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A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.

—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
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Preface
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They had instructed her to assassinate him. But in the end, she couldn’t. Her family and her clan imposed their expectations on her, but he was the only boy who loved her for who she was. How could she betray someone who had stolen her heart, who had become a fragment of her soul? To eliminate him would mean destroying an indispensable part of herself. She would never be complete again.

“I’m sorry,” Evangelina whispered, to herself, to him, and to her fellow angels. She was about to make a decision that would change her life forever.
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Innocent

(Evangelina)

“What? Murder him?”

Numb with shock, Evangelina Leclair stared at her father. Were her ears deceiving her? True, her clan held a grudge against the devils for ages, but killing one of them? The angels hadn’t been that extreme before. They never were.

Her father Milton glared at her, decisiveness etched upon every inch of his face. “You will do as I say,” he ordered. “Why?” Evangelina burst out foolishly. “Why kill him? Why stoop to that level? We’re angels. Not vigilantes. Why should we kill them just because they threatened us? How does that make us any better than they are?”

Her father’s eyes flashed with anger. She had touched a nerve. Fifty-three years old with a hot temper, he never tolerated disobedience. “Evangelina Leclair, am I not making myself clear?”

Evangelina pursed her lips. Contradicting him was one thing, but following his absurd and unwise plan could lead to the demise of their entire angelic clan. The devils had been their enemies for centuries, and they had slayed countless angels during battles. Yet indignant as she was, she would never take an innocent life and use their ongoing rivalry as an excuse.

Her father rose to his feet, hands on his hips. “Let me make this clear. You are to murder a devil by the name of Diome Lenoir, a junior in Horizon High, a human high school. Approach him, befriend him, and eliminate him after lowering his guard. This is an order, not a plea.”

“He did nothing wrong!” Evangelina countered, rising to her feet. “He’s innocent! Just like the thousands of angels in our clan!”

“Evangelina, do not talk back to your father!” her mother Golda snapped. “This is for the best.”

Evangelina turned to her. “The best? Murdering someone for the greater good?” She shook her head, unable to follow their logic. “What if it was someone from our tribe? What if the devils killed an angel and advertised it a deed ‘for the greater good?’ If we want to end all battles, we should reason with the devils instead.”

“They have no reason,” her father retorted. “They’re the cruelest, most malevolent beings imaginable. Those evil creatures started more than half of the battles in history. Nasty, chaos-loving monsters they are.”

“But what difference does it make if we—if I—kill Diome Lenoir? The rivalry won’t end. Nothing will change.”

“One devil down. And the more devils dead, the better.”

Evangelina sighed. “Dad, he’s innocent. He’s just like me, just a teenager, but only from a different clan. Why target him?”

He glared at her. “Innocent? The devils are all guilty.”

“Not him,” Evangelina insisted. “And not the thousands of babies and teenagers in the devil clan. They don’t deserve this at all.”

“Well, switch sides and join the devils if you think so highly of them!” her father thundered, his cheeks paling in fury. “If you have a shred of self-respect left, I expect you to obey me and kill that devil. Fail to do so, and there will be consequences.”

And with that, he stood up and breezed out of the living room while a dazed, disoriented Evangelina remained rooted to the spot.
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As she shuffled back to her room that night, Evangelina had a sinister premonition: her erratic heartbeat pounding in her ears. The origin of the hatred between angels and devils was a tale older than time, yet it had a profound impact on their lives for centuries. Evangelina stared out of the white-framed window in her bedroom at the ocean of churning clouds below. Stars sprinkled the vast universe, dotting it like glitter on black velvet. It was a charming sight to behold, even more so at twilight. Their house was built on the clouds, or to be precise, among the clouds. All angels resided in the Land of Heavenly Dreams, high above the world humans called home, and even higher above the burning bowels where the devils dwelled. It was ironic, how their rivalry thrived despite how far away from each other the two clans lived. The angels and devils had always been enemies, but Evangelina didn’t understand why her father was so dead set on having her murder a teenage devil out of the blue. Was it because he was an easy target, a mere student in a human high school? 

With a sigh, Evangelina flopped down on her bed, pulled the fluffy cloud-woven blankets to her chest, and analyzed the reason why she had defied her father that afternoon. He’d been so furious at her disobedience that he refused to speak to her for the rest of the day, yet she had a valid reason to disobey him. His plan was ridiculous. They were angels, not assassins. Just because the devils killed their people didn’t mean it was acceptable for them to pay their enemies back with bloodshed. That would only result in a vicious cycle of misunderstanding, discrimination, and rivalry. However, what bothered her the most was leaving her comfort zone and descending into the human world just to approach a devil and murder him. Evangelina had no idea what humans were like, but her mother could coach her on that the subject. Golda, like some angels, had chosen to get a proper education in a proper human school. Evangelina, on the other hand, had been shielded from the humans’ culture since birth. She was oblivious to many things they deemed normal, and she dreaded the possibility of accidentally exposing their existence to her human classmates. Evangelina would no doubt end up banished from their clan in that unfortunate case. 

A few of the devils also learned from the humans, as evidenced by the little information she knew about Diome Lenoir. All the devils were surnamed Lenoir, while all the angels were surnamed Leclair, since they were both clans rather than races. Diome’s just like my mother, thought Evangelina. Like her, he must be an aspiring inventor who dreamed of making life more convenient for those living in magical realms by studying in human schools and learning their technology and culture. It was all thanks to those inventors that there were malls, hotels, and libraries in the heavenly towns, and beds, bathrooms, and kitchens in their magical realm. The only thing the angels didn’t need was light, as they were granted the ability to summon light as necessary. All they had to do was to channel their energy by pointing at a candle, and it would glow brighter than a lightbulb. The angels could determine their light’s color, shape, and heat, and at the same time could to extinguish it.

Those were gifts Evangelina had been born with, gifts she cherished even though many angels took them for granted. The devils were blessed—or rather, cursed—with the flair of summoning darkness. Their powers brought destruction and death. The mere notion sent a frisson crawling down her spine. The notion of approaching and then killing one of the devils terrified her more than anything else. 

Yet most curious about her future was interacting with the humans. It was hard to imagine there lived a group of people that could neither channel the light nor harness the darkness, yet considered themselves “normal.” None of the angels dared to venture into the human world for longer than a day, not even Evangelina’s parents, for risking their exposure would spell disaster for their entire clan. The humans might hunt them down or put them in science labs and examine them. 

The young angels attended school too, where the teachers—all angels—taught them English, math, history, geography, and human studies, always finding a way to instill the ideology that devils were evil and that the angels would prevail over them one day. Education in the Land of Heavenly Dreams was a form of brainwashing.

Evangelina wondered what school in the human world was like. What would she learn? She also wondered about Diome Lenoir, and whether he knew he was targeted by the angels. It was ironic. The humans regarded angels as celestial beings, the epitome of pureness and kindness. Yet she knew better than anyone else that the angels were simply a bunch of vigilantes who were no better than their underground enemies. The devils killed angels with their dark magic, while the angels retaliated by blinding them with light and murdering them with incandescent, white-hot sparks. The angels were no saints, yet every angel sought a reason to harm the devils, to prove themself superior to them. The devils wasted no effort in doing the same, launching attacks and invasions on the Land of Heavenly Dreams from time to time. It was cruel and perverse, but there was nothing Evangelina could do. Their rivalry was like a mountain, unmovable, significant, and impactful.

Again, Evangelina’s mind drifted to Diome Lenoir. What was he like? What could he be doing at this moment? Might he figure out his fate?

But that was impossible. His fate rested with her, and she had a decision to make.

Go to sleep, Evangelina, she reminded herself. Taking one last glance at the confetti of constellations outside the window, she dipped and swirled into her dreamscapes, painting a thousand possible versions of the future.

****
[image: ]


Too soon, a week passed. The time had come for Evangelina to make her descent. The angels were accustomed to wearing long, flowing robes, but sometimes they dressed in human clothes. Evangelina had plenty of shirts, pants, skirts, and dresses in her wardrobe, so getting ready for human school wasn’t a huge challenge. 

Evangelina took off her thick, feathery wings and set them on her bed, grateful that angels were born with removable wings. She headed into the bathroom and splashed her face with the cool water, then dried it with a fluffy white towel. With a thick mane of platinum-blonde waves and clear, pale blue eyes, she was the envy of many angels. She, however, didn’t obsess over her appearance. Unlike the vain girls she knew, Evangelina believed a kind heart mattered a thousand times more than an attractive face. Sometimes the most important things in life were invisible to the naked eye.

Evangelina donned a white shirt with ruffles on the front, picked up a dark blue skirt, and pressed it to her frame in front of her elliptical mirror. She hoped she could fit in with the other students, not because she was a conformist, but because she had a genuine interest in humans and wanted to befriend them. 

Her mother popped into the bathroom. “Hurry up, sweetie. You’re going to be late.”

“All right. I’m coming.”

Evangelina stepped into a pair of black loafers and grabbed her bag. With a heart full of anxiety and excitement, she dashed down the stairs. 

“Good morning. Have you got your wings ready?” her father asked before sipping a steaming cup of coffee at the breakfast table. 

“Oh, they’re still in my room.” Evangelina raced up the stairs, taking two at a time.

She put on her wings, shrugged, and flew back downstairs. “School ends at four, right?”

“At Horizon High, yes. Don’t forget your breakfast. And remember to bring your human money.”

The angels sold magical food—cloud cakes, stardust cupcakes, and moonlight milkshakes to the humans. Any angel about to embark on a trip to the human world could exchange their currency for human money in the Bank of Heavenly Dreams.

Her father entered the kitchen and returned with a small lunchbox filled with baked bread and sliced apples. 

“Thank you, Dad,” whispered Evangelina. Ever since the argument about murdering Diome, the two of them spoke little. 

Although Evangelina made no attempt to contradict her father’s order, she hadn’t conceded. Perhaps he would change his mind soon. She could try talking sense into her father in a few weeks, hopefully when he had forgotten about their earlier argument. Or if that didn’t work out, she could convince Diome to transfer to another school. Then she would have a reason to fail her mission, and her father wouldn’t blame her.

What would she do after her descent? Would she obey her father’s commands or would she succumb to her conscience? Evangelina had never killed anyone or anything before, not even an insect. Yet she had no intention of enduring her father’s wrath. He hated the devils with every fiber of his being, for his parents—Evangelina’s grandmother and grandfather—both died in one of the innumerable invasions the devils had initiated. Her father could disown her should she refuse to comply with his orders. He’d always had a fiery temper, but never had he stormed out of the room with intense indignation burning in his pupils as he had that afternoon. Testing his patience would no doubt be foolish and reckless.

“I’m going to school.” Evangelina waved to her parents. “Goodbye.”

She stepped outside and inhaled the fresh, clean morning air. Their house, like all the other angels’, was built on one of the many floating islands high above the clouds. Mint-green grass and tiny pink, yellow, orange, and blue tulips blanketed the lawn outside her home. She could make out the faraway islands in the distance, some obscured by light swirls of mist, others vivid with bright blossoms and rippling fields of verdant grass. 

The sky was a lovely, spotless azure today. There was not a single cloud in sight. Below her lay a swirling ocean of clouds, white, gray, and every hue in between, separating their land from the human world. Evangelina beamed. The clouds were different every day, but she could appreciate the beauty in every form they took. Living in the clouds was truly amazing. She couldn’t believe there were humans down there, miles below her, oblivious to the marvels dwelling in the clouds. The humans couldn’t have known about their culture and the vibrant hills on the floating islands. Evangelina’s mother had told her about the humans and their greed. They had ravaged countless forests and destroyed innumerable lands for their obsession with gold. Yet despite that, she believed not all humans were like that. It was wrong to stereotype a group of people and impose the crimes of a certain few on them, just because they were all humans. She still wanted to befriend her new classmates and find out more about them.

Reaching the end of the cobblestone path outside her house, Evangelina took a leap and dove down. She shrugged her shoulders, spreading her wings. The clouds hung low, much lower than usual, and she smiled at the idea of how many mysteries they veiled. Of course, she had been to the human world before, but those were brief visits, no longer than three hours. This time, she would be there for seven hours. 

Evangelina passed the thick film of clouds, or rather, they passed her, enveloping her figure in a moist blanket of white fog. She liked how the soft clouds feathered against her face. Although they were no more than wisps of mist, they beautified everything they covered.

Soaring through the clouds was therapeutic. The soft, constant hum of the wind, the cool, calming air, and the blossoms of cloudy mists and misty clouds that adorned the pure blue skies made a wonderful multi-sensory experience.

Veiled by the clouds, Evangelina spotted a small green meadow way down below. Horizon Park. That was the park her parents had instructed her to land on. The east side was separated from the rest of the park by a patch of trees, a haunted forest according to rumors. Very few humans came to the east part of Horizon Park, which made it an ideal destination for her descent. She couldn’t afford to be exposed.

Evangelina approached the field as she gathered speed and lowered her body, dipping down and preparing for her great dive. When she was ready, she made an almost vertical nosedive, pulling up when the ground was only ten feet from her face. Then, she let her shoulders sag and succumbed to gravity. Her feet hit solid ground in a matter of moments. She tapped twice on both shoulders and let her wings drop. Scanning the area to check if anyone was watching, she shrank her wings by tapping on the iridescent feather buried among the fluffy white ones. After stuffing the shrunken wings into a small pocket in her school bag, she took out her map and studied the crisscrossing roads. 

“Horizon Street,” she muttered. “On the other side of the park.”

Turning around, she spotted a tall blue-bricked building. A golden plaque hung on the front, flaunting the words Horizon High.

Evangelina smiled. Her day was going well. 

“Not off to a bad start, huh?” she murmured to herself as she headed for her new school. 

The closer she got, the more worried she became, however. What if the teachers made her introduce herself? It was October, and the new term had already begun. Her parents had told the administration office she was homeschooled. Perhaps she could fabricate a convincing story about the fun subjects her parents invented and taught her. Evangelina tried to brainstorm, but her mind, crammed with possible versions of her first day of school, refused to cooperate.

She wondered what her course schedule would be like and whether she would share any classes with Diome Lenoir. Perhaps they had no classes together. In that case, she would have a reason not to get acquainted with him. But even so, her father would make her find a way to approach him. Approaching him didn’t mean she had to do the deed, though. She could befriend him and warn him against her father’s evil plan, beg him to transfer to another school, and lie to her father. She never told lies, for she couldn’t cope with the overwhelming guilt, but a lie was a small price to pay if it meant she could spare an innocent life.

The school gates were tall and ornate, reminding Evangelina of the palaces she read of in storybooks. Schools were palaces of knowledge. That realization rendered the edifice before her more sublime than ever. 

A steady stream of students poured through the doors, and Evangelina joined them. They were interesting, she noticed. Some had pale skin while others had darker complexions. Unlike the angels, their hair came in different colors: red, orange, blond, black, brown, and every color in between. Many of them turned to stare at her as she passed them. Her stomach knotted itself.

“Is that a new kid?” a boy with dark skin asked a girl with red pigtails.

“Might be. I don’t remember her from any of my classes.”

“Her hair is almost white. And she’s so tall and pretty.”

Evangelina sighed with relief. They hadn’t figured out her identity. They were simply attracted to her appearance. Making her way up the front steps of the school, she hurried to the administration office, head bowed and shoulders hunched, hoping to draw as little attention as possible.

The school was a labyrinth, much larger than the angels’ school she attended. Evangelina cursed the map. 

“Sorry, do you know where the administration office is?” she asked a dark-skinned girl with black plaits.

“Over there.” The girl pointed to the end of the corridor. “Last room on the right.”

Evangelina beamed. “Thank you.”

She hurried to the office and pushed the wooden door open. “Excuse me, is Mr. Bryant here?” she asked the nearest teacher, a bald man with glasses. Mr. Bryant was the teacher in charge of new students, as her parents had informed her.

“I am Mr. Bryant. You’re Evangelina Leclair, the new student in eleventh grade, I suppose? How do you do?”

Evangelina giggled in a fruitless attempt to disguise her nervousness. “A bit anxious, to be honest. I’ve never been to a real school before.”

She was being truthful, but not entirely. Her main concern was that someone would figure out what she was. However, there was no way she could tell Mr. Bryant her worries.

“Don’t be afraid, Evangelina,” chirped Mr. Bryant with a friendly grin. “The kids here are nicer than the ones in Redwood High, the school I worked in last year. You’ll like everyone here, I promise. Here’s your course schedule, by the way.” He handed her a timetable. “Your first class is homeroom in room 104, and your second class is history in Room 301.”

“And my homeroom teacher is?”

“Mrs. Hoover.”

“Got it, thank you.”

Evangelina found her homeroom, a corner classroom that overlooked the town of Horizon through a tall floor-length window. Curious, she gazed up at the clouds. No sight of any floating islands. Human civilization was quite similar to the angels, except that their land wasn’t split into thousands of small floating islands.

Taking a seat in the last row, Evangelina studied her timetable. Her mind drifted to Diome, her target. She made a bet with herself whether he would be in her homeroom or not.

More and more kids filed in. She studied them. People-watching was rather interesting: guessing their backstories, wondering about their lives, and imagining what it was like to be them. What were they thinking? Not many of them had noticed her, thanks to the seat she had chosen.

Mrs. Hoover, a pretty lady with caramel-colored skin and braided hair, entered the classroom. Her eyes found Evangelina’s, and she nodded at her.

“Well, we’re joined by a new classmate today,” she announced, flashing an impeccable smile at Evangelina. “Evangelina Leclair, welcome to Horizon High.” 

The kids twisted around in their seats to stare at Evangelina, whose blood boiled in her cheeks. A torrent of hushed murmurs erupted among the other students. Whatever they whispered about, Evangelina didn’t want to know.

“Would you like to introduce yourself?” Mrs. Hoover asked. 

“Yes, ma’am. So, uh, good morning, everyone. I’ve been homeschooled ever since I was five. Horizon High is a lovely school, and I look forward to learning more here.”

She cringed at the awkwardness, wishing she could jump into a hole. What was she saying? Evangelina contemplated whether it was possible to die from shame. She sounded like a robot who had rehearsed her lines too well.

“Nice to hear that, Evangelina. What do you like to do in your free time? Any hobbies?”

Soaring through the clouds and navigating the floating islands, Evangelina thought, suppressing a smile as she imagined the teacher’s reaction at her insane reply.

Just then, a figure emerged in the doorway, seizing her attention. He was a boy about her height, with fluffy raven hair, wild eyebrows, and dark gray eyes. Dressed in black from head to toe, he had on a leather jacket, black jeans, and a skull necklace. 

He was handsome in a way Evangelina never imagined she would appreciate but was inexplicably drawn to. There was arrogance in his eyes. An aura of darkness traced his figure. 

Mrs. Hoover’s gaze followed Evangelina’s to the doorway, and she noticed the boy. “Ah, I thought you were still stuck in the traffic jam on Horizon Street,” she joked. “Glad you made it here just in time, Diome.”

Evangelina’s mind came to a screeching halt. Diome? Not ... Diome Lenoir?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


Not in a Thousand Years 

(Diome)

The moment Diome Lenoir saw her, he was mesmerized.

How could anyone possess such beauty, such grace? She was incredible. He took the seat beside hers, nodding a quick greeting. His heart raced already. 

Mrs. Hoover asked the new girl about her family and hometown, but Diome was too focused on her beauty to listen. To be precise, it wasn’t her beauty alone that attracted him. Her soft yet firm voice, her serene demeanor, and her confidence differentiated her from the others. Her face was devoid of makeup, baring her stunning features: long eyelashes, eyes like pale blue sapphires, thin eyebrows the perfect shade of brown, and coral red lips. Many of the boys were eyeing her too, but she didn’t pay them much attention.

“Thank you, Evangelina,” continued Mrs. Hoover. “Now, everyone, the school has asked me to inform you that ... ”

Diome focused on his geography textbook, pretending to develop an interest in the map of the human world. He rested his head on his chin, swept his bangs to the right, and snuck a glance at Evangelina through the screen of hair. She was minding her own business, doodling a cloud on a piece of paper—her course schedule. Instead of texting on her phone, taking pictures of herself, or reapplying her makeup, she was lost in a realm of her creations. She was a white lily among a sea of garish blossoms with a natural charm that spoke volumes.

Clouds. Something in Diome’s mind clicked. Could it be? Might she be an angel? Like most of them, her hair was blonde, almost white, and her azure eyes surpassed that of the bluest sky. But how was that possible? An angel in a human school. How high were the chances of that happening?

But just because it was unlikely didn’t mean it was impossible. He himself was a devil from the Burning Bowels, for instance. The humans knew nothing about their existence. None of the kids suspected he was a supernatural creature. But under the raven hair, dark clothes, and human flesh, he had burgundy blood—devil blood—coursing through his veins. 

There was a common misunderstanding among the humans that all devils were evil, while all angels were kind. Diome, his family, and his fellow devils were born with the gift of harnessing the darkness. He could summon puffs of black smoke, extinguish flames with a snap of his fingers, and destroy objects with hellfire. Unlike the dainty flames angels lit, the devils’ cursed fire melted candles in an instant and ruined everything consumed by the blazes. Diome had always considered it unfair that “devil” had the word “evil” in it. Like a self-fulfilling prophecy for new devil babies, it was as if they were destined to dwell in the darkness. 

Depressed. That was the only word Diome associated with himself. Every now and then, he found himself trapped in a bottomless pit of sadness. He resented himself, everything about him, and especially his identity as a devil. How was it fair that angels had a natural affinity for light when devils were the ones despised and connected with darkness? As much as he knew about human culture, they worshipped angels and shunned devils in many religions. But in reality, neither side was better. The angels and devils had a long history of hatred. Whenever they fought, both sides sustained great losses. Far from pacifists or virtuous guardians of the light, they too initiated invasions in the Burning Bowels and ambushed the devils. An enmity as old as time, Diome knew both sides were to blame. Equally guilty, nothing gave anyone—devil or angel—a reason to kill. Such disrespect for life was appalling. Diome remembered the shock when he first learned of their rivalry with the angels at the age of five. Whenever the topic arose, his parents become almost unrecognizable, overcome with a sizzling desire to eradicate every single angel in the Land of Heavenly Dreams. Growing up, he learned nothing was constant—he could be breathing his last on any day. Having survived countless invasions, he had witnessed intense battles of light, darkness, and flames. He witnessed devils die before him while he was utterly powerless, unable to save them and stop the raging chaos in the Burning Bowels. That was where his depression stemmed from, he supposed. The sense of helplessness that plagued him all the time, trailing behind him like a kite’s tail. Before the deep, bottomless hatred both clans had accumulated over the course of history, Diome stood weak, small, and feeble, more vulnerable than he would have liked to admit. 
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At lunchtime, Diome took his usual spot at the corner table. He had no friends, and although he was always polite to anyone who approached him, he never revealed more about himself than necessary. In their eyes, he was the weird loner who couldn’t fit into the crowd but wasn’t mean to anyone either. Perhaps some of them deemed him haughty or arrogant, for he never socialized with them unless the teachers made them work in groups. Yet under that aloof exterior, he was timid and terrified. 

He chewed on his vegetable and chicken breast salad, wondering how Horizon High could churn out such rubbery and flavorless meat. Were all school lunches that horrible? The slices of cabbage and lettuce were bitter. The tomato was so sour it made him frown. 

Glancing up at the clock, he caught sight of a tall figure with long, platinum-blonde hair at the entrance of the cafeteria. Evangelina.

For a moment, Diome contemplated whether he should invite her to his table. It was empty, with plenty of space to accommodate more than a few people. But would she accept his offer? Plus, what if he let slip of his true identity? He didn’t want to frighten her away. 

A girl with curly brown hair and a fuzzy blue sweater approached Evangelina. “Hi, Evangelina. I’m Camille Barton. You’re in my math class, I remember. Do you need a place to sit? What about joining me and my friend Merilee Summers?”

Evangelina smiled. “I’d love to. Thanks.”

Diome’s heart sank. He had let his insecurities get the best of him again. Sighing, he devoted his attention to the salad again, though his appetite had dwindled. 

Fifth period—art—came after lunchtime. Mr. Paterson, the art teacher, never cared whether the kids turned in their projects on time or not. Rumor had it that he gave everyone in his class an A no matter how lousily they performed. Since he was so laid-back, everyone took advantage of him and never paid attention to him in class. 

Diome got out his history textbook and flipped through it, oblivious of Mr. Paterson’s long, boring drawl about paper crafts. He enjoyed learning about the humans’ culture and all sorts of historical events; however, they often perplexed him. The rivalry between the various ethnic groups was something he found inconceivable—to wit, the Holocaust, the Cultural Revolution, and the Cambodian Genocide. They were all humans, weren’t they? Both the perpetrators and the victims. Why torment each other so? It made less sense to him than the hatred between the devils and angels.

There was a commotion from the other end of the classroom. Diome, who had been cramming the names of the prominent world leaders during World War II into his head, glanced up. A throng of boys had gathered by the table beside his. He caught a glimpse of Evangelina’s hair among the crowd. Mr. Paterson, engrossed in whatever was on his computer screen, was unaware of the cacophony in the classroom. 

Curious, Diome approached them. 

“I should take her to the infirmary,” Warren declared. 

“No, you already helped her carry her books to her locker this morning!” another boy cut in.

“I didn’t! She rejected my help in the end.”

Diome peered over Evangelina’s shoulder and caught her pressing a handkerchief to her hand. She removed it and dabbed at the cut with a tissue. To Diome’s utmost astonishment, her blood was white. Before he could inspect it, she taped the tissue to her gash. 

Flabbergasted, Diome struggled to process what he had witnessed. It couldn’t be. A glance at the immaculate tissue on her hand answered his question. There wasn’t a speck of crimson on the white fabric.

Evangelina was an angel. 

The sudden realization shook Diome. She had almost exposed the angels’ existence to the others, but fortunately, the boys surrounding her were so engrossed in their argument they paid no attention to her blood. Some of them had even started wrestling, attracting more bystanders. 

“I want to!” Warren shouted.

“You’ve had your fun,” growled Norman. “Last time Sarah Brookes came, you escorted her to her homeroom and—”

“That’s last time!” Warren yelled, punching his arm. “This time, I—”

“Excuse me.” Evangelina stood up abruptly and skirted around the boys. “I’d like to go alone.”

Like a weightless shadow, she glided over to Mr. Paterson, informed him of what had happened, and exited the art classroom. The boys, who had ended their fight, returned to their seats grumbling, while many girls glared at Evangelina’s retreating figure, jealousy shooting from their eyes like arrows. 

What an independent spirit, thought Diome. She didn’t like being pampered like a princess or relying on others. He walked back to his table and gazed at the words and pictures. For some reason, they blurred into a meaningless blob of colors. All he could think of was Evangelina, how different she was from all the girls he knew. Like a pristine white lotus, she rose tall and proud, the other flowers paling in comparison. Her purity was unrivaled. It carried a certain hint of detachment. Ethereal and otherworldly, she didn’t belong in the mundane human world. She was a divine creature that had descended from the skies.

Now that Diome came to think of it, wasn’t it true? Evangelina was an angel who hailed from the Land of Heavenly Dreams. A serious realization struck him, and his spirit plummeted. Evangelina and her clan of angels were the devils’ enemies. Even though Diome didn’t care what she was or where she came from, they would never have a future together. It was impossible. Their families wouldn’t approve of it.

Diome rested his head in his arms, suddenly overcome by a tide of frustration. It was as if he had woken up from a beautiful dream, and all the wonderful possibilities he had entertained vanished. As much as he adored Evangelina, their fates were written in the stars even before they were born. They could never fall in love, much less maintain a cordial friendship—that was, as long as his identity was exposed. Diome could choose not to reveal what he was, but if he wished to become more than friends with her, there would come a day when he would have to unravel his façade. In fairy tales, the prince still loved Cinderella no matter how humble her status. But if the genders were reversed, and the stakes were higher, would it still be the same? Diome could not expect her to accept him the way he was. His people had murdered millions—or, he shuddered at the likelihood of a possible higher death toll—of angels. How could he be foolish enough to imagine she would love him after learning of his background? 

The merry bell announced the beginning of recess. Diome rose to his feet, grabbed his book bag, and left with a heart heavier than ever.

On the way to his next class, geography, he passed the infirmary and spotted Evangelina sitting by the nurse, who was talking on the phone.

“Excuse me,” Evangelina’s friend Camille cut in. Merilee soon followed. Diome stepped aside to let the two girls pass.

“Evangelina, are you all right?” Merilee asked. 

“I’m fine. Just hurt my finger during art class.”

“Paper cut?” Camille asked.

“A pair of scissors. It’s not serious, though.”

“Let me see.”

Outside, Diome held his breath.

“How come it’s white?” Camille asked.

“Someone spilled white paint on my finger,” Evangelina lied. Diome sighed with relief. He heard Camille murmur a reply but wasn’t close enough to hear her clearly. Gazing at the three of them through the doorway, he debated with himself whether he should approach Evangelina and show his concern for her. But still, he couldn’t bring himself to enter the infirmary. He feared rejection, but more than that, he feared if she welcomed his arrival and befriended him, he would grow attached to her. And once they formed a bond—be it platonic or romantic, he would never in an eternity find the courage to come clean about his identity. Part of him deemed himself unworthy of her affection, for she was an angel, a creature high above in the skies. There was a rift between them that nothing could bridge, both literally and metaphorically. 

Diome thought of his favorite play Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare, his favorite playwright in the human world. The two star-crossed lovers had a relationship strong enough to move mountains, but their romance was destined to end up in ashes, for the Montagues and the Capulets had let rivalry blind them. They were too immersed in their hatred for each other to realize how much pressure the animosity between the two clans had imbued in young Romeo and Juliet. When they discovered truth of their forbidden love, it was too late. They couldn’t reverse the tragedy, and the lovers could only reunite after death. 

Therefore, Diome concluded that love wasn’t as powerful as people claimed. Yes, it could save lives and change hearts. But in this case, everything was insurmountable. There were too many hurdles he had to jump over, too many barriers to break through. He had not an inkling what Evangelina thought of him, and whether she even knew of his existence. 

Or was he being too pessimistic? Should he have more faith in love, or at least attempt to confess his crush on her? It was love at first sight. A deep part of him knew that the same way he knew his name. But then again, how could Diome summon the courage to approach her when he had never been brave enough to face himself? 

****
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The sun shone among the clouds that afternoon, but that, if anything, depressed Diome further. Everything, from the vibrant daisies and wildflowers to the emerald-green trees, appeared to delight in his plight. 

Diome headed into town, about to return home. At the end of the town was a cliff, and at the bottom of the cliff was a magical cave invisible to the human eye. It was the entrance to the Burning Bowels, home to an entire world of devils. Deep underground, they built their homes above the lake of lava, which the devils were immune to. It was a lightless, joyless place in which clocks were the only reminders of the time passing above the ground.

As he ambled by Cassie’s Flower Shop, as per his usual route, he spotted a graceful figure hovering by the roses.

“Evangelina,” he called before he could convince himself otherwise. 

She turned around. His heart skipped a beat when her big blue eyes met his. “Diome,” she replied, nodding in greeting.

Something warm and fuzzy stirred in Diome when she uttered his name. “You remember me?”

“From homeroom, yes.”

“We also have the same art class,” Diome reminded her. “How’s your finger, by the way?”

Evangelina averted his eyes and grew pale. In most cases, that would’ve indicated fear, but Diome knew since she had white blood, this could only mean she was flustered. “I didn’t know you found out.”

Diome resisted an urge to laugh. “Are you kidding? With all that commotion around you, how could I not?”

Evangelina bit her lip, stooping down to examine a white rose. “I didn’t like that attention at all. It made me so uncomfortable, how they swarmed around me and even fought to ‘escort’ me to the infirmary. Kind of disrespectful too. It’s as if they’re trying to make my decisions for me. They didn’t even bother to ask me what I thought and whether I wanted to be escorted. I was right there, and in case they hadn’t noticed, I have legs. Surely I can walk myself to the infirmary.”

“They just wanted your attention, I guess.” Diome shrugged. 

“Why would they?”

Diome tried to lighten the mood. “Let’s see. Because you’re pretty?” Evangelina smiled. “Why, thank you.”

“You say that as if my words hold any weight.” 

“Yes, they mean more to me than you think they do. I wish the guys were more mature, though.”

A spell of silence fell upon them before Diome broke it. 

“You like roses, don’t you? Have you been to Cassie’s before?”

Evangelina shook her head. “My first time. First day in this town. It’s called Horizon, I think?”

“Yes. I hope you like it here. Where do you live?”

Diome knew the answer already, but he didn’t want to reveal he knew what she was. 

“I live in the neighboring town.”

“Which one?” Diome asked, wondering what witty answers she would concoct to avoid telling the truth. 

Evangelina didn’t reply. Instead, she devoted her attention to a pink rose. “Do you like flowers?” 

“Not really,” Diome replied. “But I think they’re pretty.”

“If you were a flower, what would you be?” Evangelina asked.

“A black petunia.”

Evangelina studied him, a mixture of amusement and curiosity in her eyes. “Interesting. You seem to have an obsession with black.”

“Some people are destined to walk in the darkness,” Diome replied.

“Spoken like a tortured artist,” Evangelina remarked. “Like something Van Gogh would say.”

“You know him?” Diome asked. She had only been in school for a few hours. How could she have learned so much?

“I read about him in a book in the library,” Evangelina replied. “He lived a tragic life. Epic, but tragic.”

Diome nodded. “I like his works. Many of them were inspired by nature. Sad he died at thirty-seven, though. He committed suicide because he had depression. He’s not the only great artist who took his own life, though. Sylvia Plath and Ernest Hemingway too. A huge pity. They were great writers.”

Evangelina sighed. “Makes me wonder if behind everything beautiful lies a sad story. Check out the roses here. They’re all lovely, but without the thorns, would a rose still be a rose? Similarly, if Van Gogh hadn’t had a hard life, would he still be known as the famous painter?”

Diome was taken aback at her insightfulness. Evangelina was much wiser than anyone he had known. Her words reminded him of Romeo and Juliet. Far from blessed, their love story had been melancholic and tear-jerking. But wasn’t that one of the reasons it was a popular play? Tales with happy endings were soothing to read, but way too bland and unreal. Reality was much more complicated. Without the thorns along the way, Romeo and Juliet’s romance wouldn’t have
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