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  CHAPTER


  


  1


  Gillian Lennox didn't mean to die that day.


  She was mad, though. Mad because she had missed her ride home from schoo l, and because she was cold, and because it was two weeks before Christm as and she was very, very lonely.


  She walked by the side of the empty road, which was about as winding and h illy as every other country road in south-western Pennsylvania, and viciou sly kicked offending clumps of snow out of her way.


  It was a rotten day. The sky was dull and the snow looked tired. And Amy N


  owick, who should have been waiting after Gillian cleaned up her studio ar t project, had already driven away-with her new boyfriend.


  Sure, it must have been an honest mistake. And she wasn't jealous of Amy, she wasn't, even though one week ago they had both been sixteen and never been kissed.


  Gillian just wanted to get home.


  That was when she heard the crying.


  She stopped, looked around. It sounded like a baby-or maybe a cat. It seem ed to be coming from the woods.


  Her first thought was, Paula Belizer. But that was ridiculous. The little gi rl who'd disappeared somewhere at the end of this road had been gone for ove r a year now.


  The crying came again. It was thin and far away-as if it were coming from the depths of the woods. This time it sounded more human.


  "Hello? Hey, is somebody in there?"


  There was no answer. Gillian stared into the dense stand of oak and hickory, trying to see between the gnarled bare trees. It looked uninviting. Scary.


  Then she looked up and down the road. Nobody. Hardly surprising-not many cars passed by here.


  I am not going in there alone, Gillian thought. She was exactly the opposite of the "Oh, it's such a nice day; let's go tramping through the woods" type.


  Not to mention exactly the opposite of the brave type.


  But who else was there? And what else was there to do?


  Somebody was in trouble.


  She slipped her left arm through her backpack strap, settling it on the cent er of her back and leaving her hands free. Then she cautiously began to clim b the snow-covered ridge that fell away on the other side to the woods.


  "Hello?" She felt stupid shouting and not getting any answer. "Hi! Hello!"


  Only the crying sound, faint but continuous, somewhere in front of her.


  Gillian began to flounder down the ridge. She didn't weigh much, but the cr ust on the snow was very thin and every step took her ankle deep.


  Great, and I'm wearing sneakers. She could feel cold seeping into her feet.


  


  The snow wasn't so deep once she got into the woods. It was white and unbrok en beneath the trees-and it gave her an eerie sense of isolation. As if she were in the wilderness.


  And it was so quiet. The farther Gillian went in, the deeper the silence beca me. She had to stop and not breathe to hear the crying.


  Bear left, she told herself. Keep walking. There's nothing to be scared of!


  But she couldn't make herself yell again.


  There is something weird about this place. . . .


  Deeper and deeper into the woods. The road was far behind her now. She cro ssed fox tracks and bird scratches in the snow-no sign of any-l thing huma n.


  But the crying was right ahead now, and louder. She could hear it clearly.


  Okay, up this big ridge. Yes, you can do it. Up, up. Never mind if your feet are cold.


  As she struggled over the uneven ground, she tried to think comforting thou ghts.


  Maybe I can write an article about it for the Viking News and everyone will admire me. . . . Wait. Is it cool or uncool to rescue somebody? Is saving pe ople too nice to be cool?


  It was an important question, since Gillian currently had only two ambitions


  : 1) David Blackburn, and, 2) To be invited to the parties the popular kids were invited to. And both of these depended, in a large part, on being cool.


  If she were only popular, if she only felt good about herself, then everythi ng else would follow. It would be so much easier to be a really wonderful pe rson and do something for the world and make something important of her life if she just felt loved and accepted. If she weren't shy and short and immat ure looking . . .


  She reached the top of the ridge and grabbed at a branch to keep her balance


  . Then, still hanging on, she let out her breath and looked around.


  Nothing to see. Quiet woods leading down to a creek just below.


  And nothing to hear, either. The crying had stopped.


  Oh, don't do this to me!


  Frustration warmed Gillian up and chased away her fear. She yelled, "Hey-h ey, are you still out there? Can you hear me? I'm coming to help you!"


  Silence. And then, very faintly, a sound.


  Directly ahead.


  Oh, my God, Gillian thought. The creek.


  The kid was in the creek, hanging on to something, getting weaker and weaker


  . . . .


  Gillian was scrambling down the other side of the ridge, slithering, the wet snow adhering to her like lumpy frosting.


  Heart pounding, out of breath, she stood on the bank of the creek. Below her


  


  , at the edge, she could see fragile ice ledges reaching out like petals ove r the rushing water. Spray had frozen like diamond drops on overhanging gras ses.


  But nothing living. Gillian frantically scanned the surface of the dark water.


  "Are you there?" she shouted. "Can you hear me?"


  Nothing. Rocks in the water. Branches caught against the rocks. The sound o f the rushing creek.


  "Where are you?"


  She couldn't hear the crying anymore. The water was too loud.


  Maybe the kid had gone under.


  Gillian leaned out, looking for a wet head, a shape beneath the surface. She leaned out farther.


  And then-a mistake. Some subtle change of balance. Ice under her feet. Her a rms were wind-milling, but she couldn't get her balance back. . . .


  She was flying. Nothing solid anywhere. Too surprised to be frightened.


  She hit the water with an icy shock.


  



  CHAPTER


  2


  Everything was freezing confusion. Her head was under water and she was be ing tumbled over and over. She couldn't see, couldn't breathe, and she was completely disoriented.


  Then her head popped up. She automatically sucked in a huge gasp of air.


  Her arms were flailing but they seemed tangled in her backpack. The creek was wide here and the current was very strong. She was being swept downstr eam, and every other second her mouth seemed to be full of water. Reality was just one desperate, choking attempt to get enough air for the next bre ath.


  And everything was so cold. A cold that was pain, not just temperature.


  I'm going to die.


  Her mind realized this with a sort of numb certainty, but her body was stubbo rn. It fought almost as if it had a separate brain of its own. It struggled o ut of her backpack, so that the natural buoyancy of her ski jacket helped kee p her head above water. It made her legs kick, trying to stand firm on the bo ttom.


  No good. The creek was only five feet deep in the center, but that was stil l an inch higher than Gillian's head. She was too small, too weak, and she couldn't get any kind of control over where she was going. And the cold was sapping her strength frighteningly fast. With every second her chances of surviving dropped.


  It was as if the creek were a monster that hated her and would never let he r go. It slammed her into rocks and swept her on before her hands could get hold of the cold, smooth surfaces. And in a few minutes she was going to b e too weak to keep her face above water.


  I have to grab something.


  Her body was telling her that. It was her only chance.


  There. Up ahead, on the left bank, a projecting spit with tree roots. She had t o get to it. Kick. Kick.


  She hit and was almost spun past it. But somehow, she was holding on. The ro ots were thicker than her arms, a huge tangle like slick, icy snakes.


  Gillian thrust an arm through a natural loop of the roots, anchoring herself


  . Oh-yes; she could breathe now. But her body was still in the creek, being sucked away by the water.


  She had to get out-but that was impossible. She just barely had the strengt h to hold on; her weakened, numb muscles could never pull her up the bank.


  At that moment, she was filled with hatred- not for the creek, but for hersel f. Because she was little and weak and childish and it was going to kill her.


  She was going to die, and it was all happening right now, and it was real.


  She could never really remember what happened next. Her mind let go and th ere was nothing but anger and the burning need to get higher. Her legs kic ked and scrambled and some dim part of her knew that each impact against t he rocks and roots should have hurt. But all that mattered was the despera tion that was somehow, inch by inch, getting her numb, waterlogged body ou t of the creek.


  And then she was out. She was lying on roots and snow. Her vision was dim; she was gasping, open-mouthed, for breath, but she was alive.


  Gillian lay there for a long time, not really aware of the cold, her entire bod y echoing with relief.


  I made it! I'll be okay now.


  It was only when she tried to get up that she realized how wrong she was.


  When she tried to stand, her legs almost folded under her. Her muscles felt li ke jelly.


  And ... it was cold. She was already exhausted and nearly frozen, and her soaking clothes felt as heavy as medieval armor.


  Her gloves were gone, lost in the creek. Her cap was gone. With every brea th, she seemed to get colder, and suddenly she was racked with waves of vio lent shivers.


  Find the road ... I have to get to the road. But which way is it?


  She'd landed somewhere downstream-but where? How far away was the ro ad now?


  Doesn't matter . . . just walk away from the creek, Gillian thought slowly. It w as difficult to think at all.


  She felt stiff and clumsy and the shivering made it hard to climb over fallen trees and branches. Her red, swollen fingers couldn't close to get handholds


  


  .


  I'm so cold-why can't I stop shivering?


  Dimly, she knew that she was in serious trouble. If she didn't get to the ro ad-soon-she wasn't going to survive. But it was more and more difficult to c all up a sense of alarm. A strange sort of apathy was coming over her. The g narled forest seemed like something from a fairy tale.


  Stumbling . . . staggering. She had no idea where she was going. Just straig ht ahead. That was all she could see anyway, the next dark rock protruding f rom the snow, the next fallen branch to get over or around.


  And then suddenly she was on her face. She'd fallen. It seemed to take immen se effort to get up again.


  It's these clothes . . . they're too heavy. I should take them off.


  Again, dimly, she knew that this was wrong. Her brain was being affected; she was dazed with hypothermia. But the part of her that knew this was far away, separate from her. She fought to make her numbed ringers unzip her ski jacket.


  Okay . . . it's off. I can walk better now. . . .


  She couldn't walk better. She kept falling. She had been doing this forever, s tumbling, falling, getting up. And every time it was a little harder.


  Her cords felt like slabs of ice on her legs. She looked at them with dista nt annoyance and saw that they were covered with adhering snow.


  Okay-maybe take those off, too?


  She couldn't remember how to work a zipper. She couldn't think at all anym ore. The violent waves of shivering were interspersed with pauses now, and the pauses were getting longer.


  I guess ... that's good. I must not be so cold-----


  I just need a little rest.


  While the faraway part of her brain screamed uselessly in protest, Gillian s at down in the snow.


  She was in a small clearing. It seemed deserted-not even the footprints o f a ground mouse marked the smooth white carpet around her. Above, overha nging branches formed a snowy canopy.


  It was a very peaceful place to die.


  Gillian's shivering had stopped.


  Which meant it was all over now. Her body couldn't warm itself by shivering any longer, and was giving up the fight. Instead, it was trying to move into hibernation. Shutting itself down, reducing breathing and heart rate, conse rving the little warmth that was left. Trying to survive until help could co me.


  Except that no help was coming.


  No one knew where she was. It would be hours before her dad got home or he r mother was . . . awake. And even then they wouldn't be alarmed that Gill ian wasn't there. They'd assume she was with Amy. By the time anyone thoug ht of looking for her it would be far too late.


  The faraway part of Gillian's mind knew all this, but it didn't matter. She h ad reached her physical limits-she couldn't save herself now even if she coul d have thought of a plan.


  Her hands weren't red anymore. They were blue-white. Her muscles were be coming rigid.


  At least she no longer felt cold. There was only a vast sense of relief at not having to move. She was so tired. . . .


  Her body had begun the process of dying.


  White mist filled her mind. She had no sense of time passing. Her metabolis m was slowing to a stop. She was becoming a creature of ice, no different f rom any stump or rock in the frozen wilderness.


  I'm in trouble . . . somebody . . . somebody please . . .


  Mom ...


  Her last thought was, it's just like going to sleep.


  And then, all at once, there was no rigidity, no discomfort. She felt light and calm and free-and she was floating up near the canopy of snowy boughs.


  How wonderful to be warm again! Really warm, as if she were filled with su nshine. Gillian laughed in pleasure.


  But where am I? Didn't something just happen-something bad?


  On the ground below her there was a huddled figure. Gillian looked at it cur iously.


  A small girl. Almost hidden by her long pale hair, the strands already covered in fine ice. The girl's face was delicate. Pretty bone structure. But the ski n was a terrible flat white-dead looking.


  The eyes were shut, the lashes frosty. Underneath, Gillian knew somehow, t he eyes were deep violet.


  I get it. I remember. That's me.


  The realization didn't bother her. Gillian felt no connection to the huddled t hing in the snow. She didn't belong to it anymore.


  With a mental shrug, she turned away-


  -and she was in a tunnel.


  A huge dark place, with the feeling of being vastly complicated somehow. A s if space here were folded or twisted-and maybe time, too.


  She was rushing through it, flying. Points of light were whizzing by-who co uld tell how far away in the darkness?


  Oh, God, Gillian thought. It's the tunnel. This is happening. Right now. To me.


  I'm really dead.


  And going at warp speed.


  Weirder than being dead was being dead with a sense of humor.


  


  Contradictions . . . this felt so real, more real than anything that had ever happened while she was alive. But at the same time, she had a strange sense of unreality. The edges of her self were blurred, as if somehow she were a pa rt of the tunnel and the lights and the motion. She didn't have a distinct bo dy anymore.


  Could this all be happening in my head?


  With that, for the first time, she felt frightened. Things in her head . . . c ould be scary. What if she ran into her nightmares, the very things that her s ubconscious knew terrified her most?


  That was when she realized she had no control over where she was going.


  And the tunnel had changed. There was a bright light up ahead.


  It wasn't blue-white, as she would have expected from movies. It was pale gold


  , blurred as if she were seeing it through frosty glass, but still unbelievabl y brilliant.


  Isn't it supposed to feel like love or something?


  What it felt like-what it made her feel-was awe. The light was so big, so powe rful . . . and so Just Plain Bright. It was like looking at the beginning of t he universe. And she was rushing toward it so fast-it was filling her vision.


  She was in it.


  The light encompassed her, surrounded her. Seemed to shine through her. S


  he was flying upward through radiance like a swimmer surfacing.


  Then the feeling of motion faded. The light was getting less bright-or maybe her eyes were adapting to it.


  Shapes solidified around her.


  She was in a meadow. The grass was amazing- not just green, but a sort of i mpossible ultra green. As if lit up from inside. The sky was the same kind of impossible blue. She was wearing a thin summer dress that billowed aroun d her.


  The false color made it seem like a dream. Not to mention the white columns rising at intervals from the grass, supporting nothing.


  So this is what happens when you die. And now . . . now, somebody should come meet me. Grandpa Trevor? I'd like to see him walking again.


  But no one came. The landscape was beautiful, peaceful, unearthly-and utter ly deserted.


  Gillian felt anxiety twisting again inside her. Wait, what if this place wasn't


  -the good place? After all, she hadn't been particularly good in her life. What if this were actually hell?


  Or ... limbo?


  Like the place all those spirits who talked to mediums must be from. Creatu res from heaven wouldn't say such silly things.


  What if she were left here, alone, forever?


  As soon as she finished the thought, she wished she hadn't. This seemed to b e the kind of place where thoughts-or fears-could influence reality.


  Wasn't that something rancid she smelled?


  And-weren't those voices? Fragments of sentences that seemed to come from the air around her? The kind of nonsense said by people in dreams.


  "So white you can't see . . ."


  "A time and a half . . ."


  "If only I could, girl . . ."


  Gillian turned around and around, trying to catch more. Trying to figure ou t whether or not she was really hearing the words. She had the sudden gut-t rembling feeling that the beauty around her could easily come apart at the seams.


  Oh, God, let me think good thoughts. Please. I wish I hadn't watched so many horror movies. I don't want to see anything terrible-like the ground splitt ing and hands reaching for me.


  And I don't want anyone to meet me-looking like something rotting with bon es exposed-after all.


  She was in trouble. Even thinking about not thinking brought up pictures.


  And now fear was galloping inside her, and in her mind the bright meadow w as turning into a nightmare of darkness and stink and pressure and gibberi ng mindless things. She was terrified that at any moment she might see a c hange-And then she did see one. Something unmistakable. A few feet away from her, above the grass, was a sort of mist of light. It hadn't been there a momen t ago. But now it seemed to get brighter as she watched, and to stretch fro m very far away. And there was a shape in it, coming toward her.


  CHAPTER


  first it looked like a speck, then like an insect on a lightbulb, then like a ki te. Gillian watched, too frightened to run, until it got close enough for her to realize what it really was.


  It was an angel.


  Her fear drained away as she stared. The figure seemed to shine, as if it we re made of the same light as the mist. It was tall, and had the shape of a p erfectly formed human. It was walking, but somehow rushing toward her at the same time.


  An angel, Gillian thought, awed. An angel. . . .


  And then the mist cleared and the shining faded. The figure was standing on t he grass in front of her.


  Gillian blinked.


  Uh-not an angel, after all. A young guy. Maybe seventeen, a year older than Gillian. And . . . drop dead gorgeous.


  He had a face like some ancient Greek sculpture. Classically beautiful. Hair like unburnished gold. Eyes that weren't blue, but violet. Long golden lash es.


  And a terrific body.


  I shouldn't be noticing that Gillian thought, horrified. But it was hard no t to. Now that his clothes had stopped shining, she could see that they wer e ordinary, the kind any guy from earth might wear. Washed and faded jeans and a white T-shirt. And he could easily have done a commercial for those j eans. He was well built without being over-musdy.


  His only flaw, if it could be called that, was that his expression was a little too uplifted. Almost too sweet for a boy.


  Gillian stared. The being looked back. After a moment he spoke.


  "Hey, kid," he said, and winked.


  Gillian was startled-and mad. Normally, she was shy about speaking to guys, but after all, she was dead now, and this person had struck a raw nerve. "


  Who're you calling kid?" she said indignantly.


  He just grinned. "Sorry. No offense."


  Confused, Gillian made herself nod politely. Who was this person? She'd alw ays heard you had friends or relatives come and meet you. But she'd never s een this guy before in her life.


  Anyway, he's definitely not an angel.


  "I've come to help you," he said. As if he'd heard her thought.


  "Help me?"


  "You have a choice to make."


  That was when Gillian began to notice the door.


  It was right behind the guy, approximately where the mist had been. And it was a door . . . but it wasn't. It was like the luminous outline of a door, drawn very faintly on thin air.


  Fear crept back into Gillian's mind. Somehow, without knowing how she kn ew, she knew the door was important. More important than anything she'd seen so far. Whatever was behind it was-well, maybe beyond comprehension


  .


  A different place. Where all the laws she knew didn't apply.


  Not necessarily bad. Just so powerful and so different that it was scary. Goo d can be scary, too.


  That's the real gateway, she thought. Go through that door and you don't com e back. And even though part of her longed desperately to see what was behin d it, she was still so frightened that she felt dizzy.


  "The thing is, it wasn't actually your time," the guy with the golden-blond ha ir said quietly.


  Oh, yes, I should have known. That's the cliché", Gillian thought. But she th ought it weakly. Looking at that door, she didn't have room left inside for c ute remarks.


  She swallowed, blinking to clear her eyes.


  


  "But here you are. A mistake, but one we have to deal with. In these cases, w e usually leave the decision up to the individual."


  "You're saying I can choose whether or not I die."


  "To put it sort of loosely."


  "It's just up to me?"


  "That's right." He tilted his head slightly. "You might want to think your life over at this point."


  Gillian blinked. Then she took a few steps away from him and stared across th e supernaturally green grass. She tried to think about her life.


  If you'd asked me this morning if I wanted to stay alive, there would have be en no question. But now . . .


  Now it felt a little like being rejected. As if she weren't good enough. And b esides, seeing that she'd come this far ... did she really want to go back?


  It's not as if I were anybody special there. Not smart like Amy, a straight A student. Not brave. Not talented.


  Well, what else is there? What would I be going back to?


  Her mom-drinking every day, asleep by the time Gillian got home. Her dad a nd the constant arguments. The loneliness she knew she'd be facing now tha t Amy had a boyfriend. The longing for things she could never have, like D


  avid Blackburn with his quizzical smile. Like popularity and love and acce ptance. Like having people think she was interesting and-and mature.


  Come on. There's got to be something good back there.


  "Cup Noodles?" the guy's voice said.


  Gillian turned toward him. "Huh?"


  "You like those. Especially on a cold day when you come inside. Cats. The way babies smell. Cinnamon toast with lots of butter, like your mom used t o make it when she still got up in the morning. Bad monster movies."


  Gillian choked. She'd never told anyone about most of those things. "How d o you know all that?"


  He smiled. He really had an extraordinary smile. "Eh, we see a lot up here."


  Then he sobered. "And don't you want to see more? Of life, I mean. Isn't th ere anything left for you to do?"


  Everything was left for her to do. She'd never accomplished anything worth while.


  But I didn't have much time, a small wimpy voice inside her protested. To be quashed immediately by a stern, steady voice. You think that's an exc use? Nobody knows how much time they've got. You had plenty of minutes, a nd you wasted most of them.


  "Then don't you think you'd better go back and try again?" the guy said, hi a gentle, prodding voice. "See if you can do a better job?"


  Yes. All at once, Gillian was filled with the same burning she'd felt when s he got out of the creek. A sense of revelation and of purpose. She could do that. She could change completely, turn her life in a whole new direction.


  Besides, there were her parents to consider. No matter how bad things were between them now, it could only make it worse if their daughter suddenly died. They'd blame each other. And Amy would get one of her guilt complexe s for not waiting to drive Gillian home from school. . . .


  The thought brought a little grim satisfaction. Gillian tried to quell it. She h ad the feeling the guy was listening.


  But she did have a new perspective on life. A sudden feeling that it was terr ibly precious, and that the worst thing you could do was waste it.


  She looked at the guy. "I want to go back."


  He nodded. Gave the smile again. "I thought maybe you would." His voice w as so warm now. There was a quality in it that was like-what? Pure love?


  Infinite understanding?


  A tone that was to sound what perfect light was to vision.


  He held out a hand. "Time to go, Gillian," he said gently. His eyes were the deepest violet imaginable.


  Gillian hesitated just an instant, then reached toward him.


  She never actually touched his hand, not in a physical way. Just as her fing ers seemed about to meet his, she felt a tingling shock and there was a flas h. Then he was gone and Gillian had several odd impressions all at once.


  The first was of being . . . unfixed. Detached from her surroundings. A fallin g feeling.


  The second was of something coming at her.


  It was coming very fast from some direction she couldn't point to. A place t hat wasn't defined by up


  or down or left or right. And it felt huge and winged, the way a hawk's sha dow must feel to a mouse.


  Gillian had a wild impulse to duck.


  But it wasn't necessary. She was moving herself, falling away. Rushing bac kward through the tunnel, leaving the meadow-and whatever was coming at he r-behind. The huge thing had only registered for an instant on her senses, and now, whizzing back through the darkness, she forgot about it.


  Later, she would realize what a mistake this had been.


  For now, time seemed compressed. She was alone in the tunnel, being pulled down like water down a drain. She tried to look between her feet to see w here she was going, and saw something like a deep well beneath her.


  At the bottom of the well was a circle of light, like the view backwards thro ugh a telescope. And in the circle, very tiny, was a girl's body lying on the snow.


  My body, Gillian thought-and then, before she had time to feel any emotion, the bottom of the well was rushing up toward her. The tiny body was bigger and bigger. She felt a tugging pressure. She was being sucked into it-too fast.


  Way too fast. She had no control. She fit perfectly in the body, like a hand s lipping into a mitten, but the jolt knocked her out.


  Oooh . . . something hurts.


  Gillian opened her eyes-or tried to. It was as hard as doing a chin-up. On the second or third attempt she managed to get them open a crack. Whiteness everywhere. Dazzling. Blinding. Where . . . ? Is it snow? What am I doing lying down in the snow? Images came to her. The creek. Icy water. Clim bing out. Falling. Being so cold . . .


  After that. . . she couldn't remember. But now she knew what hurt. Everythin g. I can't move.


  Her muscles were clenched tight as steel. But she knew she couldn't stay here.


  If she did, she'd . . .


  Memory burst through her. I died already.


  Strangely, the realization gave her strength. She actually managed to sit up.


  As she did, she heard a cracking sound. Her clothes were glazed with solid i ce.


  Somehow she got to her feet. She shouldn't have been able to do it. Her bod y had been cold enough to shut down earlier, and since then she'd been lyin g in the snow. By all the laws of nature, she should be frozen now.


  But she was standing. She could even shuffle a step forward.


  Only to realize she had no idea which way to go.


  She still didn't know where the road was.


  Worse, it would be getting dark soon. When that happened, she wouldn't even be able to see her own tracks. She could walk in circles in the woods until her body gave out a gain.


  "See that white oak tree? Go around it to the right."


  The voice was behind her left ear. Gillian turned that way as sharply as he r rigid muscles would allow, even though she knew she wouldn't see anything


  .


  She recognized the voice. But it was so much warmer and gentler now.


  "You came back with me."


  "Sure." Once again the voice was filled with that impossible warmth, that pe rfect love. "You don't think I'd just leave you to wander around until you f roze again, do you? Now head for that tree, kid."


  After that came a long time of stumbling and staggering, over branches, arou nd trees, on and on. It seemed to last forever, but always there was the voi ce in Gillian's ear, guiding her, encouraging her. It kept her moving when s he thought she couldn't possibly go another step.


  And then, at last, the voice said, "Just up this ridge and you'll find the road."


  


  In a dreamlike state, Gillian climbed the ridge.


  And there it was. The road. In the last light before darkness, Gillian could s ee it meandering down a hill.


  But it was still almost a mile to her house, and she couldn't go any farther.


  "You don't have to," the voice said gently. "Look up the road."


  Gillian saw headlights.


  "Now just get in the middle of the road and wave."


  Gillian stumbled out and waved like a mechanical doll. The headlights were coming, blinding her. Then she realized that they were slowing.


  "We did it," she gasped, dimly aware that she was speaking out loud. "They'


  re stopping!"


  "Of course they're stopping. You did a great job. You'll be all right now."


  There was no mistaking the note of finality.


  The car was stopped now. The driver's side door was opening. Gillian could se e a dark figure beyond the glare of the headlights. But in that instant what she felt was distress.


  "Wait, don't leave me. I don't even know who you are-"


  For a brief moment, she was once again enfolded by love and understanding


  .


  "Just call me Angel."


  Then the voice was gone, and all Gillian could feel was anguish.


  "What are you doing out-Hey, are you okay?" The new voice broke through Gi llian's emptiness. She had been standing rigidly in the headlights; now sh e blinked and tried to focus on the figure coming toward her.


  "God, of course you're not okay. Look at you. You're Gillian, aren't you? Yo u live on my street."


  It was David Blackburn.


  The knowledge surged through her like a shock, and it drove all the strange hallucinations she'd been having out of her mind.


  It really was David, as close as he'd ever been to her.


  Dark hair. A lean face that still had traces of a summer tan. Cheekbones to di e for and eyes to drown in. A certain elegance of carriage. And that half-frie ndly, half-quizzical smile. . . .


  Except that he wasn't smiling now. He looked shocked and worried.


  Gillian couldn't get a single word out. She just stared at him from under the i cy curtain of her hair.


  "What hap-No, never mind. We've got to get you warm."


  At school he was thought of as a tough guy, an independent rebel. But, now, without any hesitation, the tough guy scooped her up in his arms.


  Confusion flashed through Gillian, then embarrassment-but underneath it al l was something much stronger. An odd bedrock sense of safety. David was w arm and solid and she knew instinctively that she could trust him. She cou ld stop fighting now and relax.


  "Put this on ... watch your head . . . here, use this for your hair." David was somehow getting everything done at once without hurrying. Capable and ki nd. Gillian found herself inside the car, wrapped in his sheepskin jacket, w ith an old towel around her shoulders. Heat blasted from the vents as David gunned the engine.


  It was wonderful to be able to rest without being afraid it would kill her. B


  liss not to be surrounded by cold, even if the hot air didn't seem to warm he r. The worn beige interior of the Mustang seemed like paradise.


  And David-well, no, he didn't look like an angel. More like a knight, especi ally the kind who went out in disguise and rescued people.


  Gillian was beginning to feel very fuzzy.


  "I thought I'd take a dip," she said, between chattering teeth. She was shiver ing again.


  "What?"


  "You asked what happened. I was a little hot, so I jumped in the creek."


  He laughed out loud. "Huh. You're brave." Then he glanced at her sideways with keen eyes and added, "What really happened?"


  He thinks I'm brave! A glow better than the heated air enveloped Gillian.


  "I slipped," she said. "I went into the woods, and when I got to the creek-"


  Suddenly, she remembered why she'd gone into the woods. She'd forgotten it since the fall had put her own life in danger, but now she seemed to hear th at faint, pathetic cry all over again.


  "Oh, my God," she said, struggling to sit upright. "Stop the car."


  CHAPTER


  4


  He went on driving. He didn't even pause. "We're almost home."


  They were nearing the turn onto Meadowcroft Road. Gillian tried to grab for one of the brown hands on the steering wheel, and then looked at her own h and, perplexed. Her fingers felt like blocks of wood.


  "You have to stop," she said, settling for volume. "There's a kid lost in th ose woods. That's why I went in; I heard this sound like crying. It was comi ng from somewhere right near the creek. We've got to go back there. Come on, stop!"


  "Hey, hey, calm down," he said. "You know what I bet you heard? A long-ea red owl. They roost around here, and they make this noise like a moan, oo


  -oo-oo."


  Gillian didn't think so. "I was walking home from school. It wasn't dark eno ugh for an owl to be out."


  "Okay, a mourning dove. Goes oh-ah, whoo, whoo. Or a cat; they can sound l ike kids sometimes. Look," he added almost savagely, as she opened her mou th again, "when we get you home, we can call the Houghton police, and they can check things out. But I am not letting a lit-a girl freeze just becau se she's got more guts than smarts."


  For a moment, Gillian had an intense longing to let him continue to believe s he had either guts or smarts. But she said, "It's not that. It's just- I've a lready been through so much to try to find that kid. I almost died-I think I did die. I mean- well, I didn't die, but I got pretty cold, and-and things ha ppened, and I realized how important life is. . . ." She floundered to a shiv ering stop. What was she saying? Now he was going to think she was a nut case


  . And anyway all that stuff must have been a dream. She couldn't make it seem real while sitting in a Mustang with her head wrapped in a towel.


  But David flashed her a glance of startled recognition.


  "You almost died?" He looked back at the road, turning the car onto Hazel S


  treet, where they both lived. "That happened to me once. When I was little, I had to have this operation-"


  He broke off as the Mustang skidded on some


  ice. In a moment he was in control again and turning into Gillian's driveway


  .


  It happened to you, too?


  David parked and was out of the car before Gillian could gather herself to s peak.


  Then he was opening her door, reaching for her.


  "Gotta get all this ridiculous stuff out of the way," he said, pushing her hai r back as if it were a curtain of cobwebs. Something about the way he said it made Gillian think he liked her hair.


  She peered up at him through a gap in the curtain. His eyes were dark brow n and normally looked almost hawkish, but just now, as their gazes met, th ey changed. They looked startled and wondering. As if he saw something in her eyes that surprised him and struck a chord.


  Gillian felt a flutter of wonder herself. I don't think he's really tough at a ll, she thought, as something like a spark seemed to flash between them. He's not so different from me; he's-She was wracked by a sudden bout of shivers.


  David blinked and shook his head. "We've got to get you inside," he muttere d.


  And then, still shivering, she was in the air. Bobbing, being carried up the p ath to her house.


  "You shouldn't be walking to school in the winter," David said. "I'll drive you from now on."


  Gillian was struck speechless. On the one hand, she should probably tell h im she didn't walk every day. On the other hand, who was she kidding?


  Just the thought of him giving her a ride was enough to make her heart beat wildly.


  


  Between that and the novel feeling of being carried, it wasn't until he was opening the front door that Gillian remembered her mother.


  Then she panicked.


  Oh, God, I can't let David see her-but maybe it'll be all right.


  If there was a smell of food cooking, that meant it was okay. If not, it was one of Mom's bad days.


  There was no smell of food as David stepped into the dim hallway. And no si gn of life-all the downstairs lights were off. The house was cold and echoi ng and Gillian knew she had to get David out.


  But how? He was carrying her farther in, asking, "Your parents aren't home


  ?"


  "I guess not. Dad doesn't get home until seven most nights." It wasn't exactl y a lie. Gillian just prayed her mom would stay put in the bedroom until Davi d left.


  "I'll be okay now," she said hastily, not even caring if she sounded rude or ungrateful. Anything to make him go. "I can take care of myself, and- and I


  'm okay."


  "The he ... eck you are," David said. It was the longest drawn out 'heck' Gill ian had ever heard.


  He doesn't want to swear around me. That's cute.


  "You need to get thawed out, fast. Where's a bathtub?"


  Gillian automatically lifted a stiff arm to point down the side hall, then dro pped it. "Now, wait a minute-"


  He was already there. He put her on her feet, then disappeared into the bath room to turn on the water.


  Gillian cast an anguished glance upstairs. Just stay put, Mom. Stay asleep.


  "You've got to get in there and stay for at least twenty minutes," David sai d, reappearing. "Then we can see if you need to go to the hospital at Hought on."


  That made Gillian remember something. "The police-"


  "Yeah, right, I'll call them. As soon as you're in the tub." He reached out and plucked at her dripping, ice-crusted sweater. "Can you get this off okay


  ? Do your fingers work?"


  "Urn . . ." Her fingers didn't work; they were still blocks of wood. Frost-ni pped at least, she thought, peering at them. But there was no way he was goin g to undress her, and there was also no way she was going to call her mother.


  "Urn . . ."


  "Uh, turn around," David said. He pulled at her sweater again. "Okay, I've got my eyes shut. Now-"


  "No," Gillian said, holding her elbows firmly against her sides.


  They stood, confused and indecisive, until they were saved by an interrupti on, a voice from the main hallway.


  


  "What are you doing to her?" the voice said.


  Gillian turned and looked around David. It was Tanya Jun, David's girlfrien d.


  Tanya was wearing a velveteen cap perched on her glossy dark hair and a Ch ristmas sweater with metallic threads woven in. She had almond-shaped gray eyes and a mouth with firm lips molded over white teeth. Gillian always t hought of her as a future corporate executive.


  "I saw your car out there," the future executive said to David, "and the fro nt door of the house was open." She looked level-headed, suspicious, and a l ittle bit as if she doubted David's sanity. David looked back and forth betw een her and Gillian and fumbled for an explanation.


  "There's nothing going on. I picked her up on Hillcrest Road. She was-well, l ook at her. She fell in the creek and she's frozen."


  "I see," Tanya said, still calmly. She gave Gillian a quick assessing glance, then turned back to David. "She doesn't look too bad. You go to the kitchen and make some hot chocolate. Or hot water with Jell-O in it, something with s ugar. I'll take care of her."


  "And the police," Gillian called after David's disappearing back. She didn't exactly want to look Tanya in the face.


  Tanya was a senior like David, in the class ahead of Gillian at Rachel Carso n High School. Gillian feared her, admired her, and hated her, in about that order.


  "Into the bathroom," Tanya said. Once Gillian was in, she helped her undress


  , stripping off the clinging, icy-wet clothes and dropping them in the sink.


  Everything she did was brisk and efficient, and Gillian could almost see sp arks fly from her fingers.


  Gillian was too miserable to protest at being stripped naked by somebody wi th the bedside manner of a female prison guard or an extremely strict nanny


  . She huddled, feeling small and shivering in her bare skin, and then lunge d for the tub as soon as Tanya was done.


  The water felt scalding. Gillian could feel her eyes get huge and she clenche d her teeth on a yell. It probably felt so hot because she was so cold. Breat hing through her nose, she forced herself to submerge to the shoulders.


  "All right," Tanya said on the other side of the coral-colored shower curtain.


  "I'll go up and get you some dry clothes to put on."


  "No!" Gillian said, shooting half out of the water. Not upstairs, not where her mom was, not where her room was.


  But the bathroom door was already shutting with a decisive dick. Tanya wasn


  't the kind of person you said no to.


  Gillian sat, immobilized by panic and horror, until a fountain of burning pa in drove everything else out of her mind.


  It started in her fingers and toes and shot upward, a white-hot searing that meant her frozen flesh was coming back to life. All she could do was sit rigid, breathe raggedly through her nose, and try to endure it.


  And eventually, it did get better. Her white, wrinkled skin turned dark blue, and then mottled, and then red. The searing subsided to a tingling. Gillian could move and think again.


  She could hear, too. There were voices outside the bathroom in the hallway.


  The door didn't even muffle them.


  Tanya's voice: "Here, I'll hold it. I'll take it to her in a minute." In a mutter


  : "I'm not sure she can drink and float at the same time."


  David's voice: "Come on, give her a break. She's just a kid."


  "Oh, really? Just how old do you think she is?"


  "Huh? I don't know. Maybe thirteen?"


  An explosive snort from Tanya.


  "Fourteen? Twelve?"


  "David, she goes to our school. She's a junior."


  "Really?" David sounded startled and bewildered. "Nah, I think she goes to P.B."


  Pearl S. Buck was the junior high. Gillian sat staring at the bathtub faucet wi thout seeing it.


  "She's in our biology class," Tanya's voice said, edging toward open impati ence. "She sits at the back and never opens her mouth." The voice added, "I can see why you thought she was younger, though. Her bedroom's knee-deep i n stuffed animals. And the wallpaper's little flowers. And look at these pa jamas. Little bears."


  Gillian's insides felt hotter than her fingers had been at their most painful. Tanya had seen her room, which was the same as it had been since Gillian was ten years old, because there wasn't money f or new curtains and wallpaper and there wasn't any more storage space in t he garage to put her beloved animals away. Tanya was making fun of her paj amas. In front of David.


  And David . . . thought she was a little kid. That was why he'd offered to dr ive her to school. He'd meant the junior high. He'd been nice because he felt sorry for her.


  Two tears squeezed out of Gillian's eyes. She was trembling inside, boiling w ith anger and hurt and humiliation. . . .


  Crinch.


  It was a sound as loud as a rifle report, but high and crystalline-and drawn out. Something between a crash and a crunch and the sound of glass splinter ing under boots.


  Gillian jumped as if she'd been shot, sat frozen a moment, then pulled the moisture-beaded shower curtain aside and poked her head out.


  At the same instant the bathroom door flew open.


  


  "What was that?" Tanya said sharply.


  Gillian shook her head. She wanted to say, "You tell me," but she was too f rightened of Tanya.


  Tanya looked around the bathroom, spied the steamed-up mirror, and frowned


  . She reached across the sink to wipe it with her hand-and yelped.


  "Ow!" She cursed, staring at her hand. Gillian could see the brightness of bl ood.


  "What the-?" Tanya picked up a washcloth and swiped the mirror. She did it again. She stepped back and stared.


  From the tub, Gillian was staring, too.


  The mirror was broken. Or, not broken, cracked. But it wasn't cracked as if something had hit it. There was no point of impact, with lines of shattering running out.


  Instead, it was cracked evenly from top to bottom, side to side. Every inch wa s covered with a lattice of fine lines. It almost looked purposeful, as if it were a frosted-glass design.


  "David! Get in here!" Tanya said, ignoring Gillian. After a moment the door stirred and Gillian had a steamy distorted glimpse of David's face in the mi rror.


  "Do you see this? How can something like this happen?" Tanya was saying.


  David grimaced and shrugged. "Heat? Cold? I don't know." He glanced hesitan tly in Gillian's direction, just long enough to locate her face surrounded by the coral shower curtain.


  "You okay?" he said, addressing himself to a white towel rack on the far wal l.


  Gillian couldn't say anything. Her throat was too tight and tears were well ing up again. But when Tanya looked at her, she nodded.


  "All right, forget it. Let's get you changed."


  Tanya turned away from the mirror. David melted back out of the bathroom.


  "Make sure her fingers and everything are working all right," he said distant ly.


  "I'm fine," Gillian said when she was alone with Tanya. "Everything's fine.


  " She wiggled her fingers, which were tender but functioning. All she cared about right now was getting Tanya to go away. "I can dress myself."


  Please don't let me cry in front of her.


  She retreated behind the shower curtain again and made a splashing noise.


  "You guys can leave now."


  Half a sigh from Tanya, who was undoubtedly thinking Gillian was ungrateful


  . "All right," she said. "Your clothes and your chocolate are right here. I s there somebody you want me to call-?"


  


  "No! My parents-my dad will be here any minute. I'm fine." Then she shut h er eyes and counted, breath held.


  And, blessedly, there were the sounds of Tanya moving away. Both Tanya a nd David calling goodbyes. Then silence.


  Stiffly, Gillian pulled herself upright, almost falling down when she tried to step out of the bathtub.


  She put on her pajamas and walked slowly out of the bathroom, moving like an old woman. She didn't even glance at the broken mirror.


  She tried to be quiet going up the stairs. But just as she reached her bedroom, the door at the end of the upstairs hall swu ng open.


  Her mother was standing there, a long coat wrapped around her, fuzzy fleece


  -lined slippers on her feet. Her hair, a darker blond than Gillian's, was u ncombed.


  "What's going on? I heard noise. Where's your father?"


  Not "Whass goin' on? Whersh your father?" But dose.


  "It's not even seven yet, Mom. I got wet coming home. I'm going to bed."


  The bare minimum of sentences to communicate the necessary information.


  Her mother frowned. "Honey-"


  " 'Night, Mom."


  Gillian hurried into her bedroom before her mother could ask any more ques tions.


  She fell on her bed and gathered an armful of stuffed animals in the bend of her elbow. They were solid and friendly and filled her arm. Gillian curled herself around them and bit down on plush.


  And now, at last, she could cry. All the hurts of her mind and body merged and she sobbed out loud, wet cheek on the velveteen head of her best bear.


  She wished she'd never come back. She wanted the bright meadow with the i mpossibly green grass, even if it had been a dream. She wanted everyone t o be sorry because she was dead.


  All her realizations about life being important were nonsense. Life was a giant hoax. She couldn't change herself and live in a completely new direction. There was no new start. No hope.


  And I don't care, she thought. I just want to die. Oh, why did I get made if i t was just for this? There's got to be someplace I belong, something I'm meant to do that's different. Because I don't fit in this world, in this life. And if there isn't something more, I'd rather be dead. I want to dream something e lse.


  She cried until she was numb and exhausted and fell into a deadly still sleep without knowing it.


  When she woke up hours later, there was a strange light in her room.


  CHAPTER


  5


  Actually, it wasn't the light she noticed first. It was an eerie feeling that so me . . . presence was in her room with her.


  She'd had the feeling before, waking up to feel that something had just left


  , maybe even in the instant it had taken her to open her eyes. And that whil e asleep, she'd been on the verge of some great discovery about the world, s omething that was lost as soon as she woke.


  But tonight, the feeling stayed. And as she stared around the room, feeling dazed and stupid and leaden, she slowly realized that the light was wrong.


  She'd forgotten to close the curtains, and moonlight was streaming into the room. It had the thin blue translucence of new snow. But in one corner of Gillian's room, by the gilded Italian chest of drawers, the light seemed t o have pooled. Coalesced. Concentrated. As if reflecting off a mirror.


  There wasn't any mirror.


  Gillian sat up slowly. Her sinuses were stuffed up and her eyes felt like ha rd-boiled eggs. She breathed through her mouth and tried to make sense of wh at was in the corner.


  It looked like ... a pillar. A misty pillar of light. And instead of fading as s he woke up, it seemed to be getting brighter.


  An ache had taken hold of Gillian's throat. The light was so beautiful . . .


  and almost familiar. It reminded her of the tunnel and the meadow and ...


  Oh.


  She knew now.


  It was different to be seeing this when she wasn't dead. Then, she'd accepte d strange things the way you accept them in dreams, without ordinary logic o r disbelief interfering.


  But now she stared as the light got brighter and brighter, and felt her whole skin tingling and tears pooling in her eyes. She could hardly breathe. She d idn't know what to do.


  How do you greet an angel in the ordinary world?


  The light continued to get brighter, just as it had in the meadow. And now sh e could see the shape in it, walking toward her and rushing at the same time.


  Still brighter-dazzling and pulsating-until


  she had to shut her eyes and saw red and gold after images like shooting star s.


  When she squinted her eyes back open, he was there.


  Awe caught at Gillian's throat again. He was so beautiful that it was fright ening. Face pale, with traces of the light still lingering in his features.


  Hair like filaments of gold. Strong shoulders, tall but graceful body, every line pure and proud and different from any human. He looked more different now than he had in the meadow. Against the drab and ordinary background of G


  illian's room, he burned like a torch.


  


  Gillian slid off her bed to kneel on the floor. It was an automatic reflex.


  "Don't do that." The voice was like silver fire. And then-it changed. Beca me somehow more ordinary, like a normal human voice. "Here, does this help


  ?"


  Gillian, staring at the carpet, saw the light that was glinting off a stray sa fety pin fade a bit. When she tilted her eyes up, the angel looked more ordina ry, too. Not as luminous. More like just an impossibly beautiful teenage guy.


  "I don't want to scare you," he said. He smiled.


  "Yeah," Gillian whispered. It was all she could get out.


  "Are you scared?"


  "Yeah."


  The angel made a frustrated circling motion with one arm. "I can go through all the gobbledygook:


  be not afraid, I mean you no harm, all that-but it's such a waste of time, do n't you think?" He peered at her. "Aw, come on, kid, you died earlier today.


  Yesterday. This isn't really all that strange in comparison. You can deal."


  "Yeah." Gillian blinked. "Yeah," she said with more conviction, nodding.


  "Take a deep breath, get up-"


  "Yeah."


  "-say something different. . . ."


  Gillian got up. She perched on the edge of her bed. He was right, she could deal. So it hadn't been a dream. She had really died, and there really were angels, and now one was in the room with her, looking almost solid except at the edges. And he had come to ...


  "Why did you come here?" she said.


  He made a noise that, if he hadn't been an angel, Gillian would have called a snort. "You don't think I ever really left, do you?" he said chidingly. "I mean, think about it. How did you manage to recover from freezing without e ven needing to go to the hospital? You were in severe hypothermia, you know.


  The worst. You were facing pulmonary edema, ventricular fibrillation, the l oss of a few of your bits. . . ." He wiggled his fingers and waggled his fee t. That was when Gillian realized he was standing several inches off the flo or. "You were in bad shape, kid. But you got out of it without even frostbit e."


  Gillian looked down at her own ten pink fingers.


  They were tinglingly over-sensitive, but she didn't have even one blood bli ster. "You saved me."


  He gave a half grin and looked sheepish. "Well, it's my job."


  "To help people."


  "To help you."


  A barely acknowledged hope was forming in Gillian's mind. He never really lef t her; it was his job to help her. That sounded like . . . Could he be ...


  


  Oh, God, no, it was too corny. Not to mention presumptuous.


  He was looking sheepish again. "Yeah. I don't know how to put it, either. Bu t it is true, actually. Did you know that most people think they have one ev en when they don't? Somebody did a poll, and 'most people have an inner cert ainty that there is some particular, individual spirit watching over them.'


  The New Agers call us spirit guides. The Hawaiians call us aumakua. . . ."


  "You're a guardian angel," Gillian whispered.


  "Yeah. Your guardian angel. And I'm here to help you find your heart's desir e."


  "I-" Gillian's throat dosed.


  It was too much to believe. She wasn't worthy. She should have been a bette r person so that she would deserve some of the happiness that suddenly spre ad out in front of her.


  But then a cold feeling of reality set in. She wasn't a better person, and alt hough she was sure enlightenment and whatever else an angel thought your heart's desire was, was terrific, well ... in her case . . .


  She swallowed. "Look," she said grimly. "The things I need help with-well, t hey're not exactly the kinds of things angels are likely to know about."


  "Heh." He grinned. He leaned over in a position that would have unbalanced an ordinary person and waved an imaginary something over her head. "You s hall go to the ball, Cinderella."


  A wand. Gillian looked at him. "Now you're my fairy godmother?"


  "Yeah. But watch the sarcasm, kid." He changed to a floating position, his a rms clasping his knees, and looked her dead in the eye. "How about if I say I know your heart's desire is for David Blackburn to fall madly in love with you and for everyone at school to think you're totally hot?"


  Heat swept up Gillian's face. Her heart was beating out the slow, hard thum ps of embarrassment- and excitement. When he said it out loud like that, it sounded extremely shallow . . . and extremely, extremely desirable.


  "And you could help with that?" she choked out.


  "Believe it or not, Ripley."


  "But you're an angel."


  He templed his fingers. "The paths to enlightenment are many. Grasshopper


  . Grasshopper? Maybe I should call you Dragonfly. You are sort of iridescent. There're lots of other insects, but Dung-Beetle sounds sort of insul ting. ..."


  I've got a guardian angel who sounds like Robin Williams, Gillian thought. I t was wonderful. She started to giggle uncontrollably, on the edge of tears.


  "Of course, there's a condition," the angel said, dropping his fingers. He loo ked at her seriously. His eyes were like the violet-blue at the bottom of a fl ame.


  Gillian gulped, took a scared breath. "What?"


  


  "You have to trust me."


  "That's it?"


  "Sometimes it won't be so easy."


  "Look." Gillian laughed, gulped again, steadied herself. She looked away from his eyes, focusing on the graceful body that was floating in midair. "Look, after all I've seen . . . after you saved my life-and my bits . . . how could I not trust you?" She said it again quietly. "How could I ever not trust you


  ?"


  He nodded. Winked. "Okay," he said. "Let's prove it."


  "Huh?" Slowly the feeling of awed incredulity was fading. It was beginning to seem almost normal to talk to this magical being.


  "Let's prove it. Get some scissors."


  "Scissors?"


  Gillian stared at the angel. He stared back.


  "I don't even know where any scissors are."


  "Drawer to the left of the silverware drawer in the kitchen. A big sharp pair." He grinned like Little Red Riding Hood's gr andmother.


  Gillian wasn't afraid. She didn't decide not to be, she simply wasn't.


  "Okay," she said and went down to get the scissors. The angel went with her


  , floating just behind her shoulder. At the bottom of the stairs were two A byssinian cats, curled up head to toe like the Yin-Yang symbol. They were f ast asleep. Gillian nudged one gently with one toe, and it opened sleepy cr escents of eyes.


  And then it was off like a flash-both cats were. Streaking down the side hal l, falling over each other, skidding on the hardwood floor. Gillian watched with her mouth open.


  "Balaam's ass," the angel said wisely.


  "I beg your pardon?" For a moment Gillian thought she was being insulted.


  "I mean, animals can see us."


  "But they were scared. All their fur-I've never seen them like that before."


  "Well, they may not understand what I am. It happens sometimes. Come on, le t's get the scissors."


  Gillian stared down the side hall for a moment, then obeyed.


  "Now what?" she said as she brought the scissors back to her room.


  "Go in the bathroom."


  Gillian went into the little bathroom that ad-


  joined her bedroom and flicked on the light. She licked dry lips.


  "And now?" she said, trying to sound flippant. "Do I cut off a finger?"


  "No. Just your hair."


  In the mirror over the sink, Gillian saw her own jaw drop. She couldn't see the angel, though, so she turned around.


  


  "Cut my hair? Off?"


  "Off. You hide behind it too much. You have to show the world that you're not hiding anymore."


  "But-" Gillian raised protective hands, looking back in the mirror. She saw h erself, pale, delicate boned, with eyes like wood violets-peering out from a curtain of hair.


  So maybe he had a point. But to go into the world naked, without anything to duck behind, with her face exposed . . .


  "You said you trusted me," the angel said quietly.


  Gillian chanced a look at him. His face was stem and there was something i n his eyes that almost scared her. Something unknowable and cold, as if he were withdrawing from her.


  "It's the way to prove yourself," he said. "It's like taking a vow. If you can do this part, you're brave enough to do what it takes to get your heart's des ire." He paused deliberately. "But, of course, if you're not brave enough, if you want me to go away ..."


  "No," Gillian said. Most of what he was saying made sense, and as for what she didn't understand-well, she would have to ha ve faith.


  I can do this.


  To show that she was serious, she took the open scissors, bracketed the pale blond curtain at a level with her ear, and squeezed them shut. Her hair just folded around the scissors.


  "Okay." The angel was laughing. "Hold onto the hair at the bottom and pull.


  And try less hair."


  He sounded like himself again: warm and teasing and loving-helpful. Gillian let out her breath, gave a wobbly smile, and devoted herself to the horrible and fascinating business of cutting off long blond chunks.


  When she was done, she had a silky blond cap. Short. It was shorter than Amy


  's hair, almost as short as J.Z. Oberlin's hair, the girl at school who work ed as a model and looked like a Calvin Klein ad. It was really short.


  "Look in the mirror," the angel said, although Gillian was already looking.


  "What do you see?"


  "Somebody with a bad haircut?"


  "Wrong. You see somebody who's brave. Strong. Out there. Unique. Individua list. And, incidentally, gorgeous."


  "Oh, please." But she did look different. Under the ragged St. Joan bob, he r cheekbones seemed to stand out more; she looked older, more sophisticated


  . And there was color in her cheeks.


  "But it's still all uneven."


  "We can get it smoothed out tomorrow. The important thing is that you took the first step yourself. By the way, you'd be tter learn to stop blushing. A girl as beautiful as you has to get used to com pliments."


  "You're a funny kind of angel."


  "I told you, it's part of the job. Now let's see what you've got in your closet."


  An hour later, Gillian was in bed again. This time, under the covers. She wa s tired, dazed, and very happy.


  "Sleep fast," the angel said. "You've got a big day tomorrow."


  "Yes. But wait." Gillian tried to keep her eyes open. "There were some thing s I forgot to ask you."


  "Ask."


  "That crying I heard in the woods-the reason I went in. Was it a kid? And a re they okay?"


  There was a brief pause before he answered. "That information is classified


  . But don't worry," he added. "Nobody's hurt-now."


  Gillian opened one eye at him, but it was dear he wasn't going to say any mo re. "Okay," she said reluctantly. "And the other thing was-I still don't kno w what to call you."


  "I told you. Angel."


  Gillian smiled, and was immediately struck by a jaw-cracking yawn. "Okay.


  Angel." She opened her eyes again. "Wait. One more thing . . ."


  But she couldn't think of it. There had been some other mystery she'd wanted to ask about,


  something that had to do with Tanya, with Tanya and blood. But she couldn


  't summon it up.


  Oh, well. She'd remember later. "I just wanted to say-thank you."


  He snorted. "You can say it anytime. Get this through your head, kid: I'm n ot going anywhere. I'll be here tomorrow morning." He began to hum a Blind Melon song. " I'll always be there when you wake. . . .' Yeah, yeah, yeah."


  Gillian felt warm, protected . . . loved. She fell asleep smiling.


  The next morning she woke early and spent a long time in the bathroom. She c ame down the stairs feeling self-conscious and lightheaded-literally. With h er hair gone her neck felt as if it were floating. She braced herself as she walked into the kitchen.


  Neither of her parents was there, even though her father was usually having b reakfast by now. Instead, a girl with dark hair was sitting at the kitchen ta ble, bent closely over a calculus textbook.


  "Amy!"


  Amy glanced up and blinked. She squinted, blinked again, then jumped up, s tanding an inch taller than Gillian. She moved forward, her eyes huge.


  Then she screamed.


  


  CHAPTER
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  Your hair!" Amy screamed. "Gillian, your hair! What did you do to it?"


  Amy's own hair was short, cropped close in back and full in front. She had large, limpid blue eyes that always looked as if she were about to cry, bec ause she was nearsighted but couldn't wear contacts and wouldn't wear glass es. Her face was sweet and usually anxious; just now it looked more anxious than normal.


  Gillian put a self-conscious hand to her head. "Don't you like it?"


  "I don't know! It's gone!"


  "This is true."


  "But why?"


  "Calm down, Amy." (If this is the way everybody's going to react, I think I'


  m in trouble.) Gillian had discovered that she could talk to Angel without m oving her lips and that he could answer in her head. It was convenient.


  (Tell her you cut it because it froze. That ought to flip her guilt circuits.) Angel's voice sounded the same as it did when she could see him. Soft, wry, dis tinctly his. It seemed to be located just behind her left ear.


  "I had to cut it because it was frozen," Gillian said. "It broke off," she added brightly, inspired.


  Amy's blue eyes got even wider with horror. She looked stricken. "Oh, my God, Gillian-" Then she cocked her head and frowned. "Actually, I don't think tha t's possible," she said. "I think it'd stay pliable even frozen. Unless, like


  , you dipped it in liquid nitrogen. ..."


  "Whatever," Gillian said grimly. "I did it. Listen, I've got it slicked back behind my ears right now, but the ends are sort of uneven. Can you smooth the m out a little?"


  "I can try," Amy said doubtfully.


  Gillian sat down, pulling together the neck of the rose-colored bathrobe s he was wearing over her clothes. She handed Amy the scissors. "Got a comb?


  "


  "Yes. Oh, Gillian, I was trying to tell you. I'm so sorry about yesterday. I j ust forgot-but it's all my fault-and you almost died!" The comb quivered again st the back of Gillian's neck.


  "Wait a minute. How did you find out about that?"


  "Eugene heard it from Steffi Lockhart's little brother, and I think Steffi he ard it from David Blackburn. Did he really save you? That's so incredibly rom antic."


  "Yeah, sort of." (Uh, what do I tell people about that? What do I tell them a bout the whole thing?)


  (The truth. Up to a point. Just leave me and the near-death stuff out.)


  "I've been thinking all morning," Amy was saying, "and I realized that I've b een an absolute pig this last week. I don't deserve to be called a best frien d. And I want you to know that I'm sorry, and that things are going to be dif ferent now. I came to pick you up first, and then we're going to get Eugene."


  (Oh, joy.)


  (Be nice, dragonfly. She's trying. Say thank you.) Gillian shrugged. It didn't seem to matter much what Amy did, now that she had Angel. But she said, "Thanks, Amy," and held still as the cold scissors went snip behind her ear.


  "You're so sweet," Amy murmured. "I thought you'd be all mad. But you're such a good person. I felt so terrible, thinking about you alone out there, freez ing, and being so brave, trying to save a little kid-"


  "Did they find a kid?" Gillian interrupted.


  "Huh? No, I don't think so. Nobody was talking about anything like that last night. And I haven't heard about any kid being missing, either."


  (Told you, dragonfly. Are you satisfied now?)


  (Yes, I am. Sorry.)


  "But it was still brave," Amy said. "Your mom thinks so, too."


  "My mom's up?"


  "She went to the store. She said she'd be back in a few minutes." Amy stepped back and looked at Gillian, scissors held in the air. "You know, I'm not sur e I should be doing this. . . ."


  Before Gillian could summon up a reply, she heard the sound of the front d oor opening and the rustling of paper bags. Then her mother appeared, her cheeks red with cold. She had two grocery bags in her arms.


  "Hi, girls," she began, and broke off. She focused on Gillian's hair. Her mout h fell open.


  "Don't drop the bags," Gillian said. She tried to sound careless, but her stoma ch was clenched like a fist. Her neck felt stiff and unnatural as she held very still. "Do you like it?"


  "I-I-" Gillian's mother put the bags on the counter. "Amy ... did you have to c ut it all?"


  "Amy didn't do it. I did it last night. I just got tired of it long-" (And getting all wet and icy) "-and getting all wet and icy. So I cut it. So do you like it, o r not?"


  "I don't know," her mother said slowly. "You look so much older. Like a Pa risian model."


  Gillian glowed.


  "Well." Her mother shook her head slightly. "Now that it's done--here, let me shape it a little.


  Just touch up the ends." She took the scissors from Amy.


  (I'm going to be bald when this is finished!)


  (No, you're not, kid. She knows what she's doing.) And, strangely, there was something comforting about feeling her mother gen tly wield the scissors. About her mother's scent, which was fresh like lave nder soap, without any hint of the terrible alcohol smell. It reminded Gill ian of the old days, when her mom taught at the junior college and was up e very morning and never had uncombed hair or bloodshot eyes. Before the figh ts started, before her mom had to go to the hospital.


  Her mother seemed to feel it, too. She gave Gillian's shoulder a pat as she whisked a bit of cut hair away. "I got fresh bread. I'll make cinnamon toast and hot chocolate." Another pat, and then she spoke with careful calm. "Are you sure you're all right? You must have been . . . pretty cold last night.


  We can call Dr. Kaczmarek if you want; it wouldn't take a minute."


  "No, I'm fine. Really. But where's Daddy? Did he already go to work?"


  There was a pause, then her mother said, still calmly, "Your father left last n ight."


  "Dad left?" (Dad left?)


  (It happened last night while you were asleep.) (A lot seems to have happened last night while I was asleep.) (The world's kind of that way, dragonfly. It


  keeps on going even when you're not paying attention.)


  "Anyway, we'll talk about it later," her mother said. A final pat. "There, that


  's perfect. You're beautiful, even if you don't look like my little girl anymor e. You'd better bundle up, though; it's pretty cold out this morning."


  "I'm already dressed." The moment had come, and Gillian didn't really care if she shocked her mother now or not. Her father had left again- and if tha t wasn't unusual, it was still upsetting. The closeness with her mother had been spoiled, and she didn't want cinnamon toast anymore.


  Gillian stepped to the middle of the kitchen and shrugged off the pink bathr obe.


  She was wearing black hipsters and a black camisole. Over it was a sheer bla ck shirt, worn loose. She had on flat black boots and a black watch, and tha t was all she had on.


  "Gillian."


  Amy and her mother were staring.


  Gillian stood defiantly.


  "But you never wear black," her mother said weakly.


  Gillian knew. It had taken a long time to cull these things from the forgott en hinterlands of her closet. The camisole was from Great-grandma Elspeth, t wo Christmases ago, and had still had the price tag attached.


  "Didn't you sort of forget to put on a sweater on top?" Amy suggested.


  (Stand your ground, kid. You look terrific.)


  "No, I didn't forget. I'm going to wear a coat outside, of course. How do I lo ok?"


  


  Amy swallowed. "Well-great. Extremely hot. But kind of scary."


  Gillian's mother lifted her hands and dropped them. "I don't really know yo u anymore."


  (Hooray!)


  (Yup, kid. Perfect.)


  Gillian was happy enough to give her mother a flying kiss. "Come on, Amy! W


  e'd better get moving if we're going to pick up Eugene." She dragged the ot her girl behind her like the tail of a comet. Her mother followed, calling worriedly about breakfast.


  "Give us something to take with us. Where's that old black coat I never wor e? The fancy one you got me for church. Never mind, I found it."


  In three minutes she and Amy were on the porch.


  "Wait," Gillian said. She fished through the black canvas bag she was carry ing in place of a backpack and came up with a small compact and a tube of l ipstick. "I almost forgot."


  She put on the lipstick. It was red, not orange-red or blue-red, but red red, the color of holly berries or Christmas ribbon. That shiny, too. It made her lips look fuller, somehow, almost pouty. Gillian pursed her lips, considered her image, then kissed the compact mirror lightly and snapped it shut.


  Amy was staring again. "Gillian . . . what is going on? What's happened to you?"


  "Come on, we're going to be late."


  'The outfit just makes you look like you're going out to burgle something, but that lipstick makes you look . . . bad. Like a girl with a reputation."


  "Good."


  "Gillian! You're scaring me. There's something-" She caught Gillian's arm an d peered into her eyes. "Something about you-around you- oh, I don't know wh at I'm talking about! But it's different and it's dark and it's not good."


  She was so genuinely shaken that for a moment Gillian was frightened herself


  . A quick stab of fear like the flick of a knife in her stomach. Amy was neu rotic, sure, but she wasn't the type to hallucinate. What if-


  (Angel-)


  A horn honked.


  Startled, Gillian turned. Right at the edge of the driveway, behind Amy's Geo, was a somewhat battered but still proud tan Mustang. A dark head was sticking out the window.


  "Standing me up?" David Blackburn called.


  "What-is-that?" Amy breathed.


  Gillian waved to David-after a sharp nudge from Angel. "I think it's called a car," she said to Amy. "I forgot. He said he'd drive me to school. So-I gu ess I should go with him. See you!"


  It only made sense to go with David; after all, he had asked first. Besides, Amy's driving was life threatening; she sped like a maniac and wove all over the road because she couldn't see without her glasses.


  It should have been satisfying. After all, yesterday Amy had stood her up f or a guy-and a guy like Eugene Elfred. But right this moment Gillian was to o scared to be smug.


  This was it. David was going to see her new self. And it was all happening to o fast.


  (Angel, what if I faint? What if I throw up? That's going to make a great first impression, isn't it?)


  (Keep breathing, kid. Breathe. Breathe. Not that fast. Now smile.) Gillian couldn't quite manage a smile as she opened the car door. Suddenly she felt exposed. What if David thought she was cheap or even freakish? Lik e a little girl dressed up in her mom's clothes?


  And her hair-all at once she remembered how David had touched it yesterday


  . What if he hated it?


  Trying to breathe, she slipped into the car. Her coat came open as she sat d own. She could hardly make herself look toward the driver's seat.


  But when she did, her breath stopped completely. David was wearing a look th at she'd never seen on any guy's face before, at least not directed toward h er. She'd seen it, occasionally, when guys were looking at other girls, girl s at school like


  Steffi Lockhart or J.Z. Oberlin. A stricken gaze, a compulsive movement of the throat, an expression that almost made you sorry for them. An "I'm lyin g down and I don't care if you walk on me, babe," expression.


  David was looking at her that way.


  Immediately all her fear, including the little stab induced by Amy, was swept away. Her heart was still pounding and little waves of adrenaline were still going through her, but now what it felt like was excitement. Heady, buoyant anticipation. As if she had started on the roller coaster ride of her life.


  David actually had to shake himself before he remembered to put the car in g ear. And then he kept sneaking glances at her out of the side of his eye.


  "You did something to your . . . and your . . ." He made a vague motion ne ar his own head. Gillian's gaze was caught by his hand, which was strong, brown, long-fingered, and handsome.


  "Yeah, I cut my hair," she said. She meant to sound careless and sophisticated


  , but it came out shaky, with a little laugh at the end. She tried again. "I f igured I didn't want to look too young."


  "Ouch." He made a face. "That's my fault, isn't it? You overheard that stuff yesterday. What Tanya and I said."


  (Tell him you've been thinking of doing it for a while.)


  "Yeah, but I've been thinking of doing it for a while now," Gillian said. "It's no big deal."


  David glanced at her as if to say he disagreed with that. But it wasn't a disa pproving glance. It was more like electrified awe . . . and a sort of discover y that seemed to grow every time he looked at her.


  "And I never saw you at school?" he muttered. "I must've been blind."


  "Sorry?"


  "No, nothing. I'm sorry." He drove in silence for a while. Gillian forced h erself to stare out the window and realized they were on Hillcrest Road. St range how different the landscape looked today. Yesterday it had been lonel y and desolate; this morning it seemed harmless, and the snow looked soft a nd comfortable, like old cushions.


  "Listen," David said abruptly. He broke off and shook his head. And then he di d something that absolutely amazed Gillian. He pulled the car to the side of t he road-or at least as far to the side as he could get it-they were still in t he flow of traffic-and parked it.


  "There's something I have to say."


  Gillian's heart now seemed to be beating everywhere, in her throat and her f ingertips and her ears. She had a dreamlike sensation that her body wasn't s olid anymore, that she was just a floating mass of heartbeat. Her vision shi mmered. She was . . . waiting.


  But what David said was unexpected. "Do you remember the first time we m et?"


  "I-yes." Of course she did. Four years ago; she'd been twelve and tiny for her age. She'd been lying on the ground beside her house, making snow angel s. Kind of childish, sure, but in those days a stretch of new snow had affe cted her that way. And while she was lying on her back, arms out, making th e imprint of the angel's wings, a tree branch above her decided to shrug of f its load of snow. Suddenly her face was covered in damp, closely packed c oldness and she couldn't breathe. She came up spluttering and gasping.


  And found herself steadied. Something was holding her, wiping her face gen tly. The first thing she saw when she got her vision back was a brown hand and a lean brown wrist. Then a face came into focus: high strong bones an d dark, mischievous eyes.


  "I'm David Blackburn. I just moved in over there," the boy said. He was wipi ng her face with his fingers. "You'd better be careful, snow princess. Next time I might not be around."


  Looking up at him, Gillian had felt her heart explode and leak out of her che st.


  And she'd walked away on air, even though he'd patted her head after releasi ng her. She was in love.


  "Well, back then, I sort of got the wrong impression," David was saying. "I thought you were a lot younger and more-well, more fragile than you are." There was a pause, and then he said wonder-ingly, not quite looking at h er, "But, it's like, there's so much more to you. I started realizing that yes terday."


  Gillian understood. David didn't have a reputation for being wild for nothin g. He liked girls who were bold, dashing, out there. If he were a knight, he wouldn't fall in love with the pampered princess back at the castle. He'd f all in love with a female knight, or maybe a robber, somebody who could shar e the Adventure with him, who'd be just as tough as he-was.


  Of course he had a strong protective streak. That was why he rescued maiden s in distress. But he didn't go for the maidens who needed rescuing.


  "And now," David was saying, "Now, I mean, you're ..." He held his hands up in a whoa motion. He wasn't looking at her at all.


  In a moment of perfect bliss, Gillian thought, I'm cool.


  "You're kind of incredible," David said. "And I feel really stupid for not noti cing that before."


  Gillian couldn't breathe. There was something between her and David-a kind o f quivering electricity. The air was so thick with it that she felt pressure all over her. She had never been so awake before, but at the same time she felt as if most of the world was insubstantial. Only she and David were real.


  And the voice in her head seemed very far away. (Uh, dragonfly, we've got company. Incoming.)


  Gillian couldn't move. A car drove by, swerving to avoid the Mustang. Gill ian couldn't see well through the Mustang's steamed-up windows, but she th ought faces were looking at her.


  David didn't seem to notice the car at all. He was still staring at the gearsh ift, and when he spoke his voice was very quiet. "So I guess what I'm saying i s, I'm sorry if anything I said hurt your feelings. And-I see you now."


  He raised his head. And Gillian suddenly realized he was going to kiss her.


  CHAPTER
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  Gillian felt triumph, wild excitement-and something deeper. An emotion she c ouldn't describe because there weren't any ordinary words for it. David was looking at her, and it was almost as if she could see through his dark eyes.


  As if she could see inside him . . . see the way things looked to him . . .


  What she felt was a little like discovery and a little like deja vu and a litt le like waking up and suddenly realizing it's Christmas. Or like being a kid l ost in a strange place, cold and bewildered, and then suddenly hearing your mo ther's voice. But it really wasn't like any of those things; it was more. Unex pected welcome . . . strange recognition . . . the shock of belonging . . .


  She couldn't quite put it all together, because there was nothing like it in her experience. She'd never heard of anything like this. But she had the feeling that when David kissed her, she'd figure it all out and it would be the revelation of her life.


  It was going to happen-now. He was moving clser to her, not fast, but as if slowly compelled by something he couldn't control. Gillian had to look dow n, but she didn't move back or turn her face away. He was close enough now that she could hear his breath and feel him. Her eyes shut of their own acc ord.


  She waited to feel the touch of warmth on her lips. . . .


  And then something in her mind stirred. A tiny whisper, so far back that she could barely hear it, and she couldn't tell where it came from.


  Tanya.


  The shock went through Gillian like ice on bare skin. Part of her tried to ig nore it, but she was already pulling away, putting a hand up, turning to star e at the window.


  Not out the window. It was too steamed up now to see anything outside. Th ey were in their own cocoon of whiteness.


  Gillian said, "I can't. I mean, not like this. I mean-it isn't fair, because you already-and you haven't ... I mean . . . Tanya."


  "I know." David sounded as if he'd been hit with ice on bare skin, or as if he'd come up from deep water and was looking around dazedly. "I mean, you're right. I don't know what I was . . .


  It just-it was like I forgot. . . Look, I'm sure that sounds stupid. You don't b elieve me."


  "I do believe you." At least he sounded as incoherent as she did. He wouldn't think she was a total fool; her facade wasn't broken.


  "I'm not that kind of guy. I mean, it looks like I am, right here, it looks exa ctly like I am. But I'm not. I mean I never-I'm not like Bruce Faber. I don't d o that. I made a promise to Tanya and ..."


  Oh, God, Gillian thought. And then a sort of inward scream: (Help!) (I was wondering when you'd remember me.)


  (He made her a promise!)


  (I'm sure he did. They've been going together a while.) (But that's terrible!)


  (No, it's admirable. What a guy. Now say you've got to get to school.) (I can't. I can't think. How are we going to-) (School first.)


  Dully, Gillian said, "I guess we'd better get moving."


  "Yeah." There was a pause, and then David put the car in gear.


  They drove in silence, and Gillian sank deeper and deeper into depression. S


  he'd thought it would be so easy-just show David her new self and everything would fall into place. But it wasn't like that. He couldn't just dump Tanya


  .


  


  (Don't worry about it, kid. I have a cunning plan.) (But what?)


  (I'll tell you when it's time.)


  (Angel-are you mad at me? Because I forgot about you?) (Of course not. I'm here to arrange things so you can forget me.) (Then-because I forgot about Tanya for a while? I don't want to do anything t hat's wrong. . . .)


  (I'm not mad! Heads up. You're there.)


  Gillian couldn't push away the feeling that he was mad, though. Or at least surprised. As if something unexpected had happened.


  But she didn't have time to dwell on it. She had to get out of David's car and gather herself and face the high school.


  "I guess-I'll see you later," David said as she reached for the door handle. H


  is voice made it a question.


  "Yeah. Later," Gillian said. She didn't have the energy for anything more. S


  he glanced back- once-to see him staring at the steering wheel.


  She could see people staring at her as she walked to the school building. It was a new sensation and it gave her a spasm of anxiety.


  Were they laughing at her? Did she look silly, was she walking wrong som ehow?


  (Just breathe and walk.) Angel's voice sounded amused. (Breathe-walk-head up-breathe. . . .)


  Gillian somehow got through halls and up stairs to her U.S. history class wi thout meeting another student's eyes once.


  There, arriving just as the bell rang, she realized she had a problem. Her history textbook, along with all her notes, was floating somewhere down tow ard West Virginia.


  With relief, she caught Amy's eye and headed toward the back of the classr oom.


  "Can I share your book? My whole backpack went in the creek." She was a li ttle afraid Amy might be miffed or jealous at the way she'd run off with D


  avid, but Amy didn't seem to be either. She seemed more-awed-as if Gillian were some force like a tornado that you might fear, but that you couldn't get mad at.


  "Sure." Amy waited until Gillian had scooted her desk closer, then whispe red, "How come it took you so long to get to school? What were you and Da vid doing?"


  Gillian rummaged for a pen. "How do you know we weren't picking up Tan ya?"


  "Because Tanya was here at school looking for David."


  Gillian's heart flip-flopped. She pretended to be very interested in history.


  But she gradually noticed that some of the other students were looking at he r. Especially the boys. It was the sort of look she'd never imagined getting from a boy.


  But these were all juniors, and none of them was in the really popular cliqu e. All that would change in Gillian's next class, biology. Half a dozen of t he most popular kids would be there. David would be there-and Tanya.


  Gillian felt, with a sudden chill, that she might not really care anymore. W


  hat did it matter what other people thought of her if she couldn't have Davi d? But she had a fundamental faith in Angel. Somehow things had to work out-if she just stayed calm and played her part.


  When the bell rang, she hurried away from Amy's questioning eyes and into the bathroom. She needed a moment to herself.


  (Do something to your lipstick. It seems to have gone away somehow.) Ang el sounded as puzzled as any human boy.


  Gillian fixed the lipstick. She ran a comb through her hair. She was somewhat reassured by the sight of herself in the mirror. The girl there wasn't Gilli an at all, but a slender, insubstantial femme fatale sheathed like a dagger i n black. The girl's hair was silky, the palest of all possible golds. Her vio let eyes were subtly shadowed so they looked mysterious, haunting. Her mouth was soft, red, and full: perfect, like the mouth of a model in a lipstick com mercial. Against the stark black of her clothing, her skin had the slightly t ranslucent look of apple blossoms.


  She's beautiful, Gillian thought. And then to Angel: (I mean, I am. But I ne ed ... a Look, don't you think? An expression for when people are staring at me. Like, am I Bored or Slightly Amused or Aloof or Completely Oblivious or what?)


  (How about Thoughtful? As if you've got your own inner world to pay attenti on to. It's true, you know. You do.)


  Gillian was pleased. Thoughtful, absorbed in herself, listening to the music of the spheres-or the music of Angel's voice. She could do that. She settle d the canvas bag on her shoulder and started toward her locker.


  (Uh, where are you going?) (To get my biology book. I still have that.) (No, you don't.)


  Gillian maintained her Thoughtful expression, while noting that heads turne d as she walked down the hall. (Yes, I do.)


  (No, you don't. Due to circumstances entirely beyond your control, you lost your biology book and all your notes. You need to sit with somebody else a nd share his.)


  Gillian blinked. (I-oh. Oh, yeah, you're right. I lost my biology book.) The door of the biology lab loomed like the gate to hell, and Gillian had tr ouble keeping Thoughtful pinned to her face. But she managed to walk through it and into the quiet buzz that was a class before a bell was about to ring.


  (Okay, kid. Go up front and tell Mr. Wizard you need a new book. He'll take care of the rest.)


  Gillian did as Angel said. As she stood beside Mr. Leveret and told her stor y she sensed a new


  quietness in the classroom behind her. She didn't look back and she didn't raise her voice. By the time she was done, Mr. Leveret's pouchy, pleasantly ugly face had gone from a startled "Who are you?" expression (he had to lo ok in the class register to make sure of her name) to one of pained sympathy.


  "I've got an extra textbook," he said. "And some outlines of my lectures on t ransparencies. But as for notes-"


  He turned to the class at large. "Okay, people. Jill-uh, Gillian-needs a litt le help. She needs somebody who's willing to share their notes, maybe xerox t hem-"


  Before he could finish his sentence, hands went up all over the room.


  Somehow that brought everything into focus for Gillian. She was standing in front of a classroom with everyone staring at her-that in itself would hav e been enough to terrify her in the old days. And sitting there in front wa s David, wearing an unreadable expression, and Tanya, looking rigidly shock ed. And other people who'd never looked directly at her before, and who wer e now waving their hands enthusiastically.


  All boys.


  She recognized Bruce Faber, who she'd always thought of as Bruce the Athle te, with his tawny hair and his blue-gray eyes and his tall football build


  . Normally he looked as if he were acknowledging the applause of a crowd.


  Just now he


  looked as if he were graciously extending an invitation to Gillian.


  And Macon Kingsley, who she called Macon the Wallet because he was so rich


  . His hair was brown and styled, his eyes hooded, and there was something cruel to the sensual droop of his mouth. But he wore a Rolex and had a new sports car and right now he was looking at Gillian as if he'd pay a lot o f money for her.


  And Cory Zablinski-who was Cory the Party Guy because he constantly seemed to be arranging, going to, or just recovering from parties. Cory was wiry and hyper, with foxy brown hair and darting fox-colored eyes. He had more personality than looks, but he was always in the middle of things, and at this moment he was waving madly at Gillian.


  Even Amy's new boyfriend Eugene, who didn't have looks or personality in G


  illian's opinion, was wiggling his fingers eagerly.


  David had his hand up, too, despite Tanya's cold expression. He looked polit e and stubborn. Gillian wondered if he'd told Tanya he was just trying to he lp a poor junior out.


  (Pick . . . Macon.) The ghostly voice in Gillian's ear was thoughtful.


  (Macon? I thought maybe Cory.) She couldn't pick David, of course, not wit h Tanya looking daggers at her. And she felt uncomfortable about picking B


  ruce for the same reason-his girlfriend Amanda Spengler was sitting right beside him.


  Cory was friendly and, well, accessible. Macon, on the other hand, was vagu ely creepy.


  This time the voice in her head was patient. (Have I ever steered you wron g? Macon.)


  (Cory's the one who always knows about parties. . . .) But Gillian was alre ady moving toward Macon. The most important thing in life, she was discover ing quickly, was to trust Angel absolutely.


  "Thanks," she said softly to Macon as she perched on an empty stool behind him. She repeated after Angel: "I'll bet you take good notes. You seem like a good observer."


  Macon the Wallet barely inclined his head. She noticed that his hooded eyes were moss green, an unusual, almost disturbing color.


  But he was nice to her all period. He promised to have his father's secretary photocopy the thick sheaf of biology notes in his spiral-bound notebook. He lent her a highlighter. And he kept looking at her as if she were some intere sting piece of art.


  That wasn't all. Cory the Party Guy dropped a ball of paper on the lab tabl e as he walked past to get rid of his gum in the trash can. When Gillian un folded it she found a Hershey's kiss and a questionnaire: R U new? Do U lik e music? What's yr phone #? And Bruce the Athlete tried to catch her eye wh enever she glanced in his direction.


  A warm and heady glow was starting somewhere inside Gillian.


  But the most amazing part was yet to come. Mr. Leveret, pacing in the front


  , asked for somebody to review the five kingdoms used to categorize living things.


  (Raise your hand, kid.) (But I don't remember-) (Trust me.) Gillian's hand went up. The warm feeling had changed to a sense of dread.


  She never answered questions in class. She almost hoped Mr. Leveret wouldn


  't see her, but he spotted her right away and nodded. "Gillian?"


  (Now just say after me. . . .) The soft voice in her head went on.


  "Okay, the five classes would be, from most advanced to most primitive, Anim alia, Plantae, Fungi, Protista . . . and Eugene." Gillian ticked them off on her fingers and glanced sideways at Eugene as she finished.


  (But that's not nice. I mean-) She never got to what she meant. The entire cl ass was roaring with laughter. Even Mr. Leveret rolled his eyes at the ceilin g and shook his head tolerantly.


  They thought she was hysterical. Witty. One of those types who could break up a whole classroom. (But Eugene-) (Look at him.) Eugene was blushing pink, ducking his head.


  


  Grinning. He didn't look embarrassed or hurt; he actually looked pleased at t he attention.


  It's still wrong, a tiny voice that wasn't Angel's seemed to whisper. But i t was drowned out by the laughter and the rising warmth inside Gillian. She


  'd never felt so accepted, so included. She had the feeling that now people would laugh whenever she said something even marginally funny. Because the y wanted to laugh; they wanted to be pleased by her-and to please her.


  (Rule One, dragonfly. A beautiful girl can tease any guy and make him like i t. No matter what the joke is. Am I right or am I right?) (Angel, you're always right.) She meant it with all her heart. She had never imagined that guardian angels could be like this, but she was glad beyond w ords that they were and that she had one on her side.


  At break the miracles continued. Instead of hurrying out the door as she nor mally did, she found herself walking slowly and lingering in the hall. She c ouldn't help it, both Macon and Cory were in front of her, talking to her.


  "I can have the notes ready for you this weekend," Macon the Wallet was s aying. "Maybe I should drop them by your house." His heavy-lidded eyes se emed to bore into her and the sensual droop to his mouth became more pron ounced.


  "No, I've got a better idea," Cory was saying, almost dancing around the tw o of them. "Mac, m'man, don't you think it's about time you had another party? I mean, it's been weeks, and you've got that big house. . . .


  How about Saturday, and I'll round up a keg and we can all get to know Jill b etter." He gestured expansively.


  "Good idea," Bruce the Athlete said cheerfully from behind Gillian. "I'm fr ee Saturday. What about you-Jill?" He draped a casual arm around her should er.


  "Ask me Friday," Gillian said with a smile, repeating the whispered words in her mind. She shrugged off the arm on her own volition. Bruce belonge d to Amanda.


  A party for me, Gillian thought dazedly. All she'd wanted was to get invited to a party given by these kids-she'd never imagined being the focus of one.


  She felt a stinging in her nose and eyes and a sort of desperation in her s tomach. Things were happening almost too fast.


  Other people were gathering around curiously. Incredibly, she was at the cen ter of a crowd and everyone seemed to be either talking to her or about her.


  "Hey, are you new?"


  "That's Gillian Lennox. She's been here for years."


  "I never saw her before."


  "You just never noticed her before,"


  "Hey, Jill, how come you lost your biology book?"


  


  "Didn't you hear? She fell in a creek trying to save some kid. Almost drown ed."


  "I heard David Blackburn pulled her out and had to give her artificial respira tion."


  "1 heard they were parked on Hillcrest Road this morning."


  It was intoxicating, exhilarating. And it wasn't just guys who were gathered around her. She would have thought that the girls would be jealous, spitefu l, that they'd glare at her or even all walk away from her in one mass snub.


  But there was Kimberlee Cherry, Kim the Gymnast, the bubbly, sparkly littl e dynamo with her sun-blond curls and her baby-blue eyes. She was laughing and chattering. And there was Steffi Lockhart the Singer, with her cafe a u lait skin and her soulful amber eyes, waving an expressive hand and beam ing.


  Even Amanda the Cheerleader, Bruce Faber's girlfriend, was in the group. Sh e was flashing her healthy, wide smile and tossing her shiny brown hair, he r fresh face glowing.


  Gillian understood suddenly. The girls couldn't hate her, or couldn't show it if they did. Because Gillian had status, the instant and unassailable status that came from being beautiful and having guys fall all over themselves for her. She was a rising star, a force, a power to be reckoned with. And any gir l who snubbed her was risking a nick in her own popularity if Gillian should decide to retaliate. They were afraid not to be nice to her.


  It was dizzying, all right. Gillian felt as beautiful as an angel and as dangerous as a serpent. She was riding on waves of energ y and adulation.


  But then she saw something that made her feel as if she had suddenly stepped off a cliff.


  Tanya had David by the arm and they were walking away down the hall.
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  Gillian stood perfectly still and watched David disappear around a corner.


  (It's not time for the plan yet, kid. Now buck up. A cheery face is worth dia monds.)


  Gillian tried to put on a cheery face.


  The strange day continued. In each class, Gillian appealed to the teacher fo r a new book. In each class, she was bombarded with offers of notes and othe r help. And through it all Angel whispered in her ear, always suggesting jus t the right thing to say to each person. He was witty, irreverent, occasiona lly cutting-and so was Gillian.


  She had an advantage, she realized. Since nobody had ever noticed her befor e, it was almost like being a new girl. She could be anything she wanted to be, present herself as anyone, and be believed.


  


  (Like Cinderella at the ball. The mystery princess.) Angel's voice was amuse d but tender.


  In journalism class, Gillian found herself beside Daryl Novak, a languid gi rl with sloe eyes and drooping contemptuous lashes. Daryl the Rich Girl, Da ryl the World-weary World Traveler. She talked to Gillian as if Gillian kne w all about Paris and Rome and California.


  At lunch, Gillian hesitated as she walked into the cafeteria. Usually she s at with Amy in an obscure corner at the back. But recently Eugene had been sitting with Amy, and up front she could see a group that included Amanda t he Cheerleader, Kim the Gymnast, and others from The Clique. David and Tany a were at the edge. (Do I sit with them? Nobody asked me.) (Not with them, my little rutabaga. But near them. Sit at the end of that table just beside them. Don't look at them as you walk by. Look at your lunch. Start eating it.)


  Gillian had never eaten her lunch alone before-or at least not in a public pl ace. On days Amy was absent, if she couldn't find one of the few other junior s she felt comfortable with, she snuck into the library and ate there.


  In the old days she would have felt horribly exposed, but now she wasn't rea lly alone; she had Angel cracking jokes in her ear. And she had a new confid ence. She could almost see herself eating, calm and indifferent to stares, t houghtful to the point of being dreamy. She tried to make her movements a li ttle languid, like Daryl the Rich Girl's.


  (And I hope Amy doesn't think I'm snubbing her. I mean, it's not as if she's back there alone. She's got Eugene.)


  (Yeah. We're gonna have to talk about Amy sometime, kid. But right now yo u're being paged. Smile and be gracious.)


  "Jill! Earth to Jill!"


  "Hey, Jill, c'mon over."


  They wanted her. She was moving her lunch over to their table, and she wasn


  't spilling anything and she wasn't falling as she slid in. She was little and graceful, thistledown light in her movements, and they were surging aro und her to form a warm and friendly bulwark.


  And she wasn't afraid of them. That was the most wonderful thing of all.


  These kids who'd seemed to her like stars in some TV show about teenagers


  , were real people who got crumbs on themselves and made jokes she could understand.


  Gillian had always wondered what they found so funny when they were laughi ng together. But now she knew it was just the heady atmosphere, the knowle dge that they were special. It made it easy to laugh at everything. She kn ew David, sitting quietly there with Tanya, could see her laughing.


  She could hear other voices occasionally, from people on the fringes of her group, people on the outside looking in. Mostly bright chatter and murmurs of admiration. She thought she heard her name mentioned. . . . And then sh e focused on the words. "I heard her mom's a drunk." They sounded horribly loud and dear to Gillian, standing out against the background noise. She co uld feel her whole skin tingling with shock and she lost track of the story Kim the Gymnast was telling.


  (Angel-who said that? Was it about me-my mom?) She didn't dare look behi nd her.


  "-started drinking a few years ago and having these hallucinations-"


  This time the voice was so loud that it cut through the banter of Gillian's group. Kim stopped in mid-sentence. Bruce the Athlete's smile faltered. An a wkward silence fell.


  Gillian felt a wave of anger that made her dizzy. (Who said that? I'll kill the m-)


  (Calm down! Calm down. That's not the way to handle it at all.) (But-) (I said, calm down. Look at your lunch. No, at your lunch. Now say-and make your voice absolutely cool-"I really hate rumors, don't you? I don't know what kind of people start them.")


  Gillian breathed twice and obeyed, although her voice wasn't absolutely cool. It had a little tremor.


  "I don't know either," a new voice said. Gillian glanced up to see that David was on his feet, his face hard as he surveyed the table behind her as if looking for the person who'd spoken. "But I think they're pretty sick and th ey should get a life."


  There was the cold glint in his eyes that had given him his reputation as a t ough guy. Gillian felt as if a hand had steadied her. Gratitude rushed throug h her-and a longing that made her bite down on her lip.


  "I hate rumors, too," J.Z. Oberlin said in her absent voice. J. Z. the Model was the one who looked like a Calvin Klein ad, breathlessly sexy and rather blank, but right now she seemed oddly focused. "Somebody was putting around the rumor last year that I tried to kill myself. I never did find out who s tarted it." Her hazy blue-green eyes were narrowed.


  And then everyone was talking about rumors, and people who spread rumors


  , and what scum they were. The group was rallying around Gillian.


  But it was David who stood up for me first, she thought.


  She had just looked over at him, trying to catch his eye, when she heard the tinkling noise.


  It was almost musical, but the kind of sound that draws attention immediate ly in a cafeteria. Somebody had broken a glass. Gillian, along with everyon e else, glanced around to see who'd done it.


  She couldn't see anybody. No one had the right expression of dismay, no o ne was focused on anything definite. Everybody was looking around in sear ch mode.


  Then she heard it again, and two people standing near the cafeteria doors l ooked down and then up.


  Above the doors, far above, was a semi-circular window in the red brick. As G


  illian stared at the window she realized that light was reflecting off it odd ly, almost prismatically. There seemed to be crazy rainbows in the glass. . .


  .


  And something was sparkling down, falling like a few specks of snow. It hit the ground and tinkled, and the people by the door stared at it on the cafet eria floor. They looked puzzled.


  Realization flashed on Gillian. She was on her feet, but the only words tha t she could find were, "Oh, my God!"


  "Get out! It's all going to go! Get out of there!" It was David, waving at the people under the window. He was running toward them, which was stupid, Gillian thought numbly, her heart seeming to stop.


  Other people were shouting. Cory and Amanda and Bruce-and Tanya. Kim the G


  ymnast was shrieking. And then the window was going, chunks of it falling almost poetically, raining and crumbling, shining and crashing. It fell an d fell and fell. Gillian felt as if she were watching an avalanche in slow motion.


  At last it was over, and the window was just an arch-shaped hole with jagged teeth clinging to the


  edges. Glass had flown and bounced and skittered all over the cafeteria, whe re it lay like hailstones. And people from tables amazingly distant were exa mining cuts from ricocheting bits.


  But nobody had been directly underneath, and nobody seemed seriously hurt


  .


  (Thanks to David.) Gillian was still numb, but now with relief. (He got them a ll out of the way in time. Oh, God, he isn't hurt, is he?) (He's fine. And what makes you think he did it all alone? Maybe I had some part. I can do that, you know-put it into people's heads to do things. And they never even know I'm doing it.) Angel's voice sounded almost-well-pique d.


  (Huh? You did that? Well, that was really nice of you.) Gillian was watchi ng David across the room, watching Tanya examine his arm, nod, shrug, look around.


  He's not hurt. Thank heaven. Gillian felt so relieved it was almost painful.


  It was then that it occurred to her to wonder what had happened.


  That window-before the glass fell it had looked just like the mirror in her b athroom. Evenly shattered from side to side, spidery cracks over every inch o f the surface.


  The bathroom mirror had cracked while Tanya was being catty about Gillian'


  


  s room. Now Gillian remembered the last thing she'd wanted to ask Angel la st night. It had been about how the mirror came to do that.


  This window ... it had started falling a few minutes after someone insulted Gillian's mother. Nobody had heard it actually break, but it couldn't have h appened too long ago.


  The small hairs on the back of Gillian's neck stirred and she felt a fluttering inside.


  It couldn't be. Angel hadn't even appeared to her yet. . . .


  But he'd said he was always with her. . . . An angel wouldn't destroy thing s. . . . But Angel was a different kind of angel. (Ah, excuse me. Hello? Do you want to share some thoughts with me?)


  (Angel!) For the first time since his soft voice had sounded in her ear, Gil lian felt a sense of- over-crowdedness. Of her own lack of privacy. The unea sy fluttering inside her increased. (Angel, I was just-just wondering . . .) And then the silent words burst out. (Angel, you wouldn't-would you? You di dn't do those things for my sake- "break the mirror and that window-?) A pause. And then, in her head, riotous laughter. Genuine laughter. Angel was whooping. Finally, the sounds died to mental hiccups. (Me?) Gillian was embarrassed. (I shouldn't have asked. It was just so weird. . . .) (Yeah, wasn't it.) This time Angel sounded grimly amused. (Well, neve r mind; you're already late for class. The bell rang five minutes ago.) Gilli an coasted through her last two classes in a


  daze. So much had happened today-she felt as if she'd led a full life betwe en waking up and now.


  But the day wasn't over yet.


  In her last class, studio art, she once again found herself talking to Daryl the Rich Girl. Daryl was the only one of that crowd that took art or journali sm. And in the last minutes before school ended, she regarded Gillian from un der drooping eyelashes.


  "You know, there are other rumors going around about you. That you and Da vey-boy have something going behind Tanya's back. That you meet secretly in the mornings and . . ." Daryl shrugged, pushing back frosted hair with a hand dripping with rings.


  Gillian felt jolted awake. "So?"


  "So you really should do something about it. Rumors spread fast, and they g row. I know. You want to either deny them, or"-Daryl's lips .quirked in a s mile-"disarm them."


  (Oh, yeah? And just how do I do that?)


  (Shut up and listen to her, kid. This is one smart cookie.)


  "If there're parts that are true, it's usually best to admit those in public. T


  hat takes some of the punch out. And it's always helpful to track down the pers on starting the rumors-if you can."


  


  (Tell her you know that. And that you're going to see Tanya after school.) (Tanya? You mean-?)


  (Just tell her.)


  Somehow Gillian gathered herself enough to repeat Angel's words.


  Daryl the Rich Girl looked at her with a new expression of respect. "You're sharper than I thought. Maybe you didn't need my help after all."


  "No," Gillian said without Angel's prompting. "I'm always glad for help. It's-it's a rough world."


  "Isn't it, though?" Daryl said and raised already arched eyebrows.


  (So it was Tanya who spread that stuff about my mom.) Gillian almost stum bled as she trudged out of art class. She was tired and bewildered. Someh ow, she'd have thought Tanya was above that.


  (She had help. It takes a really efficient system to get a rumor to peak circula tion that fast. But she was the instigator. Turn left here.) (Where am I going?)


  (You're gonna catch her coming out of marketing education. She's alone in th ere right now. The teacher asked to see her after class, then unexpectedly h ad to run to the bathroom.)


  Gillian felt distantly amused. She sensed Angel's hand in these arrangements


  .


  And when she poked her head inside the marketing ed room, she saw that Ta nya was indeed alone. The tall girl was standing by a cloudy green blackb oard.


  "Tanya, we need to talk."


  Tanya's shoulders stiffened. Then she ran a hand across her already perfect dark hair and turned. She looked more like a future executive than ever, wit h her face set in cool lines and her exotic gray eyes running over Gillian i n appraisal. Without Angel, Gillian would have dried up and withered away un der that scrutiny.


  Tanya said one word. "Talk."


  What followed was more like a play than a conversation for Gillian. She re peated what Angel whispered to her, but she never had any idea what was co ming. The only way to survive was to give herself up completely to his dir ection.


  "Look, I know you're upset with me, Tanya. But I'd like to deal with this wit h a little maturity, okay?" She followed Angel's instructions over to a desk and brushed absent fingers over its imitation-wood top. "I don't think there'


  s any need for us to act like children."


  "And I don't think I know what you're talking about."


  "Oh, really?" Gillian turned and looked Tanya in the face. "I think you know exactly what I'm talking about." (Angel, I feel just like one of those people in a soap opera-)


  


  "Well, you're wrong. And, as a matter of fact, I happen to be busy-"


  "I'm talking about the rumors, Tanya. I'm talking about the stories about my mom. And I'm talking about David."


  Tanya stood perfectly still. For a moment she seemed surprised that Gillian was taking such a direct approach. Then her gray eyes hardened with the clea r light of battle.


  "All right, let's talk about David," she said in a pleasant voice, moving tig erishly toward Gillian, "I don't know about any rumors, but I'd like to hear what you and David were doing this morning. Care to tell me?"


  (Angel, she's actually enjoying this. Look at her! And she's bigger than me.) (Trust me, kid.)


  "We weren't doing anything," Gillian said. She had to tip her chin up to look Tanya in the face. Then she looked aside and shook her head. "All right. I'l l be honest about that. I like David, Tanya. I have ever since he moved in. H


  e's good and he's noble and he's honest and he's sweet. But that doesn't mean I want to take him away from you. In fact, it's just the opposite."


  She turned and walked away, looking into the distance. "I think David dese rves the best. And I know he really cares about you. And that's what happe ned this morning-he told me you guys had made a promise to each other. So you see, you've got no reason to be suspicious."


  Tanya's eyes were glittering. "Don't try to pull that. All this ..." She waved a hand to indicate Gillian's dress and hair. "In one day you turn from Little Miss Invisible to this. And you start prancing around the school like you own it. You can't pretend you're not trying to get him."


  "Tanya, the way I dress has nothing at all to do with David." Gillian told the lie calmly, facing the chalk-misted blackboard again. "It's just-something I needed to do. I was-tired of being invisible." She turned her head slightly, n ot enough to see Tanya. "But that's beside the point. The real issue here is w hat's best for David. And I think you're best for him-as long as you treat him fairly."


  "And what is that supposed to mean?" Tanya was losing her legendary cool.


  She sounded venomous, almost shrill.


  "It means no more fooling around with Bruce Faber." (Oh, my God, Angel!


  Bruce Faber? Bruce the Athlete? She's been fooling around with Bruce Fab er?)


  Tanya's voice cracked like a whip. "What are you talking about? What do you know?"


  "I'm talking about those nights at the pool parties last summer in Macon's cabana. While David was up north at his grandma's. I'm talking about what h appened in Bruce's car after the Halloween dance." (In a cabana?) There was a silence. When Tanya spoke again, her voice was a sort of icy e xplosion. "How did you find out?"


  


  Gillian shrugged. "People who're good at spreading rumors can be a two-ed ged sword."


  "I thought so. That brat Kim! Her and her mouth . . ." Then Tanya's voice c hanged. It became a voice with claws and Gillian could tell she was moving closer. "I suppose you're planning to tell David about this?"


  "Huh?" For a moment Gillian was too confused to follow Angel's directions. T


  hen she got hold of herself. "Oh, of course I'm not going to tell David. Tha t's why I'm telling you. I just want you to promise that you're not going to do anything like that anymore. And I'd appreciate it if you'd stop telling people things about my mom-"


  "I'll do worse than that!" Suddenly Tanya was standing right behind Gillian.


  Her voice was a yelling hiss. "You have no idea what I'll do if you try to mess with me, you snotty little midget. You are going to be so sorry-"


  "No, I think you've done plenty already."


  The voice came from the door. Gillian heard it, and in that instant she under stood everything.
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  It was David, of course.


  Gillian turned around and stared at him, blinking. He was standing just insi de the doorway, his jacket slung over one shoulder, the other hand in his po cket. His jaw was tight, his eyes dark. He was looking at Tanya.


  There was a silence.


  (How long? How long has he been there, Angel?) (Uhhh, I'd say since round about . . . the beginning.) (Oh, my.) So that's why Gillian had been so low key and noble and let Tany a do all the yelling and threatening. They must have come off like Dorothy and the Wicked Witch.


  A sense of justice stirred inside Gillian. She made a hesitant move toward D


  avid.


  "David-you don't understand-"


  David shook his head. "I understand just fine. Don't try to cover for her. It's better for me to find out."


  (Yeah, shut up, minibrain! Now look mildly distressed, slightly awkward. Y


  ou guess they want to be alone now.)


  "Uh, I guess you guys want to be alone now."


  (Anyway, you have to hurry to get your ride.)


  "Anyway, I have to hurry to get my ride."


  (These aren't the droids you're looking for.)


  "These aren't-" (I'm going to kill you, Angel!) Flustered, Gillian made one l ast gesture of apology and almost ran for the door.


  Outside, she walked blindly. (Angel!)


  


  (Sorry, I couldn't resist. But look at you, kid! Do you know what you've don e?)


  (I guess ... I got rid of Tanya.) As the adrenaline of battle faded, the truth of this was slowly beginning to dawn on her. It brought a hint of glorious wa rmth, a sparkling promise of future happiness.


  (Smart kid!)


  (And-I did it fairly. It was all true, wasn't it, Angel? She's really been mes sing around with Bruce?)


  (Everybody's been messing around with Bruce. Yes, it was all true.) (And what about Kim? Is she the one who spreads rumors about people?) (Like butter on Eggos.)


  (I just-she seemed so sweet. When we talked about rumors in the cafeteria s he patted my hand.)


  (Sure, she's sweet-to your face. Turn left here.) Gillian found herself emerging from the school building. As she went down the steps she saw three or four cars parked casually in the roundabout. Ma con's BMW convertible was one. He looked up at her and gave an inviting no d toward the car.


  Other people shouted. "Hey, Jill, need a ride?" "We wouldn't want you to ge t lost in the woods again!"


  Gillian stood, feeling like a southern belle. So many people wanting her-it made her giddy. Angel was grandly indifferent (Pick anybody!) and she coul d see Amy's Geo a little distance away. Amy and Eugene were standing by it, looking up at her. But getting in a car with Eugene Elfred would be disast rous to her new status.


  She picked Cory the Party Guy, and the ride home was filled with his nonsto p talk about Macon's party on Saturday. She had trouble getting rid of him at the door. Once she did, she walked up to her bedroom and fell on her bed


  , arms out. She stared at the ceiling.


  (Phew!)


  It had been the most incredible day of her life.


  She lay and listened to the quiet house and tried to gather her thoughts.


  The warmth was still percolating inside her, although it was mixed with a c ertain amount of


  anxiety. She wanted to see David again. She wanted to know how things had tu rned out with Tanya. She couldn't let herself feel happy until she was sure


  . . .


  "Relax, would you?"


  Gillian sat up. The voice wasn't in her ear, it was beside the bed. Angel was s itting there.


  The sight hit her like a physical blow.


  She hadn't seen him since that morning and she'd forgotten how beautiful he was.


  His hair was dark golden with paler gold lights shimmering in it. His face was


  -well-classic perfection. Absolutely pure, denned like a sculpture in marble.


  His eyes were a violet so glorious it actually hurt to look at it. His express ion was rapt and uplifted . . . until he winked. Then it dissolved into mischi ef.


  "Uh, hi," Gillian whispered huskily.


  "Hi, kid. Tired?"


  "Yeah. I feel . . . used up."


  "Well, take a nap, why don't you? I've got places to go anyway."


  Gillian blinked. Places? "Angel... I never asked you. What's heaven like? I m ean, with angels like you, it's got to be different from most people's idea.


  That meadow I saw-that wasn't it, was it?"


  "No, that wasn't it. Heaven-well, it's hard to explain. It's all in the oscill ation of the spatial-temporal harmonics, you know-what you'd call the inherent vibration of the plane. At a higher


  vibration everything assumes a much more complicated harmonic theme. ..." "


  You're making this up, aren't you?" "Yeah. Actually it's classified. Why do n't you get some sleep?" Gillian already had her eyes shut.


  She was happy when she woke up to smell dinner. But when she got downsta irs, she found only her mother.


  "Dad's not home?"


  "No. He called, honey, and left a message for you. He'll be out of town on bu siness for a while."


  "But he'll be back for Christmas. Won't he?"


  "I'm sure he will."


  Gillian didn't say anything else. She ate the hamburger casserole her mother served-and noticed that her mother didn't eat. Afterward, she sat in the kitc hen and played with a fork.


  (You okay?)


  The voice in her ear was a welcome relief. (Angel. Yeah, I'm all right. I was just thinking . . . about how everything started with Mom. It wasn't always li ke this. She was a teacher at the junior college. . . .) (I know.)


  (And then-I think it was about five years ago- things just started happening


  . She started acting crazy. And then she was seeing things-what did I know a bout drinking then? I just thought she


  was nuts. It wasn't until Dad started finding empty bottles . . .) (I know.)


  (I just wish . . . that things could be different.) A pause. (Angel? Do you t hink maybe they could be?)


  Another pause. Then Angel's voice was quiet. (I'll work on it, kid. But, yeah


  


  , I think maybe they could be.)


  Gillian shut her eyes.


  After a moment she opened them again. (Angel-how can I thank you? The things you're doing for me ... I can't even start to tell you ...) (Don't mention it. And don't cry. A cheery face is worth triple A bonds. Bes ides, you have to answer the phone.)


  (What phone?)


  The phone rang.


  (That phone.)


  Gillian blew her nose and said a practice "Hello" to make sure her voice wa sn't shaky. Then she took a deep breath and picked up the receiver.


  "Gillian?"


  Her fingers clenched on the phone. "Hi, David."


  "Look, I just wanted to make , sure you were okay. I didn't even ask you th at when-you know, this afternoon."


  "Sure, I'm okay." Gillian didn't need Angel to tell her what to say to this.


  "I can handle myself, you know."


  "Yeah. But Tanya can be pretty intense sometimes. After you left she was-wel l, forget that."


  He doesn't want to say anything bad about her, Gillian thought. She said, "I'


  m fine."


  "It's just-" She could almost feel the frustration building on the other side of the line. And then David burst out as if something had snapped, "I didn't k now!"


  "What?"


  "I didn't know she was-like that! I mean, she runs the teen helpline and she


  's on the Centralia relief committee and the Food Cupboard project and .. .


  Anyway, I thought she was different. A good person."


  Conscience twinged. "David, I think she is some of the things you thought.


  She's brave. When that window-"


  "Quit it, Gillian. You're those things. You're brave and funny and-well, to o honorable for your own good. You tried to give Tanya another chance." He let out a breath. "But, anyway; you might have guessed, we're finished. I t old Tanya that. And now . . ." His voice changed. Suddenly he laughed, soun ding as if some burden had fallen off him. "Well, would you like me to driv e you to the party Saturday night?"


  Gillian laughed, too. "I'd like it. I'd love it." (Oh, Angel-thank you!) She was very happy.


  The rest of the week was wonderful. Every day she wore something daring and flattering scavenged from the depths of her closet. Every day she seemed t o get more popular. People looked up when she walked into a room, not just meeting her eyes, but trying to catch her eye. They waved to her from a dis tance. They said hello up and down the halls. Everyone seemed glad to talk to her, and pleased if she wanted to talk to them. It was like being on a s kyrocket, going higher and higher.


  And, always, her guide and protector was with her. Angel had come to seem l ike a part of her, the most savvy and ingenious part. He provided quips, sm oothed over awkward situations, gave advice about who to tolerate and who t o snub. Gillian was developing an instinct for this, too. She was gaining c onfidence in herself, finding new skills every day. She was literally becom ing a new person.


  She didn't see much of Amy now. But Amy had Eugene, after all. And Gillia n was so busy that she never even got to see David alone.


  The day of the party she went to Houghton with Amanda the Cheerleader and Steffi the Singer. They laughed a lot, got whistled at everywhere, and sho pped until they were dizzy. Gillian bought a dress and ankle boots-both ap proved by Angel.


  When David picked her up that night, he let out a soft whistle himself.


  "I look okay?"


  "You look . . ." He shook his head. "Illegal, but also sort of spiritual. How d o you do that?"


  Gillian smiled.


  Macon the Wallet's house was the house of a rich guy. A fleet of artsy reinde er made out of some kind of white twigs and glowing with tiny lights graced t he lawn. Inside, it was all high ceilings and track lighting, oriental rugs, old china, silver. Gillian was dazzled.


  (My first real party! I mean, my first Popular Party. And it's even kind of, so rt of for me.)


  (Your first real party, and it's all for you. The world is your oyster, kid. Go o ut and crack it.)


  Macon was coming toward her. Other people were looking. Gillian paused in the doorway of the room for effect, aware that she was making an entranc e-and loving it.


  Her outfit was designer casual. A black minidress with a pattern of purple f lowers so dark it could hardly be distinguished. The soft, crepey material d ung to her like a second skin. Matte black tights. And of course the ankle b oots. Not much makeup; she'd decided on the fresh, soft look for her face. S


  he'd darkened her lashes just enough to make the violet of her eyes a startl ing contrast.


  She looked stunning . . . and effortless. And she knew it very well.


  Macon's hooded eyes roved over her with something like suppressed hunger.


  "How's it going? You're looking good."


  "We feel good," Gillian said, squeezing David's arm.


  Macon's eyes darkened. He looked at the intersection of Gillian's hand and D


  


  avid's arm as if it offended him.


  David looked back dispassionately, but a sort of wordless menace exuded f rom him. Macon actually took a step back. But all he said was, "Well, my parents are gone for the weekend, so make yourself at home. There should be food somewhere."


  There was food everywhere. Every kind of munchy thing. Music blasted from the den, echoing all over the house. As they walked in, Cory greeted them with, "Hey, guys! Grab a glass, it's going fast."


  When he'd said that he would round up a keg last week, Gillian had foolish ly misheard it as "a cake." Now she understood. It was a keg of beer and e verybody was drinking.


  And not just beer. There were hard liquor bottles around. One guy was lying on a table with his mouth open while a girl poured something from a rectangu lar bottle into it.


  "Hey, Jill, this is for you." Cory was trying to give her a plastic glass with foam overflowing the top.


  Gillian looked at him with open scorn. She didn't need Angel's help for this.


  "Thanks, but I happen to like my brain cells, Maybe if you had more respect for yours you wouldn't be flunking biology."


  There was laughter. Even Cory laughed and winced.


  "Right on," Daryl the Rich Girl said, raising a can of diet Barq's root beer to Gillian in salute. And David waved Cory away and reached for a Coke.


  Nobody tried to pressure them and the guy on the table even looked a littl e embarrassed. Gillian had learned that you could pull anything off if you were cool enough, composed enough, and if you didn't back down. The feeli ng of success was much more intoxicating than liquor could have been.


  (How about that? Pretty good, huh? Huh? Huh?)


  (Oh ... oh, yeah, fine.) Angel seemed to deliberate. (Of course, it does say,


  "Wine maketh the heart of man glad. . . .") (Oh, Angel, you're so silly. You sound like Cory!) Gillian almost laughed ou t loud.


  Everything was exciting. The music, the huge house with its opulent Christm as decorations. The people. All the girls threw their arms around Gillian a nd kissed her as if they hadn't seen her in weeks. Some of the boys tried, but David warned them off with a look.


  That was exciting, too. Having everyone know she was together with David Bl ackburn, that he was hers. It put her status through the ceiling.


  "Want to look around?" David was saying. "I can show you the upstairs; Mac on doesn't care."


  Gillian looked at him. "Bored?"


  He grinned. "No. But I wouldn't mind seeing you alone for a few minutes."


  


  They went up a long carpeted staircase lined with oil paintings. The rooms up stairs were just as beautiful as downstairs: palatial and almost awe inspirin g.


  It put Gillian in a quiet mood. The music wasn't as loud up here, and the co ol marble gave her the feeling of being in a museum.


  She looked out a window to see velvet darkness punctuated by little twinklin g lights.


  "You know, I'm glad you didn't want to drink back there." David's voice beh ind her was quiet.


  She turned, trying to read his face. "But . . . you were surprised?"


  "Well-it's just sometimes now you seem so adult. Sort of worldly."


  "Me? I mean-I mean you're the one who seems like that." And that's what you like in girls, she thought.


  He looked away and laughed. "Oh, yeah. The tough guy. The wild guy. Tanya and I used to party pretty hard." He shrugged. "I'm not tough. I'm just a small-town guy trying to get through life. I don't look for trouble. I try to run f rom it if I can."


  Gillian had to laugh herself at that. But there was something serious in Davi d's dark eyes.


  "I admit, it sort of had a way of finding me in the past," he said slowly. "And I've done some things that I'm not proud of. But, you know ... I'd like to cha nge that-if it's possible."


  "Sort of like a whole new side of you that wants to come out."


  He looked startled. Then he glanced up and down her and grinned. "Yeah. Sor t of like that."


  Gillian felt suddenly inspired, hopeful. "I think," she said slowly, trying t o put her ideas together, "that sometimes people need to-to express both side s of themselves. And then they can be ... well, whole."


  "Yeah. If that's possible." He hesitated. Gillian didn't say anything, because she had the feeling that he was trying to. That there was some reason he'd br ought her up to talk to her alone.


  "Well. You know something weird?" he said after a moment. "I don't feel exac tly whole. And the truth is-" He looked around the darkened room. Gillian co uld only see his profile. He shook his head, then took a deep breath. "Okay, this is going to sound even dumber than I thought, but I've got to say it.


  I can't help it."


  He turned back, toward her and said with a mixture of determination and apol ogy, "And since that day when I found you out there in the snow, I have this feeling that I won't be, without ..." He trailed off and shrugged. "Well-yo u," he said finally, helplessly.


  The universe was one enormous heartbeat. Gillian could feel her body echoing it. She said slowly, "I ..."


  


  "I know. I know how it sounds. I'm sorry."


  "No," Gillian whispered. "That wasn't what I was going to say."


  He'd turned sharply away to glare at the window. Now he turned halfway ba ck and she saw the glimmer of hope in his face.


  "I was going to say, I understand."


  He looked as if he were afraid to believe. "Yeah, but do you really?"


  "I think I do-really."


  And then he was moving toward her and Gillian was holding up her arms. Litera lly as if drawn to do it-but not just by "physical attraction. It sounded cra zy, Gillian thought, but it wasn't physical so much as ... well, spiritual. T


  hey seemed to belong together.


  David was holding her. It felt incredibly strange and at the same time perfe ctly natural. He was warm and solid and Gillian felt her eyes shutting, her head drifting to his shoulder. Such a simple embrace, but it seemed to mean everything.


  The feelings inside Gillian were like a wonderful discovery. And she had th e sense that she was on the verge of some other discovery, that if she just opened her eyes and looked into David's at this moment, somehow it would m ean a change in the world. . . .


  (Kid?) The voice in Gillian's ear was quiet. (I really hate to say it, but I h ave to break this up. You have to sidle down to the master bedroom.) Gillian scarcely heard and couldn't pay attention.


  (Gillian! I mean it, kid. There's something going on that you have to know a bout.)


  (Angel?)


  (Tell him you'll be back in a few minutes. This is important!) There was no way to ignore that tone of urgency. Gillian stirred. "David, I h ave to go for a sec. Be right back."


  David just nodded. "Sure." It was Gillian who had trouble letting go of his h and, and when she did she still seemed to feel his grip.


  (This had better be good, Angel.) She blinked in the light of the hallway.


  (Go down to the end of the hall. That's the master bedroom. Go on in. Don't t urn on the light.)


  The master bedroom was cavernous and dark and filled with large dim shapes like sleeping elephants. Gillian walked in and immediately banged into a piece of heavy furniture.


  (Be careful! See that light over there?)


  Light was showing around the edges of double doors on the other side of th e room. The doors were closed.


  (And locked. That's the bathroom. Now, here's what I want you to do. Walk car efully over to the right of the bathroom and you'll find another door. It's t he closet. I want you to quietly open that door and get in it.) (What?)


  Angel's voice was elaborately patient. (Get in the closet and put your ear aga inst the wall.)


  Gillian shut her eyes. Then, feeling exactly like a burglar, she slowly turned the handle of the closet door and slipped inside.


  It was a walk-in closet, very long but stuffy because of the clothes bristli ng from both sides. Gillian had a profound feeling of intrusion, of being an invader of privacy. She seemed to walk a long way in before Angel stopped h er.


  (Okay. Here. Now put your ear against the left wall.) Eyes still shut-it seemed to make the absolute darkness more bearable-Gill ian burrowed between something long sheathed in plastic and something heav y and velvety. With the clothes embracing her on either side, she leaned h er head until her bare ear touched wood.


  (Angel, I can't believe I'm doing this. I feel really stupid, and I'm scared, a nd if anybody finds me-)


  (Just listen, will you?)


  At first Gillian's heart seemed to drown out all other sounds* But then, fain t but clear, she heard two voices she recognized.
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  "But only if you absolutely swear to me you didn't do it."


  "Oh, how many times? I've been telling you all week I didn't. I never said a word to her. I swear."


  The first voice, which sounded taut and a little unbalanced, was Tanya's.


  The second was Kim the Gymnast's. Despite her brave words, Kim sounded s cared.


  (Angel? What's going on?)


  (Trouble.)


  "Okay," Tanya's voice was saying. "Then this is your chance to prove it by helping me."


  "Tan, look. Look. I'm sorry about you and David breaking up. But maybe it's not Gillian's fault-"


  "It's completely her fault. The stuff with Bruce was over. You know that. T


  here was no reason for David to ever find out-until she opened her mouth. A nd as for how she found out-"


  "Not again!" Kim the Gymnast sounded ready to scream. "I didn't do it."


  "All right. I believe you." Tanya's voice was calmer. "So in that case there


  's no reason for us to fight. We've got to stick together. Hand me that brus h, will you?" There was silence for a moment, and Gillian could imagine Tany a brushing her dark hair to a higher gloss, looking in a mirror approvingly.


  "So what are you going to do?" Kim's voice asked.


  


  "Get both of them. In a way, I hate him more. I promised he'd be sorry if he dumped me, and I always keep my promises."


  Squashed between the heavy, swaying clothes on her right and left, Gillian h ad a wild and almost fatal impulse to giggle.


  She knew what was going on. It was just such a ... a sitcom situation that sh e had a hard time making herself believe in it. Here she was, listening to tw o people who were actually plotting against her. She was overhearing their pl ans to get her. It was . . . absurd. Bad mystery novel stuff.


  And it was happening anyway.


  She made a feeble attempt to get back to reality, straightening up slightly.


  (Angel-people don't really do these revenge things. Right? They're just talking.


  And-I mean, I can't even believe I'm hearing all this. It's so ... so ridiculou s . . .)


  (You're overhearing it because I brought you here. You have an invisible fri end who can lead you to the right place at the right time. And you'd better believe that people carry out these "revenge things." Tanya's never made a p lan that she hasn't carried through.)


  (The future executive.) Gillian thought it faintly.


  (Future CEO. She's deadly serious, kid. And she's smart. She can make thin gs happen.)


  Gillian no longer felt like giggling.


  When she pressed her ear against the wall again, it was clear she'd missed s ome of the conversation.


  "... David first?" Kim the Gymnast was saying.


  "Because I know what to do with him. He wants to get into Ohio University, you know? He sent the application in October. It was already going to be a little hard because his grades aren't great, but he scored really high on t he SATs. It was hard, but I'm going to make it . . ." There was a pause and Tanya's voice seemed to mellow and sweeten. "Absolutely impossible."


  "How?" Kim sounded shaken.


  "By writing to the university. And to our principal and to Ms. Renquist, the English lit teacher, and to David's grandpa, who's supposed to be giving hi m money to go to college."


  "But why? I mean, if you say something nasty, they'll just think it's sour gra pes-"


  "I'm going to tell them he passed English lit last year by cheating. We had to turn in a term paper. But he didn't write the pa per he turned in. It was bought. From a college guy in Philadelphia."


  Kim's breath whooshed out so loudly that Gillian could hear it. "How do y ou know?"


  "Because I arranged it, of course. I wanted him to bring his grades up, to ge t into a university. To make something of himself. But of course he can never prove all that. He's the one that paid for it."


  A silence. Then Kim said, with what sounded like forced lightness, "But, Tan, you could ruin his whole life. . . ."


  "I know." Tanya's voice was serene. Satisfied.


  "But . . . well, what do you want me to do?"


  "Be ready to spread the word. That's what you do best, isn't it? I'll get t he letters written by Monday. And then on Monday you can start telling peop le-because I want everyone to know. Prime that grapevine!" Tanya was laughi ng.


  "Okay. Sure. Consider it done." Kim sounded more scared than ever. "Uh, lo ok, I'd better get back downstairs now-can I use the brush a second?"


  "Here." A clatter. "And, Kim? Be ready to help me with Gillian, too. I'll let you know what I've got in mind for her."


  Kim said, "Sure,"-faintly. Then there were a few more clatters and the sound of a door rattling open and shut. Then silence.


  Gillian stood in the stuffy closet.


  She felt physically sick. As if she'd found something loathsome and slimy and unclean writhing under her bed. Tanya was crazy-and evil. Gillian had just seen into a mind utterly twisted with hatred.


  And smart. Angel had said it.


  (Angel, what do I do? She really means it, doesn't she? She's going to destro y him. And there isn't anything I can do about it.) (There may be something.)


  (She's not going to listen to reason. I know she's not. Nobody's going to be ab le to talk her out of it. And threats aren't any good-) (I said, there may be something you can do.)


  Gillian came back to herself. (What?)


  (It's a little complicated. And . . . well, the truth is, you may not want to do it


  , kid.)


  (I would do anything for David.) Gillian's response was instant and absolut e. Strange, how there were some things you were so sure of.


  (Okay. Well, hold that thought. I'll explain everything when we get home-wh ich we should do fast. But first I want you to get something from that bath room.)


  Gillian felt calm and alert, like a young soldier on her first mission in enem y territory. Angel had an idea. As long as she did exactly what Angel said, th ings were going to turn out all right.


  She went into the bathroom and followed Angel's instructions precisely wit hout asking why. Then she went to get David to take her home from the part y.


  "I'm ready. Now tell me what I can do."


  Gillian was sitting on her bed, wearing the pajamas with little bears on the m. It was well after midnight and the house was quiet and dark except for th e lamp on her night stand.


  "You know, I think you are ready."


  The voice was quiet and thoughtful-and outside her head. In the air about tw o feet away from the bed, a light began to grow.


  And then it was Angel, sitting lotus style, with his hands on his knees. Floa ting lotus style. He was about level with Gillian's bed and he was looking at her searchingly. His face was earnest and calm, and all around him was a pal e, changing light like the aurora borealis.


  As always, Gillian felt a physical reaction at the first sight of him. A sort o f shock. He was so beautiful, so unearthly, so unlike anyone else.


  And right now his eyes were more intense than she had ever seen them.


  It scared her a little, but she pushed that-and the physical reaction-away.


  She had to think of David. David, who'd so trustingly taken her home when she "got sick" an hour ago, and who right now had absolutely no idea what w as in store for him on Monday.


  "Just tell me what to do," she said to Angel.


  She was braced. She had no idea what it would take to stop Tanya, but it cou ldn't be anything pleasant-or legal. Didn't matter. She was ready.


  So Angel's words were something of a letdown.


  "You know you're special, don't you?"


  "Huh?"


  "You've always been special. And underneath, you've always known it."


  Gillian wasn't sure what to say. Because it sounded terribly cliche-but it w as true. She was special. She'd had a near-death experience. She'd come back with an angel. Surely only special people did that. And her popularity at s chool-everyone there certainly thought she was special. But her own inner fe eling had started long before that, sometime in childhood. She'd just imagin ed that everybody felt that way . . . that they were different from others, maybe better, but certainly different.


  "Well, everybody does feel that way, actually," Angel said, and Gillian felt a little jolt. She always felt it when she suddenly remembered her thoughts weren't private anymore.


  Angel was going on. "But for you it happens to be true. Listen, what do y ou know about your great-grandma Elspeth?"


  "What?" Gillian was lost. "She's an old lady. And, um, she lives in Englan d and always sends me Christmas presents. . . ." She had a vague memory of a photograph showing a woman with white hair and white glasses, a tweed s kirt and sensible shoes. The woman held a Pekingese in a little red jacket.


  "She grew up in England, but she was born American. She was only a year o ld when she was separated from her big sister Edith, who was raising her.


  It happened during World War One. Everyone thought she had no family, so she was given to an English couple to raise."


  "Oh, really? How interesting." Gillian was not only bewildered but exaspera ted. "But what on earth-"


  "Here's what it's got to do with David. Your great-grandma didn't grow up wit h her real sister, with her real family. If she had, she'd have known her rea l heritage. She'd have known . . ."


  "Yes?"


  "That she was born a witch."


  There was a long, long silence. It shouldn't have been so long. After the fir st second Gillian thought of things to say, but somehow she couldn't get them past the tightness of her throat.


  She ought to laugh. That was funny, the idea of Great-grandma, with her sens ible shoes, being a witch. And besides, witches didn't exist. They were just stories-


  -like angels-


  -or examples of New Age grown-ups acting silly.


  "Angels," Gillian gasped in a strangled voice. She was beginning to feel wild inside. As if rules were breaking loose.


  Because angels were true. She was looking at one. He was floating about two and a half feet off the floor. There was absolutely nothing under him and he could hear her thoughts and disappear and he was real. And if angels c ould be real . . .


  Magic happens. She'd seen that on a bumper sticker somewhere. Now she clap ped both hands to her mouth. There was something boiling up inside her and she wasn't sure if it was a scream or a giggle.


  "My great-grandma is a witch?"


  "Well, not exactly. She would be if she knew about her family. That's the k ey, you see-you have to know. Your great-grandma has the blood, and so does your grandma, and so does your mom. And so do you, Gillian. And now . . .


  you know." The last words were very gentle, very deliberate. As if Angel we re delicately putting into place the last piece of a puzzle.


  Gillian's laughter had faded. She felt dizzy, as if she had unexpectedly come t o the edge of a cliff and looked over. "I'm . . . I've got the blood, too."


  "Don't be afraid to say it. You're a witch."


  "Angel . . ." Gillian's heart was beating very hard suddenly. Hard and slow. "P


  lease ... I don't really understand any of this. And . . . well, I'm not."


  "A witch? You don't know how to be, yet. But as a matter of fact, kid, you


  're already showing the signs. Do you remember when that mirror broke in t he downstairs bathroom?"


  "And when the window broke in the cafeteria. You asked me if I did those thi ngs. I didn't. You did. You were angry and you lashed out with your power .


  . . but you didn't realize it."


  


  "Oh, God," Gillian whispered.


  "It's a frightening thing, that power. When you don't know how to use it, i t can cause all kinds of damage. To other people-and to you. Oh, kid, don't you understand? Look at what's happened to your mother."


  "What about my mother?"


  "She ... is ... a ... witch. A lost witch, like you. She's got powers, but sh e doesn't know how to channel them, she doesn't understand them, and they ter rify her. When she started seeing visions-"


  "Visions!" Gillian sat straight up. It was as if a light had suddenly gone on in her head, illuminating five years of her life.


  "Yeah." Angel's violet eyes were steady, his face grim. "The hallucinations came before the drinking, not after. And they were psychic visions, images of things that were going to happen, or that might have happened, or that happened a long time ago. But of course she didn't understand that."


  "Oh, God. Oh, my God." Electricity was running up and down Gillian's body, se tting her whole skin tingling. Tears stung in her eyes-not tears of sadness, but of pure, shocking revelation. "That's it. That's it. Oh, God, we've got t o help her. We've got to tell her-"


  "I agree. But first we have to get you under control. And it's not exactly a thing you can just spring on her without any warning. You could do more har m than good that way. We've got to build up to it."


  "Yes. Yes, I see that. You're right." Gillian blinked rapidly. She tried to cal m her breathing, to think.


  "And just at the moment, she's stable. A little depressed, but stable. She'll wait until after Monday. But Tanya won't."


  "Tanya?" Gillian had nearly forgotten the original discussion. "Oh, yeah, T


  anya. Tanya." David, she thought.


  "There is something very practical you can do about Tanya-now that you k now what you are."


  "Yes. All right." Gillian wet her lips. "Do you think Dad will come back if M


  om realizes what she is and gets it all together?"


  "I think there's a good possibility. But listen to me. To take care of Tanya-"


  "Angel." A slow coil of anxiety was unrolling in Gillian's stomach. "Now that I think about it ... I mean, aren't witches bad? Shouldn't you-well, disappr ove of this?"


  Angel put his golden head in his hands. "If I thought it was bad would I be here guiding you through it?"


  Gillian almost laughed. It was so incongruous- the pale northern lights aur a around him and the sound of him talking through clenched teeth.


  Then a thought struck her. She spoke hesitantly and wonderingly. "Did you come here to guide me through it?"


  He lifted his head and looked at her with those unearthly eyes. "What do yo u think?"


  Gillian thought that the world wasn't exactly what she had thought. And nei ther were angels.


  The next morning she stood and looked at herself in the mirror. She'd done t his after Angel had first come to her and made her cut her hair-she'd wanted to look at her new self. Now she wanted to look at Gillian the witch.


  There wasn't anything overtly different about her. But now that she knew sh e seemed to see things she hadn't noticed before. Something in the eyes-som e ancient glimmer of knowledge in their depths. Something elfin in the face


  , in the slant of the cheekbones. A remnant of faery.


  "Stop gazing and come shopping," Angel said, and light coalesced beside he r.


  "Right," Gillian said soberly. Then she tried to wiggle her nose.


  Downstairs, she borrowed the keys to her mother's station wagon and bundled up. It was an icy-fresh day and the whole world sparkled under a light dus ting of new snow. The air filled Gillian's lungs like some strange potion.


  (I feel very witchy.) She backed the car out. (Now where do we go? Hought on?)


  (Hardly. This isn't the kind of shopping you do at a mall. Northward, ho! We're going to Woodbridge.) Gillian tried to remember Woodbridge. It was a little town like Somerset-but smaller. She'd undoubtedly driven through it at some point in her life.


  (We need to go shopping in Woodbridge to take care of Tanya?) (Just drive, dragonfly.)


  Woodbridge's main street ended in a town square bordered by dozens of deco rated trees. The stores were trimmed with Christmas lights. It was a postc ard scene.


  (Okay. Park here.)


  Gillian followed Angel's directions and found herself in the Woodbridge Fiv e and Ten, an old-style variety store, complete with creaking wooden floorb oards. She had the terrifying feeling that time had gone back about fifty y ears. The aisles were tight and the shelves were jammed with baskets full o f goods. There was a musty smell.


  Beyond asking questions, she stared dreamily at a jar of penny candy.


  (Head on to the back. All the way. Open that door and go through to the bac k room.)


  Gillian nervously opened the rickety door and peered into the room beyond. Bu t it was just another store. It had an even stranger smell, partly delicious, partly medicinal, and it was rather dimly lit.


  "Uh, hello?" she said, in response to Angel's urging. And then she noticed movement behind a counter.


  A girl was sitting there. She was maybe nineteen and had dark brown hair and an interesting face. It was quite ordinary in shape and structure-a country girl sort of face-but the eyes were unusually vivid and intense.


  "Um, do you mind if I look around?" Gillian said, again in response to Ange l.


  "Go right ahead," the girl said. "I'm Melusine."


  She watched with a perfectly friendly and open curiosity as Gillian moseyed around the shelves, trying to look as if she knew what she was looking for


  . Everything she saw was strange and unfamiliar-rocks and herby-looking thi ngs and different colored candles.


  (It's not here.) Angel's voice was resigned. (We're going to have to ask her.)


  "Excuse me," Gillian said a moment later, approaching the girl diffidently from the other side. "But do you have any Dragon's Blood? The-activated k ind?"


  The girl's face changed. She looked at Gillian very sharply. Then she said,


  "I'm afraid I've never heard of anything like that. And I wonder what makes you ask."


  Gooseflesh blossomed on Gillian's arms. She had the sudden, distinct feeling that she was in danger.
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  Angel's voice was taut but calm. (Pick up a pen from the counter. The black one's fine. Now-let go. Just relax and let me move it.) Gillian let go. It was a process she couldn't have described in words if she'


  d tried. But she watched, with a sort of fascinated horror, as her own hand b egan to draw on a small white invoice slip.


  It drew across the lines, in some kind of pattern. Unfortunately the pen seeme d to be out of ink, so all Gillian could see was a faint scribble.


  (Show her the carbon copy.)


  Gillian peeled off the first sheet of paper. Underneath, in carbon, was her des ign. It looked like a flower-a dahlia. It was crudely colored in, as if it were meant to be dark.


  (What is it, Angel?)


  (A sort of password. Unless you know it, she's not going to let you buy wha t you need.)


  Melusine's face had changed. She was looking at Gillian with startled interes t.


  "Unity," she said. "I wondered about you when you came in. You've got the look-but I've never seen you before. Did you just move here?"


  (Say "Unity." It's their greeting. And tell her that you're just passing through


  .)


  (Angel-is she a witch? Are there other witches around here? And how come I have to lie-)


  


  (She's getting suspicious!)


  The girl was looking at Gillian rather oddly. Like someone trying to catch a conversation. It scared Gillian.


  "Unity. No, I'm just visiting," she said hastily. "And," she added as Ange l whispered, "I need the Dragon's Blood and, um, two wax figures. Female.


  And do you have any charged Selket powder?"


  Melusine settled back a little. "You belong to Circle Midnight." She said it fl atly.


  (Whaaaat? What's Circle Midnight? And how come she doesn't like me any more?)


  (It's a sort of witch organization. Like a club. It's the one that does the kind of spells that you need to do right now.)


  (Aha. Bad spells, you mean.)


  (Powerful spells. In your case, necessary spells.) Melusine was scooting her chair behind the counter. For a moment Gillian w ondered why she didn't get up, and then, as Melusine reached the edge of the counter, she understood. The chair was a wheelchair and Melusi ne's right leg was missing from the knee down.


  It didn't seem to hinder her, though. In a moment, she was scooting back wi th a couple of packets and a box in her lap. She put the box on the counter and took out two dolls made of dull rose-colored wax. One of the packets h eld chunks of what looked like dark red chalk, the other a peacock-green po wder.


  She didn't look up as Gillian paid for the items. Gillian felt snubbed.


  "Unity," she said formally, as she put her wallet away and gathered up her pu rchases. She figured if you said it for hello, you could say it for goodbye.


  Melusine's dark eyes flashed up at her intently and almost quizzically. Then she said slowly, "Merry part . . . and merry meet again." It almost sounded l ike an invitation.


  (Well, I'm lost.)


  (Just say "Merry part" and get out of here, kid.) Outside, Gillian looked at the town square with new eyes. (The Witches of Woodbridge. So, are they, like, all over here? Do they own the Creamery an d the hardware store, too?)


  (You're closer than you think. But we don't have time to stand around. You'v e got some spells to cast.)


  Gillian took one more look around the quiet tree-lined square, feeling hersel f standing in the bright air with her packages of spell ingredients. Then she shook her head. She turned to the car.


  Sitting in the middle of her bed with the bedroom door locked, Gillian conte mplated her materials. The plastic bags of rock and powder, the dolls, and t he hair she'd gathered from the brush in Macon's bathroom last night.


  


  Two or three strands of sun blond curls. Three or four long black glossy hair s.


  "And you don't need to tell me what they're for," she said, looking at the air beside her. "It's voodoo time, huh?"


  "Smart girl." Angel shimmered into being. "The hair is to personalize the do lls, to link them magically to their human counterparts. You've got to wind a hair around each doll, and name it out loud. Call it Tanya or Kimberlee."


  Gillian didn't move. "Angel, look. When I got that hair, I had no idea why I was doing it. But when I saw those little wax figures-well, then I realized.


  And the way that girl Melusine looked at me. ..."


  "She has no idea what you're up against. Forget her."


  "I'm just trying to get things straight, all right?" Hands clasped tightly in h er lap, she looked at him. "I've never wanted to hurt people-well, all right, y es, I have. I've had those-those images or whatever at night, like seeing a gia nt foot splat down


  on my geometry teacher. But I don't really want to hurt people."


  Angel looked patient. "Who said you were going to hurt them?"


  "Well, what's all this for?"


  "It's for whatever you want it to be for. Gillian, dragonfly, all these mate rials are just aids for a witch's natural powers. They're a way of focusing the power, directing it to a particular purpose. But what actually happens t o Tanya and Kim depends on you. You don't have to hurt them. You just have t o stop them."


  "I just have to stop them from doing what they're planning to do." Gillian's mind was already sparking into action. "And Tanya's planning to write lette rs. And Kim's planning to spread the word. . . ."


  "So what if Tanya can't write letters? And if Kimberlee can't talk? It would b e sort of... poetic justice." Angel's face was grave, but his eyes were glinti ng with mischief.


  Gillian bit her lip. "I think it would kill Kim not to talk!"


  "Oh, I bet she could live through it." They were both laughing now. "So if she had, say, a bad sore throat. . . and if Tanya's arm were paralyzed . . ."


  Gillian sobered. "Not paralyzed."


  "I meant temporarily. Not even temporarily? All right, what about somethin g else that could keep her from typing or holding a pen? How about a bad r ash?"


  "A rash?"


  "Sure. An infection. One she'd have to keep bandaged up so she couldn't use her fingers. That would stop her for a while, until we can think of somethin g else."


  "A rash . . . Yeah, that could work. That would be good." Gillian took a qui ck breath and looked down at her materials. "Okay, tell me how to do it!"


  


  And Angel walked her through the strange process. She wound the dolls wit h hair and named them aloud. She rubbed them with crumbled Dragon's Blood


  , the dark red chalky stuff. Then she dabbed the hand of one and the thro at of the other with the iridescent green Selket powder.


  "Now . . . may I be given the power of the words of Hecate. It is not I who u tter them, it is not I who repeat them; it is Hecate who utters them, it is s he who repeats them."


  (And who the heck's Hecate?) She sent the thought to Angel wordlessly, in c ase speaking aloud would ruin the spell.


  (Be quiet. Now concentrate. Pick up the Tanya doll and think Streptococcus py ogenes. That's a bacteria that'll give her a rash. Picture it in your mind. S


  ee the rash on the real Tanya.)


  There was a certain satisfaction in doing it. Gillian couldn't deny that, eve n to herself. She pictured Tanya's slim olive-skinned right hand, poised to s ign a letter that would destroy David's future. Then she pictured itchy red b umps appearing, another hand scratching. Redness spreading across the skin. M


  ore itching. More scratching . . .


  (Hey, this is fun!)


  Then she took care of the Kim doll.


  When she was finished, she put both dolls in a shoe box and put the shoe bo x under her bed. Then she stood up, flushed and triumphant.


  "It's over? I did it?"


  "You did it. You're a full-fledged witch now. Hecate's the Queen of the Witc hes, incidentally. Their ancient ruler. And she's special to you- you're des cended in a direct line from her daughter Hellewise."


  "I am?" Gillian stood a little straighter. She seemed to feel power tingling through her, a sparkling energy, a sense that she could reach out and mold th e world. She felt as if she ought to have an aura. "Really?"


  "Your great-grandmother Elspeth was one of the Harmans, the Hearth-Women, the line that came from Hellewise. Elspeth's older sister Edgith became a big witch leader."


  How could Gillian have ever thought she was ordinary, less than ordinary? Yo u couldn't argue with facts like these. She was from a line of important wit ches. She was part of an ancient tradition. She was special.


  She felt very, very powerful.


  That night, her father called. He wanted to know if she was okay, and to let her know he loved her.


  All Gillian wanted to know was whether he'd be home for Christmas.


  "Of course I'll be home. I love you."


  "Love you."


  But she wasn't happy when she hung up. (Angel, we've got to figure things ou t. Is there a spell I should do on him?)


  


  (I'll think about it.)


  The next morning she sailed into school cheerfully and looked around for someone who would talk. She spotted the cropped red head of J.Z. the Mode l and waved hello.


  "What's up, J.Z.?"


  J.Z. turned hazy blue-green eyes on her and fell into step. "Did you hear ab out Tanya?"


  Gillian's heart skipped a beat. "No," she said, with perfect truth.


  "She's got some awful rash or infection or something. Like poison ivy. They say it's driving her crazy." As always, J.Z. spoke slowly and with an almost vacant air. But Gillian thought there was a gleam of satisfaction under the blank look.


  She shot J.Z. a sharp glance. "Well, that's too bad."


  "Sure is," J.Z. murmured, smiling absently.


  "I sure hope nobody else catches it." She was hoping to hear something abo ut Kim.


  But J.Z. just said, "Well, at least we know David won't." Then she wandered off.


  (Angel, that girl doesn't like Tanya.)


  (A lot of people don't like Tanya.)


  (It's weird. I used to think being popular meant everybody likes you. Now I t hink it's more like everybody's afraid not to like you.) (Right. Let them hate you as long as they fear you. But, you see, you've don e a public service, putting Tanya out of commission.) In biology class, Gillian found out that Kim was absent and had canceled gy mnastics practice for the day. She had something' like strep throat and cou ldn't even talk. Nobody seemed heartbroken over this, either.


  (Being popular means everybody's glad when something bad happens to you


  .)


  (It's a dog-eat-dog world, kid.) Angel chuckled.


  Gillian smiled.


  She had protected David. It gave her a wonderful feeling to be able to prot ect him, to take care of him. Not that she exactly approved of what he'd do ne. Buying an English paper and turning it in as your own-that was pretty b ad. Not just wrong, but petty somehow.


  (But I think he was sorry. I think that was maybe one of the things he was saying he wasn't proud of. And maybe there's some way he can make up for it


  . Like if he wrote another paper and turned it in, and explained to Ms. Ren quist. Don't you think, Angel?)


  (Hm? Oh, sure. Good idea.)


  (Because sometimes being sorry isn't enough,


  you know? You've got to do something. Angel? Angel?) (I'm here. Just thinking about your next class. And your powers and things.


  Did you know there's a spell to bring in money?) (There is? Now, that's really interesting. I mean, I don't care about money mone y, but I'd really love a car. . . .)


  That night Gillian lay in bed, head propped on pillows, legs curled under a throw, and thought about how lucky she was.


  Angel seemed to be gone for the moment; she could neither see him nor hear his voice. But it was Angel she was thinking about.


  He had brought her so much-and he'd brought her himself, which she sometim es thought was the greatest gift of all. What other girl could have two go rgeous guys without being unfaithful to either of them, or making either o f them jealous? What other girl could have two great loves at once, withou t doing wrong?


  Because that was how she'd come to think of Angel. As a great love. He wasn'


  t a pillar of light to her anymore, or a terrifyingly beautiful apparition w ith a voice like silver fire. He was almost like an ordinary guy, only impos sibly handsome, devastatingly witty, and incidentally supernatural. Since le arning she was supernatural herself, Gillian felt he was somehow more access ible.


  And he understood her. Nobody had ever known her, or could ever know her, the way he did. He knew all her deepest secrets and most carefully hidden fears-and he still loved her. The love was obvious every time he spoke to her, every time he appeared and looked at her with those startling eyes.


  I'm in love with him, too, Gillian thought. She felt quite calm about it. I t was different from the way she loved David. In a way, it was more powerfu l, because nobody could ever be as close to her as Angel was-but there was no physical aspect to it. Angel was a part of her on a level nothing human could touch. Their relationship was separate from the human world. It was u nique.


  "Tie me kangaroo down, mate!" A light was appearing beside the bed.


  "Where've you been, Australia?"


  "Checking on Tanya and Kim the Gym, actually. Tanya's bandaged from shoul der to fingers and she's not thinking about writing anything. Kim's sucki ng a popsicle and moaning. Inaudibly."


  "Good." Gillian felt a triumphant glow. Which was wrong, of course; she sho uldn't enjoy other people's pain. But she couldn't hide it from Angel-and t hose girls deserved it. They would be sorry, sorry, sorry they had ever tan gled with Gillian Lennox.


  "But we've got to work out a more permanent solution," she said. "And figur e things out about my parents."


  "I'm working on all of it." Angel was gazing at her with a kind of dreamy in tentness.


  


  "What?"


  "Nothing. Just looking at you. You look particularly beautiful tonight, whi ch is absurd considering you're wearing flannel pajamas with bears on them.


  "


  Gillian felt a quick sweet throb. She looked down. "These are cats. But the b ears are my favorite, actually." She looked back up and grinned wickedly. "I'


  ll bet I could start a little bears fashion at school. You can do anything wi th enough guts."


  "You can do anything, that's for sure. Sweet dreams, beautiful."


  "Silly. Stop it." Gillian waved a hand at him. But she was still blushing when she lay down and shut her eyes. She felt absurdly happy and complimen ted. And beautiful. And powerful. And special.


  "Hear about Tanya?" Amanda the Cheerleader said at lunch break the next da y. She and Gillian were in the girls' bathroom.


  Gillian eyed herself in the mirror. A touch with the comb . . . perfect. An d maybe a little more lipstick. She was doing the glamour thing today. Dark


  , mesmerizing eyes and bold, laughing red mouth. Or maybe she should pout i nstead of laugh. She pursed her lips at herself and said absently, "Old new s."


  "No, I mean the new stuff. She's got complications, apparently."


  Gillian stopped applying lipstick. "What kind of complications?"


  "I don't know. Fever, I think. And her whole arm's turning purple."


  (Angel? Purple?)


  (Well, I'd say more mauve myself. Relax, kid. Fever's a natural side effect of a bad rash. Just like poison ivy.)


  (But-)


  (Look at Amanda. She's not too upset.)


  (No, 'cause she probably knows Tanya was messing with her boyfriend. Or she has some other reason not to like her. But, I mean, I don't want Tanya rea lly hurt.)


  (Don't you? Be honest.)


  (Well, I mean, not really, really hurt, you know? Medium hurt. That's all.) (I don't think she's going to drop dead this minute.) Angel said it patiently.


  (Okay. Good.) Gillian felt a little embarrassed for making a big deal-and a t the same time she had a fleeting impulse to go check on Tanya herself. Bu t the impulse was easily quashed. Tanya was getting what she deserved. It w as only a rash. How bad could that be?


  Besides, Angel was looking after things. And she trusted Angel.


  She added the last dab of lipstick and smiled at herself in the mirror. Defini tely she was one hot witch.


  In sixth period, messengers brought candy canes that people had ordered l ast week from the Vocal Jazz Club. You could send the candy canes, which came with a ribbon and a note, to anyone you wanted.


  Gillian got a pile so large that everyone laughed, and Seth Pyles ran over a nd snapped a picture of it for the yearbook. After school David came and rum maged through the pile, looking at the messages and shaking his fist, preten ding to be jealous.


  It was a very good day.


  "Happy?" Angel asked that afternoon. David's mother had recruited him for heavy-duty Christmas housecleaning, so Gillian was alone in her bedroom-which meant it was just her and Angel. She was folding socks and humming her favorite carol, "O Come All Ye Faithful." "Can't you tell?"


  "Not with all that noise you're making. Are you really happy?"


  She looked up. "Of course I am. I mean, except for the stuff with my parents


  , I'm totally happy."


  "And being popular is all you expected it to be."


  "Well . . ." Gillian paused in bewilderment.


  "It's-it's a little different from what I expected. It's not the be-all and the end


  -all I'd have thought.


  But then I'm different from what I thought."


  "You're a witch. And you want more than just candy canes and parties."


  She looked at him curiously. "What are you trying to say? That I should do s ome more spells?" "I'm saying that there's more to being a witch than doing spells. I can show you, if you trust me."
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  Yes," Gillian said simply. Her heart rate had picked up a little, but with an ticipation rather than fear. Angel was looking very mysterious.


  He struck a looking-into-the-distance pose, then said, "Have you ever had th e feeling that you don't really know reality?"


  "Frequently," Gillian said dryly. "Ever since I met you."


  He grinned. "I mean even before that. Someone wrote about the 'inconsolable secret' that's in each of us. The desire for our own far-off country, for so mething we've never actually experienced. About how we all long 'to bridge s ome chasm that yawns between us and reality ... to be reunited with somethin g in the universe from which we now feel cut off. . . .' "


  Gillian sat bolt upright. "Yes. I never heard anybody say it that well before


  . About the chasm- you always feel that there's something else, somewhere, an d that you're being left out. I thought it was something the popular people w ould be in on-but it hasn't got anything to do with them at all."


  "As if the world has some secret, if you could only get on the inside."


  "Yes. Yes." She looked at him in fascination. "This is about being a witch, isn'


  t it? You're saying that I've always felt that way because it's true. Because fo r me there is a different reality. . . ."


  "Nah." Angel grimaced. "Actually everybody feels exactly the same. Doesn'


  t mean a thing."


  Gillian collapsed. "What?"


  "For them. For them, there is no secret place. As for you . . . well, it's not what you're thinking; it's not some higher reality of astral planes or anythi ng. It's as real as those socks. As real as that girl, Melusine, in the store in Woodbridge. And it's where you were meant to be. A place where you'll be we lcomed into the heart of things."


  Gillian's heart was racing wildly. "Where is it?"


  "It's called the Night World."


  Gray-blue shadows were gliding up the hills. Gillian drove in the twilight, h eading toward the darkness in the east.


  "Explain again," she said, and she said it out loud, even though she couldn't see Angel. There


  was a slight disturbance of air above the seat to her right, a hint of mist, but that was all. "You're saying it's not just witches."


  "Not by a long shot. Witches are just one race; there are all sorts of other cr eatures of the night. All the sorts that you've been taught to think are legend s."


  "And they're real. And they're just living alongside normal humans. And th ey always have been."


  "Yes. But it's easy, you see. They look like humans, at least at first glance


  . As much as you look like a human."


  "But I am a human. I mean, mostly, right? My great-grandma was a witch, b ut she married a human and so did my grandma and my mom. So I'm all ... d iluted."


  "It doesn't matter to them. You can claim witch blood. And your powers are beyond dispute. Trust me, they'll welcome you."


  "Besides, I've got you," Gillian said cheerfully. "I mean, ordinary humans d on't have their own invisible guardians, do they?"


  "Well." Angel seemed to coalesce dimly beside her. From what she could see o f his face, he was frowning. "You can't actually tell them about me. Don't a sk why; I'm not allowed to explain. But I'll be with you, the way I always a m. I'll help you out with what to say. Don't worry; you'll do fine."


  Gillian wasn't worried. She felt steeped in mystery and a sort of forbidde n excitement. The whole world seemed magical and unfamiliar.


  Even the snow looked different, blue and almost phosphorescent. As Gillian drove through rolling farmlands, a glow appeared above the eastern hills, a nd then the full moon rose, huge and throbbing with light.


  Deeper and deeper, she thought. She seemed to have left everything ordinar y behind and to be sliding more and more quickly into an enchanted place w here anything-anything at all-could happen.


  She wouldn't have been surprised if Angel had directed her to pull off into s ome snowy clearing and look for a fairy ring. But when he said, "Turn here,"


  it was at a main road that led to the straggling outskirts of a town.


  "Where are we?"


  "Sterback. Little hole-in-the-wall place-except for where we're going. Stop h ere."


  "Here" was a nondescript building, which looked as if it had originally been Victorian. It wasn't in very good repair.


  Gillian got out and looked at the moon shining on the windows. The building might have been a lodge. It was set apart from the rest of the dark and si lent town. A wind had started up and she shivered.


  (Uh, it doesn't look like anybody's in there.) (Go to the door.) Angel's voice in her mind was comforting, as always.


  There was no sign at the door, nothing to indicate that this was a public bu ilding. But the stained glass window above the door was faintly illuminated from the inside. The pattern seemed to be a flower. A black iris.


  (The Black Iris is the name of this place. It's a dub-) Angel was interrupted by a sudden explosion. That was Gillian's impression.


  For the first instant she had no idea what it was-just a dark shape flying a t her and a violent noise-and she almost fell off the porch. Then she realiz ed that the noise was barking. A chained dog was yammering and foaming, tryi ng to get at her.


  (I'll take care of it.) Angel sounded grim, and an instant later Gillian felt so mething like a wave in the air. The dog dropped flat as if it had been shot. It rolled its eyes.


  The porch was dead silent again. Everything was silent. Gillian stood and b reathed, feeling adrenaline run through her. But before she could say anyth ing, the door opened behind her.


  A face looked out of the dimness inside the house. Gillian couldn't make out the features, but she could see the gleam of eyes.


  "Who're you?" The voice was slow and flat, not friendly. "What do you wan t?"


  Gillian followed Angel's whispered words. "I'm Gillian of the Harman clan, a nd I want in. It's cold out here."


  "A Harman?"


  "I'm a Hearth-Woman, a daughter of Hellewise, and if you don't let me in, y ou stupid werewolf, I'm going to do to you what I did to your cousin there.


  " She stuck out a gloved finger toward the cringing dog. (Werewolf? Angel, there are real werewolves?)


  (I told you. All the legendary creatures.) Gillian felt an odd sinking. She had no idea why, and she continued to do just as Angel said. But somehow her stomach was knotting tighter and tighter.


  The door opened slowly. Gillian stepped into a dim hall and the door slamme d shut again with a curiously final sound.


  "Didn't recognize you," the figure beside her said. "Thought you might be v ermin."


  "I forgive you," Gillian said, and pulled off her gloves at Angel's direction.


  "Downstairs?"


  He nodded and she followed him to a door which led to a stairway. As soon as the door opened, Gillian heard music.


  She descended, feeling extremely . . . subterranean. The basement was dee per than most basements. And bigger. It was like a whole new world down t here.


  It wasn't much brighter than upstairs, and there were no windows. It seemed like an old place; there was a shuffleboard pattern on the cold tile floor a nd a faint smell of mildew and moisture. But it was alive with people. There were figures sitting on chairs dumped around the borders of the room and more gathered around a pool table at one end. There were figur es in front of a couple of ancient looking pinball machines and figures clu stered at what looked like a home bar.


  Gillian headed for the bar. She could feel eyes on her every step of the way.


  She felt too small and too young as she perched precariously on one of the b ar stools. She rested her elbows on the counter and tried to slow her heart down.


  The figure behind the bar turned toward her. It was a guy, maybe in his twe nties. He stepped forward and Gillian saw his face.


  Shock rippled through her. There was something . . . wrong with him. Not t hat he was hideously ugly or that he would have caused a commotion if he g ot on a bus. Maybe it was something Gillian sensed through her new powers and not through her eyes at all. But the impression she got was that his f ace looked wrong. Tainted by cold dark thoughts that made Tanya's scheming mind look like a sunlit garden.


  Gillian couldn't help her recoil. And the bar guy saw it.


  "You're new," he said. The dark and cold seemed to grow in him and she re alized he was enjoying her fear. "Where are you from?"


  Angel was shouting instructions at her. "I'm a Harman," Gillian said as stea dily as she could. "And-you're right. I'm new."


  (Good, kid. Don't let him bully you! Now you're going to explain to them just exactly who you are-) (In a minute, Angel. Just let me get-settled.) The truth was that Gillian w as completely unsettled. The sense of dread that had been growing ever sinc e she walked in was reaching an unbearable pitch. This place was . . . she groped for adjectives. Unwholesome. Corrupt. Scary.


  And then she realized something else. Up until now she hadn't been able to m ake out the faces of the other figures properly. Only eyes and the occasiona l flash of teeth.


  But now-they were moving in around her. It reminded her of sharks, swimming almost aimlessly but ending up in a purposeful gathering. There were peopl e directly behind her-she could feel that with the back of her neck-and the re were people on either side of her. When she looked, she could see their faces.


  Cold-dark-wrong. Not just wrong, but almost diabolic. These were people who m ight do anything and enjoy it. Their eyes glittered at her. More than glitter ed. Some of the eyes were shining . . . like an animal's at night . . . and n ow they were smiling and she could see teeth. Long delicate canine teeth that came to a point. Fangs . . .


  All the legendary creatures . . .


  Sheer panic surged through her. And at the same instant, she felt strong han ds on her elbows.


  "Why don't you come outside with me?" a voice behind her said.


  Then things were confused. Angel was yelling again, but Gillian couldn't re ally hear him over the pounding of her own heart. The hands were exerting p ressure, forcing her away from the bar. And the figures with their diabolic al faces were settling back, most of them wearing conspiratorial grins.


  "Have fun," somebody called.


  Gillian was being hurried up the stairs, whisked through the dim building. A blast of cold air hit her as the door opened and she suddenly felt dearer. Sh e tried to break out of the iron grip that was holding her. It didn't do any good.


  She was out in the snow, leaving the house behind. The street was completel y deserted.


  "Is that your car?"


  The hands on her arms eased their pressure. Gillian gave one desperate wre nch and turned around.


  Moonlight was shining on the snow around her, giving it the texture of white satin. Every shadow was like an indigo stain on the sparkling coverlet.


  The person who'd been holding her was a boy a few years older than Gillian


  . He was lanky and elegant, with ash-blond hair and slightly tilted eyes.


  Something about the way he held himself made her think of lazy predatory a nimals.


  But his face wasn't wrong, the way the other


  faces had been. It was set and grim, maybe even a little scary, but it wasn't ev il.


  "Now, look," he said, and his voice wasn't evil, either, just rapid and sho rt. "I don't know who you are, or how you managed to get in there, but you'


  d better turn around and go home right now. Because whatever you are, you'r e not a Harman."


  "How do you know?" Gillian blurted before Angel could tell her what to say


  .


  "Because I'm related to the Harmans. I'm Ash Redfern. You don't even know what that means, do you? If you were a Harman you'd know that our famili es are kin."


  (You are a Harman, and you are a witch!) Angel was actually raging. (Tell him! Tell him!)


  But the ash-blond boy was going on. "They'll eat you alive in there if they find out for sure. They're not as-tolerant-of humans as I am. So my advice i s, get in your car, drive away, and never come back. And never mention this place to anybody else."


  (You're a lost witch! You're not a human. Tell him!)


  "How come you're so tolerant?" Gillian was staring at the boy. His eyes . .


  . she'd thought they were amber colored originally, like Steffi's, but now t hey were emerald green.


  He gave her an odd look. Then he smiled. It was a lazy smile, but with some thing heart-wrenching behind it.


  "I met a human girl last summer," he said quietly, and that seemed to explai n everything.


  Then he nodded at her car. "Get out of here. Never come back. I'm just pass ing through; I won't be around to save you again."


  (Don't get in the car. Don't go. Tell him. You're a witch; you belong to Circ le Midnight. Don't go!)


  For the first time, Gillian deliberately disobeyed an order of Angel's. She unlocked the car with shaky hands. As she got in, she looked back at the boy


  . Ash.


  "Thank you," she said.


  "Bye." He wiggled his fingers. He watched as she drove away.


  (Go back there right now! You belong there, just as much as any of them. Y


  ou're one of them. They can't keep you out. Turn around and go back!)


  "Angel, stop it!" She said it out loud. "I can't! Don't you see that? I can't.


  They were horrible. They were-evil."


  Now that she was alone, reaction was setting in. Her whole body began to sh ake. She was suddenly blind with tears, her breath catching in her throat.


  "Not evil!" Angel shimmered into the seat beside her. He had never sounded so agitated. "Just powerful-"


  "They were evil. They wanted to hurt me. I saw their eyes!" She was lapsin g into hysteria. "Why did you take me there? When you wouldn't even let me talk to Melusine? Melusine wasn't like them."


  


  A violent shiver overtook her. The car veered and she struggled with it, bar ely getting control. All at once everything seemed alien and terrifying; she was out on a long and lonely road, and it was night, and there was an uncan ny being in the seat beside her.


  She didn't know who he was anymore. All she knew was that he wasn't any ki nd of an angel. The logical alternative sprang immediately to her mind. Sh e was alone in the middle of nowhere with a demon. . . .


  "Gillian, stop it!"


  "Who are you? What are you, really? Who are you?"


  "What do you mean? You know who I am."


  "No, I don't!" She was screaming it. "I don't know anything about you! W


  hy did you take me there? Why did you want them to hurt me? Why?"


  "Gillian, stop the car. Stop. The. Car."


  His voice was so commanding, so urgent and imperative, that she actually ob eyed. She was sobbing anyway. She couldn't drive or see. She felt, literall y and honestly, that she was losing her mind at that exact moment.


  "Now look at me. Wipe your face off and look at me."


  After a moment she managed. He was shining. Light seemed to radiate from eve ry inch, of him, from the gold filaments of his hair, to his classic feature s, to the lines of his perfect body. And he'd


  calmed down. His expression was rapt and uplifted, the serenity only marred by what looked like concern for her.


  "Now," he said. "I'm sorry if all this scared you. New things are like that sometimes-they seem repulsive just because they're different. But we won't t alk about that now," he added, as Gillian caught a shuddering breath. "The i mportant thing is that I wasn't trying to hurt you." His eyes seemed to grow even more intense, pure violet flame.


  Gillian hiccupped. "But-you-"


  "I could never hurt you, Gillian. Because, you see, we're soulmates."


  He said it with the weight of a monumental revelation. And although Gillian had no idea what it meant, she felt an odd quiver inside, almost of recognit ion.


  "What's that?"


  "It's something that happens with people who belong to the Night World. I t means that there's only one love for everyone who exists. And when you meet that love, you know them. You know you were meant to be together, an d nothing can keep you apart."


  It was true. Every word seemed to resonate inside Gillian, touching off an cient, hidden memories. This was something her ancestors had known.


  Her cheeks had dried. Her hysteria was gone. But she felt very tired and ver y bewildered.


  "But ... if that's true . . ." She couldn't put the thought together.


  


  "Don't worry about it right now." Angel's voice was soothing. "We'll talk abou t it later. I'll explain what it all means. I just wanted you to know that I w ould never hurt you. I love you, Gillian. Don't you realize that?"


  "Yes," Gillian whispered. Everything was very foggy. She didn't want to thi nk, didn't want to consider the implications of what Angel was saying.


  She just wanted to get home.


  "Relax and I'll help you drive," Angel said. "Don't worry about anything. It's all going to be all right."


  CHAPTER


  I3


  The next day, Gillian tried to concentrate on normal things.


  She hurried to school, feeling unrested-had she had nightmares?-and desperat ely in need of distraction. All day at school, she threw herself into activi ties, chattering and laughing and keeping people around her, talking about C


  hristmas and parties and finals.


  It worked. Angel was very gentle, keeping quietly in the background. All th e other students were hyperactive with the thought of only two more days of school. And by the afternoon Gillian had become caught up in her own frant ic good spirits.


  "We don't even have a tree," she said to David. "And it's five days to Chri stmas Eve. I have to drag my mom out and buy one."


  "Don't buy one," David said, smiling at her with his dark eyes. "I'll take you out tonight to a place I know. It's beautiful, and the trees are free." He wink ed.


  "I'll bring the station wagon," Gillian said. "Lots of room. I like big trees."


  At home, she stayed busy, prodding her mother to wrap packages and dust of f the plastic Christmas flower arrangements. There was no talk with Angel about how to tell her mother about witches.


  She was still happy when she picked David up after dinner. He seemed a littl e subdued, but she wasn't in the mood to ask questions. Instead, she talked about the party Steffi Lockhart was giving on Friday night.


  It was a long drive, and she was running out of speculations about Steffi's party when David finally said, "Somewhere along here, I think."


  "Okay. I'll take one of those." Gillian pointed at the sixty-look-alike fern tre es that lined the road.


  David smiled. "There are some smaller ones farther in."


  There were so many that Gillian had a hard time choosing. At last, she settle d on a balsam fir with a perfect silhouette, like a plump lady holding out he r skirts. It was wonderfully aromatic as she and David chopped it down and ha lf dragged, half carried it to the car.


  "I just love that smell," she said. "And I don't even care that my gloves are r uined."


  David didn't answer. He was quiet as he tied the back of the station wagon cl osed around the tree. He was quiet as they got in the car and Gillian began t o drive.


  And Gillian couldn't stand it anymore. Little waves of acid were lapping in her stomach. "What's wrong? You haven't been talking all night."


  "I'm sorry." He let out his breath, looking out the window. "I guess ... I was just thinking about Tanya."


  Gillian blinked. "Tanya? Should I be jealous?" He glanced at her. "No, I me an-her arm." A strange sort of prickling cascaded over Gillian, and in that moment everything changed forever. She seemed to ask the next question in a huge, quivering stillness. "What about her arm?"


  "You didn't hear? I thought somebody would've called you. They took her to the hospital this afternoon." "Oh, my God."


  "Yeah, but it's worse. That thing they thought was a rash was necrotizing som ething-or-other ... you know, that flesh-eating bacteria."


  Gillian opened her mouth, but no sound came out. The road in front of her seemed very dim.


  "Cory said she can't have any visitors-her arm swelled up to three times its normal size. They had to cut it open all the way from her shoulder to her fin ger to drain it. They think she might lose her finger-"


  "Stop it!" A suppressed scream.


  David looked at her quickly. "I'm sorry-"


  "No! Just don't talk!" Gillian's automatic reflexes had taken over driving the car. She was hardly aware of anything outside her own body. All her con centration was fixed on the drama inside her own mind.


  (Angel! Did you hear that? What is going on?)


  (Of course I heard it.) The voice was slow and thoughtful.


  (Well, is it true? Is it?)


  (Look, let's talk about this later, all right, kid? Let's wait-) (No! Everything with you is "Wait" or "We'll talk about it later." I want to k now right now: is it true?)


  (Is what true?)


  (Is Tanya that sick? Is she about to lose her finger?) (It's just an infection, Gillian. Streptococcus pyogenes. You were the one who put it there.)


  (You're saying it is true. It's true. I did it with my spell. I gave her flesh-e ating bacteria.) Gillian threw the thoughts out wildly, disjointedly. She couldn


  't really grasp what it all meant yet.


  (Gillian, we had to stop her from destroying David. It was necessary.) (No! No! You knew I didn't really want to hurt her. What are you talking ab out? How can you even say that?) Gillian was in hysteria again, a strange h ysteria of the mind. She was vaguely


  aware that she was still driving, that fences and trees were flying by. Her bo dy was sitting in the car, breathing quickly, speeding, but her real self seem ed to be in another place.


  (You lied to me. You told me she was all right. Why did you do that?) (Calm down, dragonfly-)


  (Don't call me that! How can you just-just sit there . . . and not care? What kind of person are you?)


  And then-Angel's voice changed. He didn't get hysterical or agitated; it w as much worse. His voice became calmer. More melodious. Pleasant.


  (I'm just dispensing justice. It's what angels do, you know.) Icy horror swept over Gillian.


  He sounded insane.


  "Oh, God," she said, and she said it out loud. David looked at her.


  "Hey-are you okay?"


  She scarcely heard him. She was thinking with fevered intensity: (I don't kn ow what you are, but you are not an angel.)


  (Gillian, listen to me. We don't have to fight. I love you-) (Then tell me how to fix Tanya!)


  Silence.


  (I'll find out myself. I'll go back to Melusine-) (No!)


  (Then tell me! Or heal Tanya yourself if you're a real angel!) A pause. Then: (Gillian, I've got an idea. A way to make David love you mo re.)


  (What are you talking about?)


  (We need to give him a near-death experience. Then he'll be able to truly understand you. We need to make him die.)


  Everything blurred. Gillian knew they were nearing Somerset, they were on familiar streets. But for a moment her vision went completely gray and spa rkling.


  "Gillian!" A hand was on hers, a real hand, steadying the wheel. "Are you a ll right? Do you want me to drive?"


  "I'm okay." Her vision had cleared. She just wanted to get home. She had to g et to that shoe box and fix the spell on Tanya somehow. She had to get home .


  .. to safety. . . .


  But nowhere was safe.


  (Don't you understand?) The voice was soft and insidious in her ear. (David can never really be like you until he's died the way you have. We have to make him die-)


  "No!" She realized she was speaking aloud again. "Stop talking to me! Go away!"


  David was staring at her. "Gillian-"


  (I don't want to hurt you, Gillian. Only him. And he'll come back, I promise. H


  


  e might be a little different. But he'll still love you.) Different . . . David's body. Angel wanted David's body. As David left, Ange l would take possession....


  They were almost home. But she couldn't get


  away from the voice. How do you get away from something that's in your own mind? She couldn't shut it out. ...


  (Just let go, Gillian. Let me take over. I'll drive for you. I love you, Gillian.)


  "No!" She was panting, her hands gripping the steering wheel so hard it hurt


  . The word came out jerkily. "David! You have to drive. I can't-"


  (Relax, Gillian. You won't be harmed. I promise.) And she couldn't let go of the steering wheel. The voice seemed to be inside her body, diffusing through her muscles. She couldn't take her foot off the a ccelerator.


  "Gillian, slow down!" David was yelling now. "Look out!"


  (It will only take a second . . .)


  Gillian's world had been switched into an old-time movie. The flickering bla ck-and-white kind. With each frame, the telephone pole in front of her got b igger and bigger. It was happening very slowly, but at the same time with ut ter inevitability. They were rushing oh-so-slowly toward that pole, and they were going to hit. On the right side of the car, where David was sitting.


  (No! I'll hate you forever . . .)


  She screamed it in her mind and the last word seemed to echo endlessly. The re was time for that.


  And then there was a loud sound and darkness.


  "Can I see him?"


  "Not yet, honey." Her mother scooted the plastic chair closer to the emerge ncy room bed. "Probably not tonight."


  "But I have to."


  "Gillian, he's unconscious. He wouldn't even know you were there."


  "But I have to see him." Gillian felt the hysteria swelling again, and she d amped her mouth shut. She didn't want a shot, which is what the nurses had s aid they were going to give her when she started screaming earlier.


  She had been here for hours. Ever since the cars with the flashing lights came and pried the station wagon door open and pulled her out. They'd pull ed David out, too. But while she had been completely unhurt-"A mirade! Not even a scratch!" the paramedic had said to her mother-David had been unco nscious. And had stayed that way ever since.


  The emergency room was cold and it didn't seem to matter how many heated blankets they wrapped around her. Gillian kept shivering. Her hands were blue-white and pinched looking.


  "Daddy's coming home," her mother said, stroking her arm. "He's taking the first plane he could get. You'll see him tomorrow morning."


  Gillian shivered. "Is this the same hospital- where Tanya Jun is? No, don't as k. I don't really want to know." She stuck her hands under her armpits. "I'm s o cold. . . ."


  And alone. There was no soft voice hi her head. And that was good, because, God, the last thing


  she wanted was Angel-or rather that thing, whatever it was, that monster that had called itself an angel. But it was strange after so long. To be all alone


  . . . and not know where he might be lurking. He could be listening to her tho ughts right now. . . .


  "I'll get another blanket." The nurse had shown her mother the heated closet.


  "If you could just lie down, honey, maybe you'd feel like sleeping a little.


  "


  "I can't sleep! I have to go see David."


  "Hon, I already told you. You're not going to see him tonight."


  "You said I might not get to see him. You didn't say I wouldn't! You only s aid probably!" Gillian's voice was rising, getting more shrill, and there w as nothing she could do about it. The tears were coming, too, flooding down uncontrollably. She was choking on them.


  A nurse came hurrying in, the white curtains around the bed swirling. "It's all right; it's natural," she said softly to Gillian's mother. And to Gillian: "Now, just lean over a little-hold still. A little pinch. This is something to help y ou relax."


  Gillian felt a sting at her hip. A short time later everything got blurry and th e tears stopped.


  She woke up in her own bed. It was morning. Pale sunlight was shining full i n the window. Last night . . . oh, yes. She could vaguely remember her mom and Mrs. Beeler, their next-door neighbor, leading her from the hospital to Mrs. Beeler's car. She remembered them taking her upstair s and undressing her and putting her to bed. After that she'd had hours of wonderful not-thinking.


  And now she was awake and rested and her head was clear. She knew exactly what she had to do even before she swung her legs out from under the cov ers.


  She glanced at the ancient Snoopy clock on her nightstand and got a shock.


  Twelve thirty-five. No wonder she was rested.


  Efficiently, without making a sound, she put on Levis and a gray sweatshir t. No makeup. She ran a comb once through her hair.


  She paused, then, to listen. Not just to the house, but to herself. To the worl d inside her own brain.


  Dead quiet. Not a creature stirring. Not that that meant a thing, of course.


  Gillian knelt and pulled the shoe box out from under her bed. The wax dolls w ere garish, red and green, like a hideous parody of Christmas. Her first impu lse at the sight of that poisonous green was to get rid of it. Snap off one d oll's hand and the other's head.


  But what that would do to Tanya and Kim, she didn't want to think. Instead, she forced herself to get a Q-tip from the bathroom, soak it in water, and dab the iridescent green powder away.


  She cried as she did it. She tried to concentrate as she had when she'd done the spell, seeing the real Tanya's hand, seeing it heal and become whole.


  "Now may I be given the power of the words of Hecate," she whispered. "It is not I who utter them, it is not I who repeat them; it is Hecate who utters them, it is she who repeats them."


  When the powder was off, she put the dolls back in the box. Then she blew her nose and rummaged through the pile on her desk until she found a sma ll pink-flowered address book.


  She sat on the floor crosslegged, dragged the phone close, and thumbed thr ough the book.


  There.


  Daryl Novak's cellular phone number.


  She dialed quickly and shut her eyes. Answer. Answer.


  "Hello," a languid voice said.


  Her eyes flew open. "Daryl, this is Gillian. I need you to do me an enormou s favor, and I need you to do it now. And I can't even explain why-"


  "Gillian, are you okay? Everybody's been worried about you."


  "I'm fine, but I can't talk. I need you to go find Amy Nowick; she's got"-Gil lian thought frantically-"uh, honors chemistry this period. I need you to tel l her to drive to the corner of Hazel and Applebutter Street and wait for me there."


  "You want her to leave school?"


  "Right now. Tell her I know it's a lot to ask, but I need this. It's really import ant."


  She expected questions. But instead, all Daryl said was, "Leave it to me. I'll find her."


  "Thanks, Daryl. You're a lifesaver."


  Gillian hung up and found her ski jacket. Tucking the shoe box under her ar m, she walked very quietly downstairs.


  She could hear voices from the kitchen. A low voice-her dad's. Part of her w anted to run to him.


  But what would her parents do if they saw her? Keep her safe and bundled u p, keep her here. They wouldn't understand what she had to do.


  There was no question of telling them the truth, of course. That would just get her another shot. And, eventually, maybe a visit to the mental hospital where her mother had stayed. Everyone would think delusions ran in the famil y.


  She moved stealthily to the front door, quietly opened it, slipped out.


  Sometime during the night it had rained and then frozen. Ice hung like dewdr ops from the twigs of the hickory tree in the yard.


  Gillian ducked her head and hurried down the street. She hoped no one was watching, but she had the feeling of eyes staring from between bare branch es and out of shadows.


  At the comer of Hazel and Applebutter she stood with her arms wrapped arou nd the box, hopping a little to keep warm.


  It's a lot to ask . . .


  It was a lot to ask, especially considering the way she'd treated Amy recent ly. And it was funny, considering all the new friends she'd made, that it wa s Amy she turned to instinctively when she was in trouble.


  But . . . there was something solid and genuine and good in Amy. And Gill ian knew that she would show up.


  The Geo swung around the corner and skidded to a stop. Typical Amy-witho ut-glasses driving. Then Amy was jumping out, her face turned anxiously toward Gillian's. Her blue eyes were huge and seemed luminous with tears.


  And then they were hugging and crying. Both of them.


  "I'm so sorry. I've been so rotten this last week-"


  "But I was rotten to you before that-"


  "I feel awful. You have every right to be mad at me-"


  "Ever since I heard about the accident, I've been so worried."


  Gillian pulled back. "I can't stay. I don't have time. And I know how this so unds coming from somebody who hit a pole last night. . . but I need your car.


  For one thing, I've got to go see David."


  Amy nodded, blotting her eyes. "Say no more."


  "I can drop you off at home-"


  "It's the wrong way. It won't hurt me to walk. I want to walk."


  Gillian almost laughed. The sight of Amy dabbing her face with her muffler and stamping her foot on the icy sidewalk, determined to walk, warmed her heart.


  She hugged her again, fast. "Thank you. I'll never forget it. And I'll never be the terrible person I've been to you again, at least-"


  She broke off and got in the car. She'd been about to finish the sentence "-at l east, if I live through this."


  Because she wasn't at all sure that she would.


  But the first thing was to get to David.


  She had to see him with her own eyes. To make sure he was all right . . . and that he was himself.


  She gunned the motor and set out for Houghton.


  CHAPTER


  14


  She got David's room number from a receptionist at the front desk. She didn't ask if she was allowed to visit.


  All Gillian could think as she walked down the hall was, Please. Please, if David was only all right, there was a chance that everything could work out.


  At the door she stopped and held her breath.


  Her mind was showing her all sorts of pictures. David in a coma, hooked up to so many tubes and wires that he was unrecognizable. Worse, David alive a nd awake and smiling . . . and looking at her with violet eyes.


  She knew what Angel's plan had been. At least, she thought she knew. The only question was, had he succeeded?


  Still holding her breath, she looked around the door.


  David was sitting up in bed. The only thing he was hooked up to was an IV o f clear fluid. There was another bed in the room, empty.


  He looked toward the door and saw her.


  Gillian walked toward him slowly. She kept her face absolutely expressionle ss, her eyes on him.


  Dark hair. A lean face that still had traces of a summer tan. Cheekbones to di e for and eyes to drown in. ...


  But no half-quizzical, half-friendly smile. He was looking back at her as so berly as she was looking at him, a book slipping unnoticed from his lap.


  Gillian reached the foot of the hospital bed. They stared at each other.


  What do I say? David, is it really you? I can't. It's too stupid, and what's he going to say back? No, dragonfly, it's not him, it's me?


  The silence stretched on. At last, very quietly, the guy on the bed said, "Ar e you okay?"


  "Yeah." The word came out clipped and dispassionate. "Are you okay?"


  "Yeah, pretty much. I was lucky." He was watching her. "You look-kind of d ifferent."


  "And you're kind of quiet."


  Something like puzzlement flashed in his eyes. Then something like hurt. "I w as . . . well, you walked in here looking so deadpan, and you sound so ... co ld . . ." He shook his head slightly, his eyes fixed on hers. "Gillian-did I do something to make you want to hit that pole?"


  "I didn't do it on purpose!" She found herself lunging forward, reaching for his hands.


  He looked startled. "Okay . . ."


  "David, I didn't. I was doing everything I could not to. I would never want to hurt you. Don't you know that?"


  His face cleared. His eyes were very dark but very calm. "Yes, I do/' he said simply. "I believe you."


  


  Strangely, she knew he did. hi spite of all the evidence to the contrary, he be lieved her.


  Gillian's hands tightened on his. Their eyes were locked together. It was as if they were getting closer, although neither of them moved physically.


  And then it was all happening, what had started to happen at least twice befo re. Feelings so sweet and strong she could hardly bear it. Strange recognitio n, unexpected belonging . . . impossible knowing . . .


  Gillian's eyes seemed to shut of their own accord. And then somehow they w ere kissing. She felt the warmth of David's lips. And everything was warm and wonderful. . . but there was more.


  It was as if the normal veil that separated two people had melted.


  Gillian felt a shock of revelation. This was what it meant, what Angel had spoken to her about. She knew it intuitively even though she'd never spoken the word before.


  Soulmates.


  She'd found hers. The one love for her on this earth. The person she was me ant to be with, that no one could keep her from. And it wasn't Angel. It wa s David.


  That was the other thing she knew, and knew with a bedrock certainty that nothing could touch. This was David, the true David. He was holding her in his arms, kissing her. Her, the ordinary Gillian, who was wearing an old gray sweatshirt and no makeup.


  It was absurd that she'd ever believed things like makeup mattered.


  David was alive, that was what mattered. Gillian didn't have his death on h er conscience. And if they could somehow live through the rest of what had to be done, they just might be happier than she had ever imagined.


  How weird that she could still think. But they didn't seem to be kissing any more; they were just holding each other now. And that was almost as good, ju st feeling his body against hers.


  Gillian pulled away.


  "David-"


  His eyes were full of wonder. "You know what? I love you."


  "I know." Gillian realized she was being less than romantic. She couldn't hel p it. This was the time for action. "David, I have to tell you some things, a nd I don't know if you can believe me. But you've got to try." "Gillian, I sa id I love you. I mean that. We-"


  Then he stopped and searched her face. He seemed to see something that chang ed his mind. "I love you," he said in a different tone. "So I'll believe you


  ."


  "The first thing is that I'm not anything like what you think. I'm not brave, o r noble, or witty in the face of danger or-or anything like that. It's all been


  -a sort of set-up. And here's how it happened."


  


  And then she told him.


  Everything. From the beginning, from the afternoon when she'd heard the cr ying in the woods and followed it and died and found an angel.


  She told him the whole story, about how Angel had appeared in her room tha t night and how he'd changed her whole life. About the whispering that had guided her ever since.


  And about the very bad things. Her witch heritage. The spell she'd put on Ta nya. The Night World. All the way up to the accident last night.


  When she was done, she sat back and looked at him.


  "Well?"


  "Well, I probably ought to think you're crazy. But I don't. Maybe I'm crazy, too. Or maybe it's because I died once, myself. ..."


  "You started to tell me that, that first night- and then the car skidded. What happened?"


  "When I was seven my appendix burst. I died on the operating table-and I wen t to a place like that meadow. I'll tell you the funny thing, though. I felt that rushing thing come at me, too-that huge thing you said came at you hi the end. Only


  it actually reached me. And it wasn't dark or scary. It was white-beautiful l ight-and it had wonderful wings."


  Gillian was staring. "Then what?"


  "It sent me back. I didn't have any choice. It loved me, but I had to go back anyway. So- zoom-back down the tunnel, and pop, back into the body. I've nev er forgotten it. And, it's hard to explain, but I know it was real. I guess t hat's why I believe you."


  "Then maybe you understand what I've got to do. I don't know what Angel rea lly is. ... I think he may be some kind of demon. But I've got to stop him.


  Exorcize him or whatever."


  David took her by the arms. "You can't. You don't know how."


  "But maybe Melusine does. It's either her or that guy Ash at the club. He se emed all right. The only down side is that I think he was a vampire."


  David had stiffened. "I vote for the witch-"


  "Me, too."


  "-but I want you to wait for me. They'll let me out later this afternoon."


  "I can't. David, it's for Tanya and Kim, too. Melusine might know how to cu re them. Anyway, I'm certainly going to ask her. And I can't let any more t ime go by."


  David pulled at his hair with the hand that wasn't hooked to the IV. "Okay.


  All right, give me five minutes, and we'll go together now."


  "No."


  He was looking at the IV as if figuring out how to undo it. "Yes. Just wait f or me-"


  


  Gillian blew him a kiss from the door and ran before he looked up.


  He couldn't help her. You couldn't fight Angel in ordinary ways. All David would be was leverage in Angel's hands-a hostage-something to threaten to harm.


  Gillian jogged out of the hospital and through the parking lot. She found the Geo.


  Okay, now if Melusine would just be at the store. . . .


  {You don't really want to do this, you know.)


  Gillian slammed the car door closed. She sat up very straight, looking at noth ing, as she fastened her seatbelt and started the car.


  (Listen, kid. You ain't never had a friend like me.) Gillian pulled out of the parking lot.


  (Come on, give me a break. We can at least talk about this, can't we? There are some things you don't understand.)


  She couldn't listen to him. She didn't dare answer him. The last time, he'd hypnotized her somehow, made her relax and give up control to him. That co uldn't happen again.


  But she couldn't shut his voice out. She couldn't get away from it.


  (And you can't love him. There are rules against it. I'm serious. You belong to the Night World


  now-you're not allowed to love a human. If they find out, they'll kill you bot h.)


  (And what were you trying to do to us?) Damn, she'd answered him back. Sh e wouldn't do that again.


  (Not hurt you. It was only him I wanted. I could have slipped in as he slipped out. . . .)


  Don't listen, Gillian told herself. There must be some way of blocking him, o f keeping him out of her mind. . . .


  She began to sing.


  "DECK the halls with boughs of HOL-ly Fa la la lala . . ."


  He hadn't been able to hear her thoughts when she hummed before. It seemed to work, now, as long as she kept her mind on the lyrics. She sang Christ mas carols. Loudly. The fast ones, like "God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen" and


  "Joy to the World," were best.


  "The Twelve Days of Christmas" got her the last few miles to Woodbridge.


  Please be there. . . .


  "FIVE golden rings," she caroled, hurrying into the Woodbridge Five and T


  en with the shoe box under her arm. She didn't care who thought she was c razy. "FOUR calling birds, THREE French hens ..."


  She was at the door to the back room.


  "TWO turtle doves ..."


  A very startled Melusine looked up from behind the counter.


  


  "And a . . . please, you've got to help me! I've got this Angel who's trying to kill people!" She broke off the song and rushed to Melusine.


  "You've . . . what?"


  "I've got this-angel thing. And I can't stop him from talking to me...." Gil lian suddenly realized that Angel had stopped talking. "Maybe he got scared when I came in here. But I still need your help. Please." Suddenly her eyes were stinging with tears again.


  Melusine leaned both elbows on the counter and rested her chin on her hands


  . She looked surprised, but willing. "Why don't you tell me about it?"


  For the second time that day, Gillian told her story. All of it. She hoped t hat by telling everything, she could make Melusine understand her urgency. A nd her lack of experience.


  "So I'm not even a real witch," she said at the end.


  "Oh, you're a witch, all right," Melusine said. There was color in her cheek s and a look of fascination in her dark eyes. "He told you the truth about t hat. Everybody knows about the lost Harman babies. Little Elspeth-the record s say that she died in England. But obviously she didn't. And you're her des cendant."


  "Which means it's okay for me to do spells?"


  Melusine laughed. "It's okay for anyone to do spells who can do spells. In my opinion. Some people don't feel the same way-"


  "But can you help me take the spells off?" Gillian opened the shoe box. She felt ashamed to show the dolls to Melusine-even though she'd bought them h ere. "I wouldn't have done it if I'd known," she murmured feebly, as Melusi ne looked at the dolls.


  "I know." Melusine gestured at her to be quiet. Gillian watched tensely and w aited for the verdict.


  "Okay, it looks as if you've started the process already. But I think . . . maybe some healing salve . . . and blessed thistle . . ."


  She bustled around, almost flying in her chair. She applied things to the dol ls. She asked Gillian to concentrate with her, and she said words Gillian did n't recognize.


  Finally, she wrapped the wax dolls in what looked like white silk, and put t hem back in the box.


  "Is that all? It's done?"


  "Well, I think it's a good idea to keep the dolls, just in case we need to do more healing. Then, after that, we can unname them and get rid of them."


  "But now Tanya and Kim will be okay?" Gillian was anxious for reassurance, and she couldn't help the quick glance of doubt she cast-at Melusine's mi ssing leg.


  Melusine was direct. "If they've had anything amputated, it won't cure the m. We can't grow new limbs." She touched her leg. "This happened in a boating accident. But otherwise, yes, they should get better."


  Gillian let out a breath she seemed to have been holding for hours. She sh ut her eyes. "Thanks. Thank you, Melusine. You don't know how good it feel s to not feel like you're maiming somebody."


  Then she opened her eyes. "But the hard part's still to come."


  " 'Angel.'"


  "Yes."


  "Well, I think you're right about it being hard." She looked Gillian straight in the eye. "And dangerous."


  "I know that already." Gillian turned and took a quick pace around the ro om. "He can get into my mind and make me do things-"


  "Not just your mind. Anyone's."


  "And I'm pretty sure he can move objects by himself. Make cars skid. And he sees everything." She came back to the counter. "Melusine-what is he?


  And why's he doing all this? And why to me?"


  "Well, the last question's the easiest. Because you died." Melusine wheeled quickly to a bookshelf at the end of the counter. She pulled down a volume


  .


  "He must have caught you in the between-place, the place between earth and the Other Side. The place where he was," she said, wheeling back. "He pre tended to be the welcomer, the one who guides you to the Other Side. That thing rushing at you at the end-that was probably the real welcomer. But t his 'Angel' got you out of the between-place before it could reach you."


  Gillian spoke flatly. "He's not a real angel, is he?"


  "No."


  Gillian braced herself. "Is he a devil?"


  "I don't think so." Melusine's voice was gentle. She opened the book, flip ping pages. "From the way you brought him back with you, I think he must b e a spirit. There are two ways of getting spirits from the between-place: you can summon them or you can go fetch them yourself. You did it the hard way."


  "Wait a minute. You're saying I brought him?"


  "Well, not consciously. I'm sure you didn't mean to. It sounds like he just sort of grabbed on and whooshed down the tunnel-what we call the narrow path


  -right along with you. Spirits in the between-place can watch us, sometimes talk to us, but they can't really interact with us. When you brought him to earth, you set him free to interact."


  "Oh, wonderful," Gillian whispered. "So on top of everything, it's my fault from the beginning." She looked around dazedly, then back at Melusine. "Bu t what is a spirit, really? A dead person?"


  "An unhappy dead person." Melusine turned pages. " 'An earthbound spirit is a damaged soul. . . .' " She shut the book. "Look, it's actually simple. W


  


  hen a spirit is really unhappy-when they've done something awful, or they'v e died


  with unfinished business-then they don't go on to the Other Side. They get stu ck in-well, the book calls it 'the astral planes near earth.' We call it the b etween-place."


  "Stuck."


  "They won't go on. They're too angry and hopeless to even want to be healed


  . And they can do awful things to living people if they get down here, just out of general miserableness."


  "But how do you get rid of them?"


  Melusine drew a breath. "Well, that's the hard part. You can send them back to the between-place-if you have some blood and hair from their physical bod y. And if you have all sorts of special ingredients, which I can't get. And if you have the right spell, which I don't know."


  "I see."


  "And in any case, that only traps him in the between-place again. It doesn't heal him. But, Gillian, there's something I've got to tell you." Melusine's face was very serious, and she spoke almost formally. "You may not need to rely on me."


  "What do you mean?"


  "Gillian ... I don't think you really understand who you are. Did he-this spi rit-explain to you just how important the Harmans are?"


  "He said Elspeth's sister was some big witch leader."


  "The biggest. She's the Crone, the leader of all the witches. And the Harmans are-well, they're sort of like the royal family to us."


  Gillian smiled bleakly. "So I'm a witch princess?"


  "You told me that Elspeth is your mother's mother's mother. You're descended entirely through the female line from her. But that's-extraordinary. There are almost no Harman girls left. There were only two in the world-and now th ere's you. Don't you see, if you let the Night World know about this, they'l l flock to help you. They'll take care of Angel."


  Gillian was unimpressed. "And how long will that take?"


  "For them to gather and everything . . . check out your family, make all the preparations ... I don't know. It could probably be done in a matter of weeks


  ."


  "Too long. Way too long. You don't know what Angel can do in a few weeks


  ."


  "Then you can try to do it yourself."


  "But how?"


  "Well, you'd have to find out who he was as a person and what business he le ft unfinished. Then you'd have to finish it. And finally, you'd have to conv ince him to go on. To be willing to leave the between-place for the Other Si de." She glanced wryly at Gillian. "I told you it would be hard."


  "And I don't think he'd be very cooperative. He wouldn't like it."


  "No. He could hurt you, Gillian."


  Gillian nodded. "It doesn't matter. It's what I've got to do."


  CHAPTER


  Melusine was watching her. "You're strong. I think you can do it, daughter of Hellewise."


  "I'm not strong. I'm scared."


  "I think it may be possible to be both," Melusine said wryly. "But, Gillian


  ? If you do get through it, please come back. I want to talk to you about s ome things. About the Night World-and about something called Circle Daybrea k."


  The way she said it alarmed Gillian. "Is it important?"


  "It could be very important to you, a witch with human ancestors and surr ounded by humans."


  "Okay. I'll come back-if." Gillian glanced once around the shop. Maybe there was some sort of talisman or something she should take. . . .


  But she knew she was just stalling. If there were anything helpful, Melusine would have already given it to her.


  There was nothing left to do now but go.


  "Good luck," Melusine said, and Gillian marched to the door. Not that she h ad any particular idea where she was going.


  She was almost at the creaky front door of the Five and Ten when she heard Melusine calling.


  "I forgot to mention one thing. Whoever your 'Angel' was, he was probably f rom this general area. Earthbound spirits usually hang around the place the y died. Although that's probably not much help."


  Gillian stood still, blinking. "No ... no, it w helpful. It's great. It's given me an idea."


  She turned and went through the door without really seeing it, stepped out i nto the square without really hearing the piped-in Christmas music.


  At least I've got a place to go now, she thought.


  She drove south, back toward Somerset, then took a winding road eastward i nto the hills. As she rounded a gentle curve she saw the cemetery spread o ut beneath her.


  It was a very old graveyard, but still popular. Steeped in tradition, but wi th plenty of room. Grandpa Trevor was buried in the newer section, but there were ancient tombstones on the wooded hill.


  If she had a chance of finding Angel, it might be here.


  The only way to the older section was up a


  wooden staircase held in place by railway ties. Gillian climbed it cautiously


  , holding the handrail. Then she stood at the top and looked around, trying n ot to shiver.


  She was among tall sycamores and oaks which seemed to stretch black bony f ingers in every direction. The sun was falling lower in the sky and long s hadows tinged with lavender were reaching out from the trees.


  Gillian braced herself. And then, as loudly as she could, she yelled.


  "Come on, you! You know what I want!"


  Silence.


  Gillian refused to feel foolish. Gloved hands tucked under her arms, she shout ed into the stillness.


  "I know you can hear me! I know you're out there! The question is, are you in here?" She kicked a foot toward a snow-covered sandstone marker.


  Because of course there was nothing she could do here on her own. The only way to get the information she needed, about who Angel had been in his ea rthly life and what he'd done or left undone, was from Angel himself.


  Nobody else could tell her.


  "Is this you?" Gillian scraped snow from a granite gravestone and read t he words. " 'Thomas Ewing, 1775, Who bled and Dyed for Liberty.' Were yo u Thomas Ewing?"


  The ice-coated twigs of the tree above her clashed together in the rising wind. It made a sound like a crystal chandelier


  .


  "No, he sounds too brave. And you're obviously just a coward." She scrap ed some other stones. "Hey, maybe you were William Case. 'Cut down in th e flower of Youth by falling from the Stagecoach.' That sounds more like you. Were you William Case?"


  (Are you all finished singing?)


  Gillian froze.


  (Because I've got one for you.) The voice in her head began to sing raucously


  . Eerily. (The Pha-a-antom of the Opera is here, inside your mind. . . .)


  "Oh, come on, Angel. You can do better than that. And why aren't you letti ng me see you? Too scared to meet me face to face?"


  A light shimmered over the snow-a beautiful pale golden light that rippled lik e silk. It grew, it took on a shape.


  And then Angel was standing there. Not floating. His feet actually seemed t o touch the snow.


  He looked-terrific. Haunting and beautiful in the gathering twilight. But h is beauty was only frightening now. Gillian knew what was underneath it.


  "Hi there," she almost whispered. "I guess you know what I'm here to talk a bout."


  "Don't know and don't care. Should you be out here alone, anyway? Does anybody know where you are?"


  Gillian positioned herself in front of him. She looked directly into eyes that were as violet and darkly luminous as the sky.


  "I know what you are," she said, holding those eyes, giving every word equal weight. "Not an angel. Not a devil. You're just a person. Just like me."


  "Wrong."


  "You've got the same feelings as any other person. And you can't be happy be ing where you are. Nobody could. You can't want to be stuck there. If I were dead, I'd hate it."


  The last words came out with a force that surprised even Gillian. Angel loo ked away.


  An advantage. Gillian leapt in. "Hate it," she repeated. "Just hanging around, getting stagnant, watching other people living their lives. Being nothing, do ing nothing-unless it's to make a little trouble for people on earth. What kin d of a life is tha-" She broke off, realizing her mistake.


  He was grinning maliciously, recovering. "No life!"


  "All right, what kind of existence, then," Gillian said coldly. "You know what I mean. It stinks. Angel. It's putrid. It's disgusting."


  A spasm crossed Angel's face. He whirled away from her. And for the first time since Gillian had seen him, she saw agitation in him. He was actually pacing, moving like a caged animal. And his hair-it seemed to be ruffled by some unseen wind.


  Gillian pressed her advantage. "It's about as good as being under there." S


  he kicked at the dead weeds over a grave.


  He whirled back, and his eyes were unnaturally bright. "But I am under there


  , Gillian."


  For a moment, her skin prickled so that she couldn't speak. She had to force herself to say steadily, "Under that one?"


  "No. But I'll show you where. Would you like that?" He made a grand gesture


  , inviting her down the stairs. Gillian hesitated, then went, knowing he wa s behind her.


  Her heart was pumping wildly. This was almost like a physical contest betw een them-a contest to see who could upset the other more.


  But she had to do it. She had to make a connection with him. To reach into his anger and frustration and despair and somehow drag answers out of it.


  And it was a contest. A contest of wills. Who could shout louder, who coul d be more merciless. Who could hold on.


  The prize was Angel's soul.


  She nearly tripped at the bottom of the stairs. It was too dark to see her foot ing. She noticed, almost absently, that it was getting very cold.


  Something like an icy wind went past her-and there was light in front of her


  . Angel was walking there, not leaving any footprints in the snow. Gillian s taggered after him.


  They were heading for the newer section of the cemetery. Past it. Into the v ery new section.


  "Here." Angel said. He turned. His eyes were glittering. He was standing beh ind a gravestone and his own light illuminated it.


  Chills washed over Gillian.


  This was what she had asked for, it was exactly what she had asked for. But i t still made the hair on her neck stand on end.


  He was under here. Right here. Beneath the ground. The body of the person sh e'd loved and trusted . . . whose voice had been the last thing she'd heard at night and the first thing each morning.


  He was under here in some kind of box, unless maybe that had rotted. And he wasn't smiling and golden-haired and handsome. And she was going to fi nd out his name from a stone.


  "I'm here, Gillian," Angel said ghoulishly, leaning over the granite marker, resting his elbows on it. "Come up and say hello." He was smiling, but his eyes looked as if he hated her. Wild and reckless and bitter. Capable of any thing.


  And somehow, the sick horror that had been sweeping through Gillian disap peared.


  Her eyes were full, spilling over. The tears froze on her cheeks. She brushed at them absently and knelt beside the grave, not on it. She didn't look at A ngel.


  She put her hands together for just a moment and bent her head. It was a wo rdless prayer to whatever Power might be out there.


  Then she took off her glove and gently scraped snow away from the marker with her bare hand.


  It was a simple granite headstone with a scrolled top. It read "In loving m emory. Our son. Gary Fargeon."


  "Gary Fargeon," Gillian said softly. She looked up at the figure leaning over the stone. "Gary."


  He gave a mocking laugh, but it sounded forced. "Nice to meet you. I was f rom Sterback; we were practically neighbors."


  Gillian looked back down. The date of birth was eighteen years ago. And the date of death was the previous year.


  "You died last year. And you were only seventeen."


  "I had a little car crash," he said. "I was extremely drunk." He laughed again


  , wildly.


  Gillian sat back on her heels. "Oh, really. Well, that was brilliant," she whis pered.


  "What's life?" He bared his teeth. " 'Out, out, brief candle'-or something like that."


  Gillian refused to be distracted. "Is that what you did?" she asked quietly.


  "Got yourself killed? Is that unfinished business somehow?"


  


  "Wouldn't you like to know?" he said.


  Okay, retreat. He wasn't ready yet. Maybe try some feminine wiles. "I just thought you trusted me-Angel. I thought we were supposed to be soulmates ..


  ."


  "But by now you know we aren't, don't you? Because you found your real lov e-that jerk."


  Gary turned up the brilliance of his smile. "But even if we're not soulmates


  , we are connected, you know. We're cousins. Distant, but the bond is there.


  "


  Gillian's hands fell to her sides. She stared up at him. Lights were going on in her brain, but she wasn't quite sure what they illuminated yet.


  The strangest thing was that she wasn't entirely surprised.


  "Didn't you ever wonder why we both have the same color eyes?" He stared down at her. Although everything was dark around him, his eyes were like violet flame. "I mean it isn't exactly common. Your great-grandmother Els peth had these eyes. So did her twin brother, Emmeth."


  Twins.


  Of course. The lost Harman babies, Melusine had said. Elspeth and Emmeth.


  "And you're . . ."


  He smirked. "I'm Emmeth's great-grandson."


  Now Gillian could see what her mind was trying to illuminate. Her thought s were racing. "You're a witch, too. That was why you knew how to do the spells and things. But how did you figure out what you were?"


  "Some idiots from Circle Daybreak came," Gary said. "They were looking fo r lost witches. They'd managed to track Emmeth's descendants down. They t old me enough that I understood what kind of powers I had. And then-I tol d them to get lost themselves."


  "Why?"


  "They were jerks. All they care about is getting humans and Night People t ogether. But I knew the Night World was the place for rne. Humans deserve what they get."


  Gillian stood. Her fingers were getting red and swollen. She tried to pull he r glove back on. "Gary, you are a human. At least part. Just like I am."


  "No. We're superior to them. We're special-"


  "We are not special. We're no better than anyone else!"


  Gary was grinning unpleasantly, breathing quickly. "You're wrong there. Th e Night People are supposed to be hunters. There are even laws that say so


  ."


  A chill that had nothing to do with the wind went through Gillian. "Oh, re ally?" Then she had another thought. "Is that why you made me go to that c lub? So they could hunt me?"


  "No, you idiot!" Gary's eyes flashed. "I told you-you're one of them. I just wanted you to realize that. You could have stayed, been part of them-"


  "But why?"


  "So you would be like me!" The wind was gusting wildly again. Frozen tree branches creaked like creatures in pain.


  "But why?"


  "So you could come be with me. So we could be together. Forever. If you j oined them, you wouldn't have gone on to the Other Side-"


  "When I died! You wanted me dead." Gary looked confused. "That was just at first-" Gillian was angry now. Yelling. "You planned the whole thing! You lured me. Didn't you? Didn't you? That crying I heard in the woods-that w as you, wasn't it?"


  "Everything you did was designed to kill me! Just so you'd have company!"


  "I was lonely!" The words seemed to hang and echo. Then Gary's eyes dark ened and he turned away.


  "I was so lonely," he said again, and there was something so hopeless in his voice that Gillian stepped toward him.


  "Anyway, I didn't do it," he said over his shoulder. "I changed my mind. I t hought I could come live with you here-"


  "By killing David and taking his body. Yeah. Great plan."


  He didn't move. Helplessly, Gillian reached out a hand. It passed right throu gh his shoulder.


  She looked at the hand, then said quietly, "Gary, tell me what you did. What the unfinished business is."


  "So you can try to send me on."


  "Yes."


  "But what if I don't want to go on?"


  "You have to!" Gillian clenched her teeth. "You don't belong here, Gary! Th is isn't your place anymore! And there's nothing you can do here, except . . . except evil." She stopped, breathing hard.


  He turned, and she saw the wild look again. "Maybe that's what I like to- do.


  "


  "You don't understand. I'm not going to let you. I'm not going to stop or giv e up. I'll do whatever it takes to make you move on."


  "But maybe you won't have the chance."


  A blast of wind. And something else. Stinging granules that struck Gillian's f ace like tiny needles.


  "What if there's a blizzard tonight?"


  "Gary, stop it!" The gale buffeted her.


  "A freak storm. Something nobody expected."


  "Gary . . ." It was very dark-the moon and stars had been blotted out. But G


  illian could see a driving, swirling whiteness. Her teeth were chattering an d her face was numb.


  "And what if Amy's car won't start? If something went wrong with the engine


  ..."


  "Don't do this! Gary!" She couldn't see him now. His light was gone, swallo wed in the storm. Snow slashed her face.


  "Nobody knows where you are, do they? That wasn't very smart, dragonfly.


  Maybe you need somebody to look after you, after all."


  Gillian gasped, open-mouthed, for breath. She tried to take a step and the w ind thrust her against something hard. A tombstone.


  This was what she'd been afraid of. That her angel would turn against her, tr y to destroy her.


  But now that it was happening, she found that she knew what to do.


  Gary's voice came out of the gale. "What if I just go away and leave you for a little while?"


  Gillian's eyes were watering, the tears freezing on her lashes. It was hard to get a breath. But she gathered herself, hanging on to the tombstone, and yell ed.


  "You won't! You know you won't-"


  "How can I know?"


  She answered with a question, shouting over the wind. "Why didn't you kill David?"


  Her only answer was the howling gale.


  Gillian's sight was dimming. The cold hurt. She tried to ding on to the tom bstone, but her hands were numb. "You couldn't do it, Gary! You couldn't ki ll someone! When it came right down to it, you couldn't! And that's how I k now."


  She waited. At first she thought that she'd been wrong. That he'd left her alo ne in the storm.


  Then she realized the wind was dying. The curtains of snow were thinning. S


  topping. A light formed in the empty air.


  Angel-no, Gary-was standing there. She could see him clearly. She could ev en see what was in his eyes.


  Bitterness. Anger. But something like a plea, too.


  "But I did, Gillian. That's exactly what I did. I killed someone."


  Gillian took a breath that started out quick and ended long. Oh. Oh ... that w as bad.


  But there might have been some justification. A fight. Self-defense.


  She said quietly, "Who?"


  "Can't you guess? Paula Belizer."


  CHAPTER


  16


  Gillian stood as if her snow-powdered body had been turned to ice. Because it was the worst, the absolute worst that she could possibly have imagined.


  He killed a kid.


  "The little girl who disappeared a year ago," she whispered. "On Hilkrest R


  oad." The one she'd thought of-completely irrationally-when she'd heard the crying.


  "I was doing a spell," Gary said. "A strong one; I was a quick learner. It was a fire elemental spell-so I was out in the woods. In the snow, where no thing would burn. And then she showed up chasing her dog."


  He was staring into the distance, his face dead white. Looking not haunting


  , but haunted. And


  Gillian knew he wasn't with her at that moment; he was far away, with Paula


  .


  "They broke the circle. It all happened so fast. The fire was everywhere-jus t one white flash, like lightning. And then it was gone." He paused. "The do g got away. But not her."


  Gillian shut her eyes, trying not to imagine it. "Oh, God." And then, as some thing twisted inside her, "Oh, Gary ..."


  "I put her body in my car. I was going to take her to the hospital. But she w as dead. And I was- confused. So finally I stopped the car. And I buried her in the snow."


  "Gary . . ."


  "I went home. Then I went to a party. That was the kind of guy I was, you s ee. A partyin' guy. Everything was about good times and me, me, me. That wa s even what being a witch was about." For the first time there was emotion in his voice, and Gillian recognized it. Self-hatred.


  "And at the party, I got really, really drunk."


  Oh. Suddenly Gillian understood. "You never told anybody."


  "On the way back home I wrapped my car around a tree. And that was it." He laughed, but it wasn't a laugh. "Suddenly I'm in Neverland. Can't talk to anybody, can't touch anybody, but sure can see everything. I watched the search for her, you know. They passed about a foot away from her body."


  Gillian gulped and looked away. Something had twisted and broken inside her


  , some idea of justice that would never be put back together. But this was no time to think about that.


  It hadn't really been his fault . . . but what did that matter? You played t he hand you got dealt. And Gary had played his badly. He'd started out with everything-good looks, obvious brains, and witch power enough to choke a hor se-and he'd blown it.


  Didn't matter. They had to go on from here.


  She looked up at him. "Gary, you have to tell me where she is."


  Silence.


  "Gary, don't you see? That's your unfinished business. Her family doesn't know . . ." Gillian stopped and swallowed. When she went on, her voice wob bled. "Whether she's alive or dead. Don't you think they ought to know tha t?"


  A long pause. Then he said, like a stubborn child, "I don't want to go anywh ere."


  Like a frightened child, Gillian thought. But she didn't look away from him.


  "Gary, they deserve to know," she said softly. "Once they're at peace-"


  He almost shouted, "What if there isn't any peace for me?"


  Not frightened, terrified.


  "What if there isn't anywhere for me to go? What if they won't take me?"


  Gillian shook her head. Her tears overflowed again. And she didn't have any answers for him. "I don't know. But it doesn't change what we've got to do. I'll stay with you, though, if you want. I'm your cousin, Gary." Th en, very quietly, she said, "Take me to her."


  He stood for a long moment-the longest of Gillian's life. He was looking at s omething in the night sky that she couldn't see, and his eyes were utterly bl eak.


  Then he looked at her and slowly nodded.


  "Here?" David bent and touched the snow. He looked up at Gillian. His dark eyes were young- a little scared. But his jaw was set.


  "Yes. Right there."


  "It's a pretty strange place to do it."


  "I know. But we don't have any choice."


  David got to work with the shovel. Gillian pushed and mounded snow into wall s. She tried to think only of how she'd done this in childhood, about how ea sy and interesting it had been then. She kept at it until David said, "I fou nd her."


  Gillian stepped back, brushing off her sleeves and mittens.


  It was a clear day, and the afternoon sun was brilliant in a cold blue sky.


  The small clearing was peaceful, almost a haven. Untouched except for a we lt in the snow where a ground mouse had tunneled.


  Gillian took a couple of deep breaths, fists clenched, and then she turned to look.


  David hadn't uncovered much. A scrap of charred red wool muffler. He was kneeling beside the shallow trench he'd made.


  Gillian was crying again. She ignored it. She said, "It was the last day be fore Christmas vacation, so we took the day off from school. We were playin g hooky in the woods. We decided to make a snow fort. . . ."


  "And then we found the body." David got up and gently put a hand on her elbow


  . "It's a weird story, but it's better than the truth."


  "And what can they suspect us of? We never even knew Paula Belizer. They'


  ll know she was murdered because she was buried. But they won't know how she died. They'll think somebody tried to burn the body to get rid of it."


  David put his arm around her waist, and she leaned into him. They stood tha t way for a few minutes, steadying each other.


  It was strange how natural that was, now. David had agreed to help her with all this without a moment's hesitation . . . and Gillian hadn't been surpris ed. She'd expected it. He was her soulmate. They stood together.


  At last, he said quietly, "Ready?"


  "Yes."


  As they left the clearing, David added even more quietly, "Is he here?"


  "No. I haven't seen him since he showed me the place. He just-disappeared.


  He won't talk to me either."


  David held her tighter.


  Mr. Belizer came at dusk, after most of the police had left.


  It was almost too dark to see. David had been urging Gillian away for an ho ur. So had Gillian's parents. They were there, both of them, huddling close and touching her whenever they could. David's father and stepmother were o n the other side of David.


  Yeah, Gillian thought. It's been a rough last few days on everybody.


  But here they all were: David, pale but calm; Gillian, shaky but standing; the parents, bewildered but trying to cope. Not comprehending how their kid s could have found so much trouble in such a short time.


  At least nobody seemed to suspect them of having hurt Paula Belizer.


  And now, here was Paula's dad. Alone. Come to look at the last resting plac e of his daughter-even though the coroner had already taken his daughter aw ay.


  The police let him go up to the clearing with a flashlight.


  Gillian tugged at David's hand.


  He resisted a second, then let her tow him. Gillian heard murmurs as they w ent. What are you doing, following that poor man. My God, that's- ghoulish.


  But none of the parents actually grabbed them to stop them.


  They ended up a little distance behind Mr. Belizer. Gillian moved to see his face.


  Now here was the thing. She didn't know about spirits. She wasn't sure what needed to be done to release Gary from the between-place. Did she need to talk to Paula's dad? Explain that she had the feeling whoever had done it w as sorry, even if they could never tell him themselves?


  It might get her locked up. Showing too much interest in a crime, too much knowledge. But, strangely, that didn't scare her as much as she'd have thou ght. She was Gary's cousin, and his debts were hers somehow. And things had to be put right.


  As she stood hesitating, Mr. Belizer fell to his knees in the trampled snow.


  Oh, God. That hurt. If strong arms hadn't been holding Gillian up, she might have fallen, too.


  David held her and pressed his face into her hair. But Gillian kept looking a t the kneeling man.


  He was crying. She'd never seen a man his age cry, and it hurt in a way that was scary. But there was something else in his face. Something like relief .


  . . peace.


  Kneeling there, with his overcoat spread around him, Mr. Belizer said, "I kn ow my daughter is in a better place. Whoever did this, I forgive them."


  A shock like cold lightning went through Gillian, and then a spreading warm th. She was crying suddenly. Hard. Tears falling straight down from her eye s. But she was filled with a hope that seemed to lift her whole body.


  And then David drew in his breath sharply, and she realized he'd raised his head. He was staring at something above Mr. Bel izer.


  Gary Fargeon was hovering there. like an Angel.


  He was crying. And saying something over and over. Gillian caught "-sorry, I'


  m so sorry. . . ."


  Forgiveness asked for and given. If not exactly in that order.


  That's it, Gillian thought. Her knees began to tremble.


  David whispered huskily, "Can you see that, too?"


  "Yes. Can you?"


  Nobody else seemed to see it. Mr. Belizer was getting up now. He was walk ing past them, away.


  David was still staring. "So that's what he looks like. No wonder you though t-"


  He didn't finish, but Gillian knew. Thought he was an angel.


  But . . . why was Gary still here? Wasn't the forgiveness enough to release him? Or was there something else that needed to be done?


  Gary turned his head and looked at her. His cheeks were wet. "Come in a littl e farther," he said. "I have to say something."


  Gillian untangled from David, and then pulled at him. He came, jaw still sa gging. They followed Gary past a thicket and into another clearing. As the trees and the darkness closed around them, they seemed suddenly far away fr om the police noise and bustle.


  Gillian guessed even as Gary sank down to face them. But she let him say it.


  "You have to forgive me, too."


  "I forgive you," Gillian said.


  "You have to be sure. I did some terrible things to you. I tried to warp you, damage your soul."


  "I know," Gillian said steadily. "But you did some good things, too. You h elped me-grow up."


  


  He'd helped her conquer her fears. Gain self-confidence. Discover her herit age. And find her soulmate.


  And he'd been close to her in a way that she would probably never be with a nyone else ever again.


  "You know what?" Gillian was on the verge of tears again. "I'm going to mi ss you."


  He stood facing her. He was shining just dimly. His eyes were dark and brui sed looking, but his lips were smiling. And he was more beautiful than she had ever seen him.


  "Things are going to work out, you know," he said softly. "For you. Your mo m's going to get better."


  Gillian nodded. "I think so, too." "And I checked on Tanya and Kim. They're going to be all right. Tanya's still got all her fingers." "I know." "You sh ould go see Melusine. You could help


  them a lot with Circle Daybreak. And they can help you deal with the Night World."


  "Yes. All right."


  "And you might want to talk to Daryl at school. She's got a secret that Kim w as spreading rumors about last year. It's that-"


  "And-Gary!" Gillian held up her hand. "I don't want to know. Someday, if Dar yl wants to tell me her secret, she can do it herself. But if not-okay. I ha ve to deal on my own, now."


  She'd already thought about school, all last night while she'd been lying al one in her room. Things were going to change, obviously. It was surprisingly easy to sort out which friends mattered.


  Amanda the Cheerleader and Steffi the Singer and J.Z. the Model were all righ t. No better and no worse than any of the less popular girls. She wouldn't mi nd if they still liked her.


  Daryl-who was not Daryl the Rich Girl anymore, but just Daryl-was better th an all right. The sort that might turn out to be a real friend. And of cour se there was Amy. She owed Amy a lot.


  As for the others-Tanya and Kim and Cory and Bruce and Macon-Gillian didn'


  t really want to know them. If she never went to another Popular Party, th at was fine.


  "And I don't want to know if J.Z. really tried to kill herself, either," she sai d now.


  Gary shut his mouth. Then his eyes actually


  seemed to twinkle. "You're going to do all right." And then, for the first tim e, he looked at David.


  They stared at each other for a moment. Not hostile. Just looking.


  When Gary turned back to Gillian he said very quietly, "One last thing. I di dn't change my mind about killing him because I couldn't go through with it.


  


  I did it because I didn't want you to hate me forever."


  Oh.


  Gillian put out her hand. So did he. Their fingers were close together, blurri ng into each other . . . but they couldn't touch. They never would.


  And then suddenly, Gary looked startled. He turned to look up and behind h im.


  At the dark, starlit sky.


  Gillian couldn't see anything. But she could feel something. A sort of rush ing. Something was coming.


  And Gary was lifted toward it like a leaf on the wind.


  His hand was still stretched toward her, but he was in the air. Weightless.


  Bobbing. And as Gillian watched, his startled expression melted into somethi ng like awe.


  And then joy. Joy and . . . recognition.


  "I've got to go," he said wonderingly.


  Gillian was staring at the sky. She still couldn't see anything. Not the tun nel, not the meadow. Did he mean he had to go to the between-place?


  And then she saw the light.


  It was the color of sunlight on snow. That brilliant, but not painful to look at. It seemed to shimmer with every color in the universe, but all together th e colors made white.


  "Gary-"


  But something was happening. He was moving without moving. Rushing away in some direction she couldn't point to. Getting smaller. Fading. She wa s losing him.


  "Goodbye, Gary," she whispered.


  And the light was going, too. But just before it went, it seemed to take on a shape. It looked something like huge white wings enfolding him.


  For the briefest instant, Gillian felt enfolded, too. By power and peace . . . a nd love.


  And then the light was gone. Gary was gone. And everything was still.


  "Did you see that?" Gillian whispered through the ache in her throat.


  "I think so." David was staring, his eyes big with awe and wonder.


  "Maybe . . . some angels are real."


  He was still staring upward. Then he drew in his breath. "Look! The stars-"


  But it wasn't stars, although it looked like star-dust. Crystalline points of li ght, frozen beauty sifting down. The air was full of it.


  "But there aren't any clouds. . . ."


  "There are now," David said. Even as he said it, the stars were covered. Gillian felt a cool touch on her cheek.


  Like a kiss.


  And it was ordinary snow, just an ordinary miracle. She and David stood hand in hand, watching it fall like a blessing in the night.
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