, and he can barely stand by the time we reach the cottage. We make it to the house just before a storm hits.

It’s strange. In some ways, he’s shockingly strong. He’s been beaten, mutilated, and bleeding for days, yet he can still fight off several men at a time. He never seems to get cold despite being shirtless and jacketless. But the walking seems hard on him. 

When we finally sit in the cabin as the rain starts, he eases off his boots. His feet are blistered and raw. They’re pink and vulnerable as though they haven’t been used much. Maybe they haven’t. If I had wings, I’d probably spend most of my time flying too.

I dig through my pack and find the small first aid kit. In it, there are some blister packs. They’re like adhesive bandages but bigger and tougher. I hand the packages to the angel. He opens one up and stares at it like he’s never seen one before. 

He first looks at the skin-colored side, which is a shade too light for him, then at the padded side, then back at the skin-colored side again. He puts it up to his eye like a pirate’s eye patch and makes a grimace.

My lips crack into a quarter smile even though it’s hard for me to believe I can still smile. I grab it out of his hand. ‘Here, I’ll show you how to use it. Let me see your foot.’

‘That’s a pretty intimate demand in the angel world. It usually takes dinner, some wine, and sparkling conversation for me to give up my feet.’

That calls for a witty comeback. 

‘Whatever,’ I say. 

Okay, so I won’t be getting the Witty Woman of the Year Award. ‘Do you want me to show you how to use this or not?’ I sound surly. It’s the best I can do right now.

He sticks out his feet. Angry red spots scream for attention on his heels and big toes. One foot has a burst blister on the heel. 

I look at my meager supply of blister packs. I’ll have to use them all on his feet and hope that my own will hold out. The small voice pipes up again as I gently place the adhesive around his burst blister: He won’t be with you for more than a couple of days. Why waste precious supplies on him?

He pulls a glass splinter out of his shoulder. He’s been doing that the whole time we’ve been walking, but he keeps finding more. If he hadn’t stepped in front of me when he broke through the window, I’d be peppered with glass shards too. I’m almost sure he didn’t protect me on purpose, but I can’t help but be grateful that he did.

I carefully soak up pus and blood with a sterile pad, even though I know that if he is going to get an infection, it would come from the deep wounds on his back, not from a few blisters on his feet. The thought of his lost wings makes my hands gentler than they would be otherwise. 

‘What’s your name?’ I ask. 

I don’t need to know. In fact, I don’t want to know. Giving him a name makes it sound like we’re somehow on the same side, which we can never be. It’s like acknowledging that we could become friends. But that’s not possible. It’s pointless to make friends with your executioner. 

‘Raffe.’

I only asked him his name to distract him from thinking about having to use his feet instead of his wings. But now that I know his name, it feels right. ‘Rah-fie,’ I repeat slowly. ‘I like the sound of that.’

His eyes soften as though he smiles even though his expression doesn’t change from his stony look. For some reason, it makes my face heat up. 

I clear my throat to break the tension. ‘Raffe sounds like Raw Feet. Coincidence?’ That gets a smile out of him. When he smiles, he really does look like someone you’d want to get to know. Some otherworldly handsome guy a girl could dream about. 

Only he’s not a guy. And he’s too otherworldly. Not to mention that this girl is beyond dreaming about anything other than food, shelter, and the safety of her family.

I rub my finger firmly around the adhesive to make sure it won’t fall off. He inhales sharply and I can’t tell if it’s from pain or pleasure. I’m careful to keep my eyes down on my task. 

‘So, aren’t you going to ask me my name?’ I could kick myself. That sounds just like me flirting. But I’m not, of course. I couldn’t be. At least I’d managed to keep the tone from being giggly. 

‘I already know your name.’ Then he mimics my mother’s voice perfectly. ‘Penryn Young, you open this door right now!’ 

‘That’s pretty good. You sound just like her.’

‘You must have heard the old adage that there’s power in knowing someone’s true name.’

‘Is it true?’

‘It can be. Especially between species.’

‘Then why did you just tell me yours?’

He leans back and gives me a bad boy, devil-may-care shrug.

‘So what do they call you if they don’t know your name?’

There’s a brief pause before he answers. ‘The Wrath of God.’

I take my hand off his foot in a slow controlled motion to keep it from shaking. I realize then that if someone could see us, it might look like I am paying him homage. He sits in a chair while I kneel at his feet with my eyes downcast. I quickly stand up so that I am looking down at him. I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, and look him straight in the eyes. 

‘I am not afraid of you, your kind, or your god.’ 

There’s a part of me that cringes at the lightning strike that I am sure will come. But it doesn’t. There isn’t even dramatic thunder outside in the storm. It doesn’t make me feel any less afraid, though. I am an ant on the battlefield of the gods. There’s no room for pride or ego, and barely enough room for survival. But I can’t help myself. Who do they think they are? We may be ants, but this field is our home, and we have every right to live in it. 

His expression changes just a fraction before he shutters it in his godlike way. I’m not sure what it means, but I do know that my insane statement has some kind of an effect on him, even if it’s just amusement. 

‘I don’t doubt it, Penryn.’ He says my name as though he is tasting something new, rolling it over his tongue to see how he likes it. There’s an intimacy in the way he says it that makes me want to squirm. 

I toss the remaining blister packets onto his lap. ‘Now you know how to use them. Welcome to my world.’ 

I turn around, showing him my back, emphasizing my lack of fear. At least, that’s what I tell myself. It’s also convenient that by turning my back on him, I can let my hands shake a little as I dig through my pack for something to eat. 

‘Why are you guys here, anyway?’ I ask as I rummage for food. ‘I mean, it’s obvious that you’re not here for a friendly chat, but why do you want to get rid of us? What did we do to deserve extermination?’

He shrugs. ‘Beats me.’

I stare at him, openmouthed.

‘Hey, I don’t call the shots,’ he says. ‘If I was good at marketing, I’d spin you an empty story that sounds profound. But the truth is that we’re all just stumbling around in the dark. Sometimes we hit something terrible.’

‘That’s it? It can’t be as random as that.’ I don’t know what I want to hear, but that’s not it. 

‘It’s always as random as that.’

He sounds more like a seasoned soldier than any angel I’ve ever heard of. One thing’s for sure – I’m not going to get a lot of answers out of him.

Dinner is instant noodles and a couple of energy bars. We also have bite-sized chocolates plundered from the office for dessert. I wish we could light up the fireplace, but the smoke from the chimney would be a sure sign that the cottage is occupied. Same for the lights. I have a couple of flashlights in my bag, but remembering that it was my mother’s flashlight that probably attracted the gang, we crunch our dried noodles and oversweetened energy bars in the dark.

He scarfs down his portion so fast that I can’t help but stare. I don’t know when he last ate, but he certainly hasn’t eaten in the two days I’ve known him. I’m also guessing that his super-healing consumes a lot of calories too. We don’t have much, but I offer him half my share. If he had been awake the last couple of days, I’d have had to feed him a lot more than this.

My hand stays out with the offered food long enough to make it awkward. ‘Don’t you want it?’ I ask.

‘That depends on why you’re giving it to me.’

I shrug. ‘Sometimes, as we’re stumbling along in the dark, we hit something good.’

He watches me for another second before taking the offered food.

‘Don’t think you’re getting my share of the chocolate, though.’ I know I should conserve the chocolate, but I can’t help eating more than I’d planned. The waxy texture and burst of sweetness in my mouth brings comfort that’s too rare to pass up. I won’t let us eat more than half my stash, though. I stuff the rest way down in the bottom of my pack so I won’t be tempted. 

My longing for the candy must show on my face because the angel asks, ‘Why don’t you just eat it? We can eat something else tomorrow.’

‘It’s for Paige.’ I zip up my pack with finality, ignoring his thoughtful look.

I wonder where my mother is now. I’d always suspected that she is more clever than my father, even though he is the one with the master’s degree in engineering. But all her animal cleverness won’t help her when her crazy instincts are demanding her attention. Some of the worst times in my life have been because of her. But I can’t help but hope that she’s found a dry place out of the rain, and has managed to find something to eat for dinner. 

I dig through my pack and find the last Styrofoam cup of dried noodles. I walk to the door and leave it outside.

‘What are you doing?’

I think about explaining to him about my mother but decide against it. ‘Nothing.’

‘Why would you leave food outside in the rain?’

How did he know it was food? It’s too dark for him to see the cup of noodles.

‘How well can you see in the dark?’

There’s a brief pause as though he’s considering denying that he can see in the dark. ‘Almost as well as I can see in the day.’

I squirrel away the intel. This little piece of information may have just saved my life. Who knows what I would have done once I found the other angels? I may have tried to hide in the dark as I snuck into their nest. That would have been a nasty time to find out just how well angels can see in the dark. 

‘So, why would you leave valuable food outside?’

‘In case my mother is out there.’

‘Wouldn’t she just come in?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

He nods as if he understands, which, of course, he couldn’t. Maybe to him, all humans behave as though they are crazy. ‘Why don’t you bring the food in, and I’ll tell you if she’s nearby.’

‘And how would you know if she’s nearby?’

‘I’ll hear her,’ he says. ‘Assuming the rain doesn’t get too loud.’

‘How good is your hearing?’

‘What?’

‘Ha ha,’ I say dryly. ‘Knowing this stuff could make a big difference in my chances of rescuing my sister.’

‘You don’t even know where she is, or if she’s alive.’ He says this matter-of-factly, as if he’s talking about the weather.

‘But I know where you are, and I know you’ll be headed back to the other angels, even if it’s only to get revenge.’

‘Ah, is that how it is? Since you couldn’t get the information out of me when I was weak and helpless, your big plan now is to follow me back to the nest of vipers to rescue your sister? You know that’s about as well-thought-out as your plan to scare off those men by pretending to be an angel.’

‘A girl’s gotta improvise as the situation changes.’

‘The situation has changed beyond your control. You’ll only get yourself killed if you follow this path, so take my advice and run the other way.’

‘You don’t understand. This isn’t about making logical, optimal decisions. It’s not like I have a choice. Paige is just a helpless little girl. She’s my sister. The only thing up for discussion is how I’ll rescue her, not whether or not I’ll try.’

He leans back to give me an appraising look. ‘I wonder which will get you killed faster – your loyalty or your stubbornness?’

‘Neither, if you’ll help me.’

‘And why would I do that?’

‘I saved your life. Twice. You owe me. In some cultures, you’d be my slave for life.’

It’s hard to see his expression in the dark, but his voice sounds both skeptical and wry. ‘Granted, you did drag me out of the street while I was injured. And normally, that may qualify as saving my life, but since your intent was to kidnap me for interrogation, I don’t think that counts. And if you’re referring to your botched “rescue” attempt during my fight with those men, I’d have to remind you that if you hadn’t slammed my back into giant nails sticking out of the wall, then chained me to a cart, I’d never have been in that position in the first place.’

He chuckles. ‘I can’t believe those idiots almost bought that you were an angel.’ 

‘They didn’t.’

‘Only because you screwed up. I almost burst out laughing when I saw you.’

‘It would have been pretty funny if our lives hadn’t been at stake.’

His voice sobers. ‘So you know you could have been killed?’

‘So could you.’

The wind whispers outside, rustling the leaves. I open the door and retrieve the cup of noodles. I might as well believe that he’ll hear my mother if she comes around. It’s better if we don’t risk someone else seeing the food and coming into the cabin.

I pull out a sweatshirt from my pack and put it on over the one I’m wearing. The temperature is dropping fast. Then I finally ask the question to which I dread the answer. ‘What do they want with the kids?’

‘There’s been more than one taken?’

‘I’ve seen the street gangs take them. I figured they wouldn’t want Paige because of her legs. But now, I wonder if they’re selling them to the angels.’

‘I don’t know what they’re doing with the kids. Your sister is the first one I’ve heard of.’ His quiet voice chills me.

The rain pounds on the windows and the wind scrapes a branch on the glass.

‘Why were the other angels attacking you?’

‘It’s impolite to ask the victim of violence what they did to be attacked.’

‘You know what I mean.’

He shrugs in the dim light. ‘Angels are violent creatures.’

‘So I noticed. I used to think they were all sweet and kind.’

‘Why would you think that? Even in your Bible, we’re harbingers of doom, willing and able to destroy entire cities. Just because we sometimes warned one or two of you beforehand doesn’t make us altruistic.’

I have more questions, but I need to settle one thing first. ‘You need me.’

He barks a laugh. ‘How so?’

‘You need to get back to your buddies to see if you can get your wings sewn back on. I saw it in your face when I mentioned it back at the office. You think it might be possible. But to get there, you have to walk. You’ve never traveled on the ground before, have you? You need a guide; someone who can find food and water, safe shelter.’

‘You call this food?’ The moonlight shows him tossing the empty Styrofoam cup into a trash can. It’s too dark to see it land in the can across the room, but by the sound of things, it’s a three-pointer.

‘See? You would have passed that by. We have all kinds of stuff that you’d never guess was food. Besides, you need someone who’ll take the suspicion off you. No one will suspect you as an angel if you’re traveling with a human. Take me with you. I’ll help you get home if you’ll help me find my sister.’

‘So you want me to lead a Trojan Horse to the aerie?’

‘Hardly. I’m not out to save the world, just my sister. That’s more than enough responsibility for me. Besides, what are you worried about? Little ol’ me being a threat to angelkind?’

‘What if she’s not there?’

I have to swallow the dry lump in my throat before I can answer. ‘Then I’ll no longer be your problem.’

The darker shadow of his form curls up on the couch. ‘Let’s get some sleep while it’s still dark out.’ 

‘That’s not a no, right?’

‘It’s not a yes either. Now let me sleep.’

‘And that’s another thing. It’s easier to keep a watch at night when there are two of us.’

‘But it’s easier to sleep when there’s just one.’ He grabs a sofa pillow and puts it over his ear. He shifts once more, then settles in, his breathing turning heavy and regular as though already asleep.

I sigh and walk back to the bedroom. The air gets colder as I near the room, and I have second thoughts about sleeping in there. 

As soon as I open the door, I see why it’s so cold in the cottage. The window is broken and sheets of rain blow onto the bed. I’m so tired I could just sleep on the floor. I grab a folded blanket off the dresser. It’s cold but dry. I close the bedroom door to keep the wind out and pad back into the living room. I lie down on the sofa across from the angel, wrapping myself in the blanket. 

He seems to be comfortably asleep. He’s still shirtless, as he has been since the first time I saw him. The bandages must provide a little warmth but not much. I wonder if he gets cold? It must be freezing when flying high up in the sky. Maybe angels are adapted to cold temperatures, just as they’re light for flight. 

But this is all a guess, and probably a justification to make myself feel better about taking the only blanket in the cottage. The power is out tonight, which means the heat is out. It rarely freezes in the Bay Area, but it does get pretty cold at night sometimes. This seems to be one of those times.

I fall asleep listening to the rhythm of his steady breathing and the drumming of the rain on the windows.



I dream that I am swimming in the Antarctic, surrounded by broken icebergs. The glacial towers are majestic and deadly beautiful. 

I hear Paige calling for me. She’s floundering in the water, coughing, barely keeping herself afloat. Having only her arms to paddle with, I know she can’t tread water for long. I swim toward her, desperate to reach her, but the gut-freezing cold slows my motions, and I waste almost all my energy shivering. Paige calls to me. She’s too far for me to see her face, but I can hear tears in her voice.

‘I’m coming!’ I try to call to her. ‘It’s okay, I’ll be there soon.’ But my voice comes out in a hoarse whisper hardly reaching my own ears. Frustration cracks through my chest. I can’t even comfort her with reassurances.

Then I hear a motorboat. It cuts through the floating ice chunks as it charges toward me. My mother is on the boat, driving it. With her free hand, she throws precious survival gear overboard, splashing it into the icy water. Cans of soup and beans, life vests and blankets, even shoes and blister packs go over the side of the boat, sinking among the bobbing ice.

‘You really should eat your eggs, dear,’ says my mother. 

The boat heads straight for me and is not slowing down. If anything, it’s speeding up. If I don’t get out of the way, she’ll run me over. 

Paige calls out for me in the distance. 

‘I’m coming,’ I call out but only a croaked whisper comes out of my mouth. I try to swim toward her but my muscles are so cold that all I can do is flail. Flail and shiver in the path of my mother’s boat.

‘Hush. Shhh,’ a soothing voice whispers in my ear.

I feel the sofa cushions being pulled out from against my back. Then warmth envelops me. Firm muscles embrace me from the space where the cushions used to be. I’m groggily aware of masculine arms wrapping themselves around me, their skin soft as a feather, their muscles steel velvet. Chasing away the ice in my veins and the nightmare.

‘Shhh.’ A husky whisper in my ear.

I relax into the cocoon of warmth and let the sound of the rain on the roof lull me back to sleep.



The warmth is gone, but I’m no longer shivering. I curl up on my own, trying to savor the heat left in the cushions by a body that is no longer there.

When I open my eyes, the morning light makes me wish I hadn’t. Raffe lies on his sofa, watching me with those dark blue eyes. I swallow, suddenly feeling awkward and unkempt. Great. The world has come to an end, my mother is out there with the street gangs, crazier than ever, my sister has been kidnapped by vengeful angels, and I'm concerned that my hair is greasy and my breath smells bad.

I get up abruptly, tossing aside my blanket with more force than is necessary. I grab my toiletries and head for one of the two bathrooms. 

‘Good morning to you too,’ he says in a lazy drawl. I have my hand on the bathroom door when he says, ‘In case you’re wondering, the answer is yes.’

I pause, afraid to look back. ‘Yes?’ Yes, it was him holding me through the night? Yes, he knows I liked it?

‘Yes, you can come with me,’ he says as though he already regrets it. ‘I’ll take you to the aerie.’
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The water is still running in the cottage but it’s not warm. I consider taking a shower anyway, not knowing how long it will be before I can take a proper one, but the thought of glacier-temperature water hitting me full force makes me hesitate. 

I decide to do a thorough sponge bath with a washcloth. At least that way, I can keep various parts of me from freezing all at once. 

As predicted, the water is ice-cold, and it brings back pieces of my dream from last night, which inevitably reminds me how I got warm enough to be cradled to sleep. It was probably just some kind of angel host behavior triggered by my shivering, the way penguins huddle together when it’s cold. What else could it be?

But I don’t want to think about that – I don’t know how to think about that – so I shove it down into that dark, overstuffed place in my mind that's threatening to burst any moment now.

When I come out of the bathroom, Raffe looks freshly showered and dressed in his black pants with boots. His bandages are gone. His wet hair swings in front of his eyes as he kneels on the hardwood floor in front of the open blanket. On it, his wings are laid out. 

He combs through the feathers, fluffing out the ones that are crushed and plucking out the broken ones. In a way, I suppose he's preening. His touch is gentle and reverent, although his expression is hard and unreadable as stone. The jagged ends of the wing that I chopped look ugly and abused. 

I have the absurd impulse to apologize. What, exactly, am I sorry for? That his people have attacked our world and destroyed it? That they are so brutal as to cut off the wings of one of their own and leave him to be torn apart by the native savages? If we are such savages, it is only because they have made us so. So I am not sorry, I remind myself. Crushing one of the enemy’s wings in a moth-eaten blanket is nothing to be sorry about. 

But somehow, I still hang my head and walk softly as though I am sorry, even if I won’t say it. 

I walk around him so he won't see my apologetic stance, and his naked back comes into full view. It has stopped bleeding. The rest of him looks perfectly healthy now – no bruises, no swelling or cuts, except where his wings used to be. 

The wounds are a couple of streaks of raw hamburger running down his back. They follow the ragged flesh where the knife sawed through the tendons and muscles. I don’t like to think about it, but I suppose the other angel sawed through joints, severing bones away from the rest of him. I suppose I should have sewn the wounds shut, but I had assumed he’d die. 

‘Should I, like, try to sew your wounds shut?’ I ask, hoping the answer will be no. I’m a pretty tough girl, but sewing chunks of flesh together pushes the limits of my comfort zone, to say the least.

‘No,’ he says without looking up from his work. ‘It’ll eventually heal on its own.’

‘Why hasn’t it healed already? I mean, the rest of you healed in no time.’

‘Angel sword wounds take a long time to heal. If you’re ever going to kill an angel, slice him up with an angel sword.’

‘You’re lying. Why would you tell me that?’

‘Maybe I’m not afraid of you.’

‘Maybe you should be.’

‘My sword would never hurt me. And my sword is the only one you can wield.’ He gently plucks out another broken feather and lays it on the blanket.

‘How’s that?’

‘You need permission to use an angel sword. It’ll weigh a ton if you try to lift it without permission.’

‘But you never gave me permission.’

‘You don’t get permission from the angel. You get it from the sword. And some swords get grouchy just for asking.’

‘Yeah, right.’

He runs his hand over the feathers, feeling for broken ones. Why doesn’t he look like he’s kidding?

‘I never asked permission and I managed to lift the sword no problem.’

‘That’s because you wanted to throw it to me so I could defend myself. Apparently, she took that as permission asked and given.’

‘What, it read my mind?’

‘Your intentions, at least. She does that sometimes.’

‘O-kay. Right.’ I let it go. I’ve heard plenty of wacky things in my time and you just have to learn to roll with them without directly challenging the person spewing the weirdness. Challenging weirdness is a pointless and sometimes dangerous exercise. At least, it is with my mom. I must say, though, that Raffe is even more inventive than my mother. 

‘So . . . you want me to bandage your back?’

‘Why?’

‘To try to keep infection out,’ I say, rummaging through my pack for the first aid kit. 

‘Infection shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘You can’t be infected?’

‘I should be resistant to your germs.’

The words ‘should’ and ‘your’ catch my attention. We know next to nothing about the angels. Any information might give us an advantage. Once we organize again, that is. 

It occurs to me that I might be in the unprecedented position of being able to glean some intelligence on them. Despite what the gang leaders would have the rest of us believe, angel parts are always taken from dead or dying angels, I’m sure of it. What I would do with angel intel, I don’t know. But it can’t hurt to gain a little knowledge. 

Tell that to Adam and Eve.

I ignore the cautionary voice in my head. ‘So . . . are you immunized or something?’ I try to make my voice casual as though the answer means nothing to me.

‘It’s probably a good idea to bandage me up anyway,’ he says, sending me a clear signal that he knows that I’m fishing for information. ‘I can probably pass for human so long as my wounds are covered.’ He pulls out a broken feather, putting it reluctantly into a growing pile.

I use up the last of the first aid supplies to patch up his wounds. His skin is like silk-covered steel. I’m a little rougher than I need to be because it helps keep my hands steady.

‘Try not to move around too much so you don’t bleed again. The bandages aren’t that thick and blood will soak through pretty quickly.’

‘No problem,’ he says. ‘Shouldn’t be too hard not to move around as we run for our lives.’

‘I’m serious. That’s the last of our bandages. You’ll have to make them last.’

‘Any chance we can find more?’ 

‘Maybe.’ Our best chance is from first aid kits in houses, since the stores are either cleaned out or claimed by gangs.

We fill up my water bottle. I didn’t have much time to pack supplies from the office. The supplies I carried with me are a random assortment. I sigh, wishing I’d had time to pack more food. Other than the single dried noodle cup, we’re out except for the handful of fun-sized chocolates I’m saving for Paige. We share the noodles, which is about two bites per person. By the time we leave the cottage, it is midmorning. The first place we hit is the main house. 

I have high hopes of a stocked kitchen, but one glance at the gaping cupboards in the sea of granite and stainless steel tells me we’ll have to scrounge for leftovers. Rich people may have lived here, but even the rich didn’t have enough currency to buy food once things got bad. Either they ate all the food they could before packing up and hitting the road, or they took it with them. Drawer after drawer, cupboard after cupboard, there is nothing but crumbs.

‘Is this edible?’ Raffe stands at the kitchen entrance, framed by the Mediterranean archway. He could easily be at home in a place like this. He stands with the fluid grace of an aristocrat who’s used to rich surroundings. Although the quarter-bag of cat food he’s holding up does mess with the image a little.

I dip my hand into the bag and bring out a few pieces of red and yellow kibbles. I pop them in my mouth. Crunchy, with a vaguely fishy taste. I pretend they’re crackers as I chew and swallow. ‘Not exactly gourmet, but it probably won't kill us.’

That’s the best we can do in the food department, but we do find supplies in the garage. A backpack that doubles as a duffel bag, which is great since he can’t carry a backpack right now but might be able to later. A couple of boys’ sleeping bags all rolled and ready to go. No tent, but there are flashlights with extra batteries. A slick camp knife that’s more expensive than any I’ve ever managed to buy. I give mine to Raffe and keep this one for myself. 

Since my clothes are dirty, I simply trade them in for clean ones from the closets. We also grab some extra clothes and jackets. I find a sweatshirt that comes close to fitting Raffe. I also make him change from his telltale black pants and laced boots to jeans and ordinary hiking boots. 

Luckily, there are three bedrooms stocked with various sizes of men’s clothing. There must have been a family with two teen boys here once, but the only sign of them now is what’s in the closets and garage. The fit of Raffe’s hiking boots are what concern me the most. His blisters are already healed from yesterday, but even with his super-healing, we can’t have him tearing up his feet every day. 

I tell myself I care because I can’t have him holding me back by limping, and refuse to think further than that.

‘You look almost human dressed like that,’ I say. 

Actually, he looks exactly like a gorgeous Olympian champion. It’s more than a little disturbing just how much he looks like a supreme example of a human being. I mean, shouldn’t an angel that’s part of a legion to eradicate humanity look, well, evil and alien?

‘So long as you don’t bleed in the shape of wing joints, you should pass for human. Oh, and don’t let anyone pick you up. They’ll know you’re not right as soon as they feel how light you are.’

‘I’ll be sure not to let anyone but you carry me in her arms.’ He turns and leaves the kitchen before I can figure out what to make of his comment. A sense of humor is one more thing I don’t think angels should have. The fact that his sense of humor is corny makes it even more wrong.



It’s late morning by the time we leave the big house. We’re in a little cul-de-sac off Page Mill Road. The road is dark and slick with last night’s downpour. The sky is heavy with broken gray clouds, but if we’re lucky, we should be in the hills under a warm roof by the time the rains start again. 

Our packs sit on Paige’s chair, and if I close my eyes, I can almost pretend it’s her I’m pushing. I catch myself humming what I thought was a meaningless tune. I stop when I realize it’s my mother’s apology song.

I put one foot in front of the other, trying to ignore the too-light weight of the wheelchair and the wingless angel beside me. 

There are a lot of cars strewn on the road until we hit the freeway entrance. After that, there are only a couple of cars pointed up the hill. Everyone tried to get on the freeway to get away in the early days. I’m not sure where they were going. I guess they weren’t either since the freeway is clogged in both directions. 

It’s not long before we see the first body. 
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A family lying in a pool of blood. 

A man, a woman, a girl about ten years old. The child is at the edge of the woods while the adults are in the middle of the road. Either the kid ran for it when the parents were attacked, or she hid during the attack and was caught when she came out. 

They haven’t been dead for long. I know because the blood on their tattered clothes is still bright red. I have to swallow and fight to keep the cat food in my stomach. 

Their heads are intact. Thankfully, the girl’s hair has been blown over her face. Their bodies, though, are in bad shape. For one thing, parts of their torsos have been chewed down to the bones with bits of flesh still stuck to them. For another, a few arms and legs are missing. I don’t have the guts to take a closer look but Raffe does.

‘Teeth marks,’ he says as he kneels on the asphalt in front of the man’s body. 

‘What kind of animal are we talking about?’

He sits crouched near the bodies, considering my question. ‘The kind with two legs and flat teeth.’

My stomach roils. ‘What are you saying? That they’re human?’

‘Maybe. Unusually sharp, but human-shaped.’

‘Can’t be.’ But I know it can. Humans will do what is needed to survive. Still, it doesn’t add up. ‘This is too wasteful. If you’re desperate enough to cannibalize, you wouldn’t just take a few bites and leave.’ But these bodies have more than a few bites taken out of them. Now that I make myself really look, I can see they are half-eaten. Still, why leave half behind?

Raffe peers at the place where the kid’s leg should be. ‘The limbs have been ripped right out of their sockets.’

‘Enough,’ I say as I take two steps back. I scan our surroundings. We’re in an open field, and I feel as nervous as a field mouse looking at a sky full of hawks.

‘Well,’ he says as he gets up, scanning the trees. ‘Let’s hope whoever did this is still in control of this area.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they won’t be hungry.’

That doesn’t make me feel better. ‘You’re pretty sick, you know that?’

‘Me? It isn’t my people who did this.’

‘How do you know? You have the same teeth we do.’

‘But my people aren’t desperate.’ He says this as if the angels had nothing to do with us being desperate. ‘Nor are they insane.’

That’s when I see the broken egg. 

It lies on the side of the road near the kid, the yolk brown and the egg white congealed. The stench of sulfur hits my nose. It’s the familiar reek that infused my clothes, pillow, and hair for the last two years throughout Mom’s rotten egg kick. Beside it, there is a small bouquet of wild sprigs. Rosemary and sage. Either my mother thought they were pretty, or her insanity has taken on a very dark sense of humor.

It doesn’t mean anything other than she was here. That’s all. She couldn’t take on an entire family.

But she could overtake a ten-year-old coming back from her hiding place after her parents were killed.

She was here and walked by the bodies, just as we are doing. That’s all. 

Really, that’s all.

‘Penryn?’ 

I realize Raffe’s been talking to me. 

‘What?’

‘Could they be kids?’

‘Could what be kids?’

‘The attackers,’ he says slowly. Obviously, I’ve missed a piece of the conversation. ‘As I’ve said, the bite marks seem too small to be adults.’

‘They must be animals.’

‘Animals with flat teeth?’

‘Yes,’ I say with more conviction than I feel. ‘That makes more sense than a kid taking down an entire family.’ 

‘But not more sense than a gang of feral children attacking them.’ I try to shoot him a look that says he’s crazy, but I suspect I only succeed in looking scared. My brain buzzes with images of what might have happened here. 

He says something about avoiding the road and heading uphill through the forest. I nod without really hearing the details and follow him into the trees. 
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We mostly have evergreens in California, but there’s enough fall foliage that covers the forest. We can’t help but crunch at every step. I don’t know about other parts of the world, but at least in our hills, I’m convinced that the whole story of skilled woodsmen walking silently through the woods is a myth. For one thing, there’s simply no place to walk during autumn where you can avoid the fallen leaves. For another, even the squirrels and deer, birds and lizards make enough noise in these hills to make them seem like much larger animals. 

The good news is that the rain drenched the leaves, which dampens the sound. The bad news is that I can’t navigate the wheelchair on the wet hillside. 

Dead leaves get trapped in the spokes as I struggle to force it forward. To lighten the load, I strap the sword onto my pack and carry them on my back. I throw the other pack to Raffe to carry. Still the chair skids and slips on the wet leaves, constantly heading downhill as I struggle to roll it crosswise. Our progress slows to a crawl. Raffe offers no help but neither does he offer sarcastic suggestions. 

We eventually pick out a clear path that seems to go in the general direction we want to head. The ground is mostly level on the trail and there is far less foliage on it. But the rains have turned the dirt
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