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Prologue
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In the distance, a young man stands in the trees. He looks as tall as others around my age at school, sixteen to seventeen-year-olds; although I’m not sure how I know this, I have this feeling deep inside that I’m correct. I can see the back of his head, his dark hair twisting moistly against his neck. I feel the dry intensity of the sun, so extraordinary, drawing life from everything.

I'm overloaded with such a feeling of melancholy that it's difficult to relax. A weird orange light fills the eastern sky and the heavy smell of smoke, but I don't have the foggiest idea why. 

I move toward him and open my mouth to call out as if I no longer have control over it. The ground crunches under my feet, and he hears me approaching and begins to turn; in another second, I will see his face. 

This is where my vision starts to fade; right before I see his identity, I blink, and it’s gone.
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Chapter One
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I wake up at two a.m. with an image of a fire crackling in my mind like tiny fireflies moving behind my eyes. I smell smoke and get up. I wander from one space to another to ensure no part of the house is ablaze. To my relief, all is well; everyone is sleeping peacefully. The smell of the smoke was sharp and woodsy, and I can only credit it to the abnormality and visions I’ve endured throughout my life. I try to sleep but toss and turn and find I can’t, so I leave my room and walk to the ground floor. In the kitchen, I grab a glass, fill it with cold water and start drinking it, where I find myself transported through my vision into the burning timberland. Unlike fantasies and dreams, it's more like I'm really there. I see, feel, smell and hear everything. Yet, I don't remain long, perhaps thirty seconds or more, but I'm back in the kitchen before I know it, standing in a puddle of water with broken glass around me where the glass had tumbled from my hands during my vision. 

I immediately rush to wake my mother. I sit at the foot of her bed and try not to hyperventilate as I tell her everything about my vision. It doesn’t seem as if it’s nothing except it’s the same boy and the same fire that I keep seeing. Mother listened intently, nodding and waiting patiently until I finished speaking.

“Hmm," she says, pondering. "I think if too much information is given in one of your visions all at once, it would be far too powerful and overwhelm you quickly. That’s probably why it comes to you in pieces."

"Is this the path you had to take when you accepted your gifts and motivation?"

"That is how things are for the majority of us," she says, flawlessly avoiding my question. 

This bugs me since we're close; we've always been close; however, there's this enormous piece of her that she won't share. She won't tell me anything about her motivation. It's one of those beyond-reach points and a safely guarded secret.

"Describe the trees to me in your vision," she says. "What did they look like?"

"Pine, I think. Needles, not leaves."

Mom nods enthusiastically as if I’ve given her important information. However, I'm not bothered about the trees; I'm thinking about the person I saw.

"I wanted to see his face."

"You will."

"I keep wondering if I’m there to save him or something," I said. “Maybe I have to save him from the fire.”

All holy messengers' blood has motivations behind their true pathways that will last their lifetime. Our motivations are the powers bestowed on us from the heavens. Some messengers are couriers, a few are observers, some are sent to comfort, and some can manipulate events on earth that will change a person's destiny. The destiny intervention is where we are sent to prevent someone from dying prematurely if they are predestined for something significant later in life. 

I like to call my motivation ‘The Gatekeeper’; it has a nice ring. It feels particularly special, and I like the sound of being his hero, especially if he’s destined for greatness later in his life; that is if being The Gatekeeper is my motivation. I must uncover everything in my repetitive vision.

"I can't believe you're already mature enough to start to find out your motivation," Mom says with a moan. "It makes me feel old."

"You are old."

She can't argue with that, being that she's over a hundred years old and all, even though she doesn't look a day north of forty. Then again, I feel precise like I am: a dumbfounded (perhaps not precisely conventional) sixteen-year-old who has school at the beginning of every day.

Right now, I feel like there is no heavenly messenger blood inside of me. I glance at my wonderful, lively mother and realise that whatever her motivation was, she probably confronted it with fortitude, humour and expertise.

"Do you think . . . ," I start to say and stop; it's hard to get the question out because I don't think she would want to know I'm a complete defeatist. "Do you think it's possible I can be killed by fire?"

"Stella."

"Really?" I reply, waiting expectantly for an answer.

"How could you ask that?"

"It's simply because I felt so miserable when I remained behind him, and I have no idea why. The feeling consumed me entirely, and it was more than a little disconcerting."

Mother's arms came around me, pulling me close so I could feel her strength and love; in a way, it felt like she reminded me of who I was and what that meant to so many people. 

"Maybe, the only explanation is that I will die in that fire, but I can't figure out the connection of the boy I always see,” I murmur.

Her arms tightened around me, and I leaned into her embrace.

"It's uncommon," she says discreetly, and I turn to see she looks deep in thought. “However it works out, we’ll sort it out together,”  she embraces me closer and smoothes the hair away from my face, which she used to do when I had terrible dreams in my younger years.

"Right now, you ought to rest."

I've never felt more alert and wound up in my life; however, I loosen up on her bed and let her pull the covers over us. She puts her arm around me where she's warm, transmitting heat as if she's been remaining in daylight, even around midnight. I breathe in her smell: rosewater and vanilla, an older woman's scent for our kind, but I always find it relaxing.

When I eventually shut my eyes, I am troubled to see the same boy from my visions; it's as if he is poised there, waiting for me. My troubled mind makes me think he is a higher priority than my demise in a fiery red blaze.

—-
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I WAS WOKEN BY THE sound of the torrential rain outside and the constant drumming sound as rain dripped from the roof onto the drum barrels below. There is a delicate dark light leaking through the blinds. Stretching, I roll out of bed and go to the kitchen, where I find my mother slipping fried eggs into the serving bowl. She must have been up for a while because she's dressed and prepared to start her work day; her long coppery hair is still damp from her shower. I watch my mother; she seems content and at ease with the world while she murmurs and hums to herself while manoeuvring around the kitchen. 

"Morning," I say softly, so I don’t startle her, which was probably a lot harder due to the sensitivity of our species. 

She turns and puts down the spatula before she crosses the floor to give me a quick embrace.

Her smile is pure happiness, similar to when I won the locale spelling honey bee in third grade. 

"How are you feeling today? Keeping it together?"

"I'm fine,” I reply.

"What's happening?" my sibling, Jonas, says from the doorway while yawning loudly and stretching. 

We turn to look at him as he's resting up against the door frame, looking well-rested. However, he was still as cantankerous, not surprisingly. He's never been what you could call an early riser. He gazes at us. A glimmer of dread crosses his face like he's preparing to receive horrendous information about something.

"Your sister has accepted her motivation," Mom grins again. Yet, she doesn’t seem as happy as she was earlier, and her grin seems wary. 

As mortals would say, our motivation is our power or gift. Those born with angel blood in their veins, such as our kind, are each bestowed a very specific motivation.

He looked me up and down as if he was inspecting me, expecting to see the proof of my motivation on my body somewhere. 

"You had a dream?"

"Yes,” I reply. “I dreamt of a fire in a forest," I shut my eyes and saw it all again; the slope swarmed with pine trees, the orange sky, and the smoke moving past. "And there was a man."

"How do you know if it wasn’t just a dream?"

"Because I wasn’t asleep properly, and it's easy to tell the difference between the two."

"So what does it mean, though?" he questions. 

Because of his age, this type of motivation and heavenly-related data is unfamiliar to him. At the moment, he’s focused on ordinary things and, in mid-training, on extraordinary subjects that can be energising and cool simultaneously, something I envy.

“I don't have any idea,” I tell him. “That’s something I have to find out.”

—-
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I HAD THE VISION AGAIN two days later. I was busy running laps around the shallow ledge of the Mountain View High School track, and it unexpectedly hit me, sending me into a daze. The world around me expeditiously disappears, sending me straight into a burning forest. This time I can taste the fire and see the flames peaking over the trees as it roars furiously, eating up everything in their path. Before I can gather my wits together or take a second longer to look around to catch a glimpse of the young boy. I’m transported back to the school field, where I collide directly with the team promoter. 

"Heads up, Delilah!" she shouts.

I stumble aside to let her pass. Breathing hard, I rest against the collapsed seats and attempt to regain my vision. However, it's like trying to get back to fantasy after you're completely conscious and it's gone. With a start, I realised the instructor had called me Delilah, which nobody had ever done before. My parents chose Delilah for me, but I much prefer Stella. This meant only one thing: this was bad, and I was likely in trouble.

"No stopping," calls Mrs Audrey, the PE instructor. "We need to get a detailed record of how quickly each of you can run five miles. That means you, Stella," she was probably a military trainer in another life, barking out orders and relentless in her pursuit to find the fastest runner. "If you don't make it in under ten minutes, you'll need to rerun it one week from now," she hollers.

I begin running. I attempt to zero in and focus on the main job as I plunge around the next corner, keeping my speed fast to make up some of the time I've lost. I think back in my mind to the trees' vision and state. The woodland floor under my feet was tossed with rocks and pine needles. The boy was still there with his back to me as he watched the fire grow as it gradually approached him. I feel my heart quicken as I continue to run while pondering as many details as possible.

"Last lap, Stella," says Mrs Audrey.

I accelerate my running and overtake others on the track while they struggle to keep up with those leading the front. 

My mind races with questions; however, there is only one burning question; who is he? I can't figure out why the boy is there; what is needed from me? I wonder, not shutting my eyes but rather managing to envision seeing him like it's embedded into my retinas. Will he be astonished to see me?

By then, I had run past Mrs Audrey, panting hard and needing cold water immediately.

"Great, Stella!" she calls and then a moment later, "that can't be correct," she mutters, confused.

Easing myself to a walking pace, I stroll back to her to find my time.

"Did I get it under ten minutes?"

"I timed you at five minutes and forty-eight seconds," she sounds stunned as she stares at the stopwatch and me and then back again.

I shrug and smile sheepishly, knowing I had been too preoccupied with my visions and hadn't managed to control my speed. I know I will get some significant flack if my mother finds out.

I smile and take a deep breath, trying to think of a logical reason that would be believable.

"The watch is probably broken," I said while peering over her shoulder, trying to aim for a relatively laid-back approach and hoping she would catch on quickly. However, it did mean I would have to rerun this ridiculous course next week. 

"Indeed," she says, gesturing distractedly. "I probably didn’t start it properly."

—-
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THAT EVENING WHEN MY mother returns home, she finds me slumped in the lounge chair watching reruns of I Love Lucky.

"That awful, huh?" she questioned when she glanced at the TV. 

"It's my backup when I can't track down Touched by an Angel," I answer mockingly.

She pulls a sixteen-ounce tub of Ben and Jerry's Chubby Hubby out of a paper sack as if she read my mind. "That is no joke," I add.

"Not exactly."

She holds up a book, Trees of North America, A Guide to Field Identification.

"Perhaps my trees are in North America," I say, flaring with hope.

"We should just start with this before you get your hopes up."

We take the book to the kitchen table and twist around it together, looking for the specific pine tree species from my vision. To anyone looking at us, we'd seem to be just a mother assisting her girl with her schoolwork, not a couple of part-holy messengers exploring a mission from paradise.

"That is all there is to it," I replied while highlighting an image in the book, stretching my back and shuffling back in my seat, feeling pretty satisfied with myself. "The lodgepole pine."

"Turned yellowish needles tracked down two by two," Mom peruses the book. "Brown, egg-formed cone?"

"I didn't get a close enough look at the pinecones, Mom. It's the perfect shape, with the branches beginning partially up the trunk like that, and it feels right," I reply, around a spoonful of frozen yoghurt.

"OK," she counsels the book once more. "It seems to me the lodgepole pine is found solely in the Rocky Mountains and the northwestern shoreline of the U.S. in Canada, to be a little more specific. The Native Americans took the opportunity to use the tree trunks because of their sturdiness as a support base for their wigwams, hence, the name lodgepole. And,” she proceeds, "it says here that the cones require intense heat — like, from a forest fire — to open and deliver their seeds."

"Wow, this book is so instructive," I joke. The possibility of a tree that only grows and cascades in large gatherings in fire-consumed places sends me a wonderous feeling. Indeed, even a tree has a sort of foreordained importance.

"Great. So we know a general location of where this event will occur," says Mom. "But we should try to narrow it down more."

"And do what after that, mother?” I analyse the image of the pine tree, envisioning the branches on fire.

"Then we'll move."

"Move? As in, leave California?"

"Indeed," she says determinedly. Clearly, she's not kidding around.

"However — " I falter. "What about school? And my friends? And your work?"

"You'll go to another school and make new friends. I'll find another line of work or learn to conduct my business from home."

"And Jonas?"

She chuckles and taps my hand like it's a senseless inquiry. "Jonas will come, as well." 

Although it was safe to leave Jonas here where he would be safe with others like us who would gladly welcome him into their homes, mother wanted all three of us to remain together. She always said her motivation gave her a feeling of urgency to keep her family together. 

"Thank goodness. I didn’t want to leave him behind," I replied.

I started to think about Jonas and how he would feel about moving because of his multitude of friends and his ceaseless procession of ball games, wrestling matches, football practices, and all the other things in Jonas’ life. Interestingly, it's becoming evident that I'm in for far more of an adventurous life than expected. My motivation will make a huge difference.

Mother shuts the book about trees and meets my eyes with a serious expression across the kitchen table.

"These are important events, Stella," she says. "This vision, this reason — it's the reason you're here."

"I know, but I didn't think we'd need to move."

I peer through the window into the yard I've grown up playing in. I see my old swing set that mother has never found time to take down, the line of rosebushes against the back wall that have been there as far back as I can remember. Behind the wall, I can scarcely make out the cloudy outline of the far-off mountains that have forever been the edges of my reality. I can hear the Caltrain thunder as it crosses over Shoreline Boulevard. If I concentrate hard enough, I can listen to the soft music from Great America two miles away. It appears incomprehensible that we could leave this spot at any point.

I watch my mother as the edges of her mouth lift in a sudden grin as she ponders her thoughts.

"You figured you could simply fly somewhere for the end of the week, complete your motivation, and fly back?" she asks, amused.

"Maybe," I look away timidly. "When are you going to tell Jonas?"

"I believe we should hold on until we know where we are going."

"Can I be there when you tell him? I'll bring popcorn," I say, laughing, already guessing his reaction.

"Jonas' turn will come," she says, a muffled bitterness showing in her eyes, that look she gets when she believes we're growing up too quickly. "When he accepts his motivation, you'll need to manage that too."

"And I suppose we will have to move house yet again when that happens?" I ask, wondering when we would be able to settle down in one place. 

"We'll go where his motivation leads us," she replies firmly.

"That is insane," I say, shaking my head. "This all appears to be insane. You know that, right?"

"Secretive ways, Stella," she snatches my spoon and digs a large piece of Chubby Hubby out from underneath the container. She smiles, moving again into naughty, energetic Mom before my eyes. "Secretive ways," she repeated with a teasing sparkle in her eyes.

—-
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A FEW DAYS LATER, THE vision re-emerged when I least expected it. It was as if a dam had broken because the vision was relentless, to the point I actually had to keep my distance from other people. One minute I would be on the way to school, and the vision would start, or in the shower, and again it would start, not to mention when I was having lunch in a crowded school hall. During these episodes, I would get the sensation of the heat of the fire as if I was standing close to it. And other times, I could smell the smell causing me to choke; it was the most intense experience of my life. No motivation training covered these experiences, which both baffled and surprised my mother and me. 

It didn't take long for my friends at school to notice I was suddenly spacing out; although I did try to keep my distance from people, that was easier said than done. Since then, I learnt the lamentable epithet; space cadet. My teachers also noticed my episodes, which regrettably caused me trouble. I rushed to complete the work to reduce transgressions or distress caused by all this. The instructors started noticing how I spent most of the class in a spaced-out frenzy, scribbling endlessly in my diary. I couldn’t even argue it was class notes; it wasn’t realistic when all we were doing was watching movies.

If anyone peeked at my diary and flipped through previous pages of my fluffy pink journal that I had been given when I was twelve, featuring Hello Kitty on the cover, they would only see the usual imaginary and secretive dreams of a child. The journal was my most precious possession. Its unstable lock could only be opened by a tiny gold key that I kept on a chain around my neck to guard it away from the eyes of my meddlesome brother Jonas.

There are doodles of blossoms and princesses, passages about school and the climate, films I enjoyed, music I danced to, my fantasies about playing the Sugar Plum Fairy in The Nutcracker, or how Jeremy Morris sent one of his friends to request that I be his sweetheart. I said no because how could I go out with anyone so apprehensive that he couldn’t come to ask me in person?

Then shortly after my childhood fantasies came the heavenly messenger journal, which I began when I was fourteen. This one's a midnight blue twisted, bound notepad with an image of a holy messenger on the cover. The holy messenger is a quiet female heavenly messenger who seems eerily similar to my mother, with red hair and brilliant wings. She is situated on the fragment of the bow moon encompassed by stars, light emissions emanating from her head. Inside it, I wrote down all my mother had told me regarding holy messengers and the importance of our holy messenger's blood. I documented every reality she described or theory I could persuade out of her.

I wrote down what happened in all my tests and examinations, such as when I purposely cut my lower arm with a blade to see if I would bleed, and I bled a ton. I painstakingly noticed how long it required to mend (around twenty-four hours from when I took care of business to when the little pink line totally vanished). Or the time I communicated fluently in Swahili to a man in the San Francisco airport or how I did twenty-five grand jetés across the floor of the dance studio without getting short of breath. That was when my mother began teaching me about the importance of acting like a mortal, to some extent, openly. 

At this point in my life, I started to realise who I really was, the power of our species; Stella, the young lady, as well as Stella, the carrier of heavenly messenger blood; Stella, the extraordinary.

Presently my diary, which is now a mundane brown, centres around my motivation: portrayals, notes, and the subtleties of the vision, mainly when they include the strange man.

He continually waits at the edges of my brain — aside from those muddling minutes when he moves blindingly to all critical focal points.

I started to know the outline of his body even though my vision always maintained a considerable distance. He looks lean and muscular, as if he works out. I see the range of his broad shoulders, his painstakingly rumpled hair, a dim, warm brown, to cover his ears and brush against his collar toward the back. I notice that he keeps his hands in the pockets of his dark coat, which is somewhat fluffy, perhaps wool, I’m not sure. His weight is constantly moved marginally aside, as though he's preparing to leave. When he starts to turn, I can see the slightest framework of his cheek, which never neglects to make my heart beat quicker.

What will he think of me? I wonder.

When I appear to him in the woods, when he at long last turns and sees me standing there, I need to look like a holy messenger. I must be all majestic, beautiful glowy and floaty like my mother. All holy messenger bloods are genuinely stunning. I'm not awful looking, I know. I have great skin, and my lips are ordinarily redder than average, so I wear nothing but a little sparkly lipgloss. I'm tall and thin, not in the dainty supermodel way but in a storklike, all-arms-and-legs way. My eyes, which appear to be storm-cloud dim in certain lights and gunmetal blue in others, seem enormous for my thin face, which can be off-putting when you first see me. 

My hair is my best element, long and wavy, radiant gold with a touch of red. My hair is incredibly long, and I am forbidden to have it cut because, according to the laws of our kind, our hair is part of our glory. The issue with my hair is that it's totally wild and gets tangled very quickly, causing me over an hour of pain trying to detangle it. My hair does have an annoying habit of getting caught in doorways and zippers. It’s an enormous task to tie it up or put in a plait, which is almost as bad as brushing it. My hair takes the word ‘unmanageable’ to a whole new level. 

So, knowing my luck, I won't even make it anywhere near the man or the firelit woods because my hair would probably get caught on a tree branch. The only way to tame it is to tie it up in a tight bun, which requires a few hours and hundreds of bobby pins just to secure it. 

—-
[image: image]


"STELLA, YOUR TELEPHONE'S ringing!" Mom shouts from the kitchen, causing me to jump in surprise; I was daydreaming again. My diary is in front of me, and I look down, shocked at what I see. On the page is a cautious sketch of the rear of the kid's head, his neck, dishevelled hair, and the sprinkle of cheek and eyelashes. I don't recall drawing this image, nor do I remember opening my diary.

"OK!" I holler back. 

I close the diary and slide it under my variable-based math reading material. Then I walk quickly out of my room and down the stairs to the ground floor, greeted by the smell of freshly cooked bread and pies. Thanksgiving is coming, and Mom's been busy preparing bread and pastries. She's wearing her housewife cover (which she's had since the fifties). It's covered with flour as she holds the telephone to me with flour on her hands and hair. 

"It's your father."

I raise an eyebrow at her in a soft inquiry because my father doesn’t usually contact me.

"I don't have any idea," she says, shrugging. She hands me the telephone, then turns and cautiously leaves the room.

"Howdy, Dad," I say into the telephone, trying to sound cheerful. 

"Hello there."

There's a pause. Three words into our discussion, and he's out of words – jokingly, I used to tease him about being a man of many words.

"So, what's the reason for the call?"

He says nothing for another minute, and I murmur nonsense in frustration. For quite a long time, I used to rehearse this conversation in my head, where I would be telling him how livid I was at him for leaving my mother. I was three years old when they split, and I don’t remember hearing them argue; it was as if he wanted a different life all of a sudden and left. 

My only memories of their friendship were a couple of brief glimmers. A birthday celebration, a day at the seaside and him at the bathroom sink shaving. And there's the memory I have of the day he left us. I stood beside my mother in the driveway while she held Jonas on her hip, crying bitterly as he drove away. I can't forgive him for leaving us and missing important events such as birthdays and Christmas and missing out on every milestone Jonas and I reached; it had always felt like he didn’t care. I couldn’t stand to see the look on my mother's face whenever he called or the fact that he stayed silent on the other end as if he had only called to hear me say ‘hello’ – he really shouldn’t bother. 

Mother will not talk about what happened between them, just as she won't reveal her motivation; topics like these were strictly taboo.  I know my mom is as near to being the ideal lady as this world will probably find. She's lovely, brilliant and pure enchantment, and my father let her go, let his kids go for no apparent reason. Plus, she's half holy messenger, even though my father doesn't know. 

"I just called to see how you are and how school is,” he says.

"Is there any good reason why I wouldn't be ok or why school wouldn’t be ok?" I replied sarcastically.

He coughs. "All in all, it's harsh being a kid sometimes, isn't it? You know, with secondary school and boys and the extra studying you must do," he replies.

I stood with my mouth open in shock; this discussion had gone from surprising to tremendously unusual.

"Right," I say. "Definitely, it's harsh."

"Your mother says your grades are great."

"You had a chat with Mom?" I asked, stunned.

Another quiet moment; I was definitely getting used to these moments. 

"How's life in the Big Apple?" I ask, trying to guide the discussion away from myself.

"The standard thing. Brilliant lights. Huge city. I saw Derek Jeter in Central Park yesterday, though.” He explains. “But it's a horrible life for someone like me who likes the quiet."

He can be enchanting, as well. I generally need to be angry at him, to let him know that he shouldn't try attempting to bond with me, yet I can never keep it up. The last time I saw him was in the late spring when I turned fourteen. I'd been rehearsing the "I hate you" speech big-time in the air terminal, on the plane, out of the door, in the airport on the other side, but when I saw him standing there waiting for me by the luggage carousel, I found that all my anger vanished and was replaced by immense joy instead. I then ran into his arms and told him I had missed him instead. 

"I was thinking," he said, interrupting my thoughts. "Perhaps you and Jonas could come to New York for Thanksgiving and Christmas if you’d both like to?"

I nearly chuckle at his timing.

"I might want to," I say, "however, I sort of have something important going on at the moment."

Like finding a woodland fire, I said inside my head, which is part of the reason for me being on this Earth in the first place, but of course, there was no way I would be able to say anything like that to him not even if I wanted to, it was forbidden.

He doesn’t say anything again for a few minutes, the usual silence, and I felt a tinge of guilt.

"Sorry," I say, shocked that I really mean it. "I'll let you know if anything changes, but at the moment, it's unlikely; it's really important.”

"Ok, just let me know if you do want to come and spend Thanksgiving and Christmas with me,” he says. “Oh, your mother told me that you’d passed Driver's Ed, so congratulations, it’s a great achievement," he said in an attempt to steer the conversation away from the holidays into safer waters. 

"Yes, Dad, I did. I managed to pass with only a few minors, but it was so exhilarating to finally pass. However, mother won't allow me to use her car even though I'm sixteen and legally allowed to drive,” I sigh. 

"Perhaps it's time we see about getting you your very own vehicle."

My mouth dropped open in shock; I hadn't expected him to say that. The last time I had received any gift from the man was Christmas before he left us. 

And then it happened; the smell of smoke clouds my senses, and the room disappears, and I’m standing further away from the fire than the last time I had this vision. I couldn’t see the fire, only the smoke this time, and the man wasn’t there either; there was no sign of him. The hot wind blows around me and sends my hair flying out of my hairband, and I end up coughing and walking backwards away from the heat and the smoke while swiping my hair out of my face.

I turned around to see the opposite side to try and see some landmarks to get an idea of where this vision was, and I saw the silver truck. I’m standing a couple of steps from where it has stopped at the edge of the back road, and in large lettering, the words ‘Torrential Slide’ is on the side of the truck. Slowly I walk towards the truck, feeling my motivation gift forcing me to focus on the truck and get closer; without a doubt, I know this truck belongs to the man. The truck is black and large with a short but covered bed. The closer I get to the truck, the more I feel this is part of the clue to where I need to be headed to stop the fire. 

The license plate is the one place that provides me with a lot of information on the identity of the man, and I walk closer and around the back of the truck. The truck's right side is overwhelmed by a rough-level mountain that looks breathtakingly beautiful. The sky on the horizon is blue and untouched by the smoke, and the mist obscures the top of the mountain. The license plate is covered with dirt, and I see the dark outline of a cowboy straddling a kicking horse, waving his cap in the air; I had this feeling I had seen this image before. I can't pinpoint where or when. Immediately I make out the license plate details, and on the left are the numbers twenty-two; right away, the following digits come into view in my vision 99 CX. The visions were one of those times where you wish you could wipe the dirt off so you can see the remainder of the information, but unfortunately, angel visions are simply those visions with no possibility of touching. 

I feel insanely happy I finally have some data to be able to pinpoint this location instead of trees, but the vision hasn’t ended, and any happiness is relatively short-lived until after the vision ends; otherwise, it could interrupt the currents of the angel vision line. I walk a little way from the truck into a small copse of trees; the smoke floats across the ground of the forest. Nearby there's a broken sound followed by a crash which I assume is a branch snapping and falling to the ground, and then I see the man. He isn't facing me but facing the fire instead. The fire starts to gather out of nowhere, licking the highest branches and tops of the trees with smoke billowing around; the risk of even standing in this place is pretty evident. I can't imagine why he would still be standing here and watching the wooded area burn. 

A devastating bitterness envelopes me, and I feel it dragging through my body and locking on my lungs as my throat closes. I need to shout his name, but I don’t know what it is.

“Stella? You OK?” 

My father's voice echoed frantically from a distance as I felt myself float back into my body. I'm resting against the cooler, gazing out the kitchen window where a hummingbird hovers, a haze of wings close to my mother's feeder. It darts in, takes a taste, and then hops to the opposite of the flat round feeder.

"Stella?" My father's voice shouts again, and he sounds frightened. Still feeling stupefied, I lift the telephone back to my ear.

"Father, I have to go; I will call you back,” is all I manage to say and then end the call without saying goodbye. The euphoric feeling of the vision still had its hold on me, eradicating any rational thoughts or manners. 

––––––––
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Chapter Two
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We head towards Wyoming and pass a rather vast amount of road signage to guide our journey with caution of deer, falling stones, and oncoming trucks to check your brakes and be mindful of street closures due to a high network of building sites. Before we left California, our father had purchased and arranged to deliver my new vehicle. It was a gift that surprised me when it was wheeled onto our driveway with a large red ribbon attached to the roof. I am now driving my car behind my mother and following her from California with Jonas in the front seat beside me. He was trying to control his excitement and not go crazy about how every sign highlighted that we were heading to a wild and somewhat hazardous area. 

I pass through the timberland, which is made up entirely of lodgepole pines, and each time a vehicle passes us, I can't help but look at their number plate. It seems fate is laughing at my expense because I have now lost count of the many license plates with the number 22 on the left side. The license plate was the only reason we packed our belongings, sold our home, and said farewell to all our friends, neighbours and colleagues in California.  Everyone I have known most of my life and moving to a place where none of us knows a single soul in Teton County, Wyoming, as per a Google search, is the holder of district number 22, and the same trees in my vision occupy most of the heavily wooded areas in Wyoming. The populace is a little more than twenty thousand people, roughly five individuals for every square mile. We are moving to the wilderness due to my motivation gift, and visions. 

I had never seen so much snow; seeing so much in one place was frightening. My new Prius is getting a genuinely long run across the blanketed mountain streets. We had just stopped at a garage and got directions; the cashier assured us the mountain pass was the safest route. I look around and squeak in surprise to see the mountainside plunges down a couple of feet from the edge of the winding road we are travelling. I grip my steering wheel and breath slowly, calming myself down. This was not the type of trip I wanted to experience in my early driving days, but it was unavoidable, and apparently, according to the garage cashier, this was the only direct route to our destination.

Finally, I sigh in relief and spot the official sign ‘Welcome to Wyoming’.

“Jonas,” I say softly. “This is all there to this place.”

He doesn’t reply and droops further down in the passenger seat, furious music beating from his iPod through his headphones; it was so loud that I could hear every beat. The further away from California, his games, his group of friends and his life there, the bleaker he became. The initial excitement gradually faded when he realised he couldn’t return to California anytime soon. 

I lean over, grab one of the wires, and pull his headphones out of his ear on the side nearest to me. 

"What?" he says, scowling at me.

"We're in Wyoming, goofball. We're nearly there."

"Charm cracking hoo," he says, stuffing the headphone back in.

He will loathe me for some time but will understand when we must do this again when his angel blood is mature, and he receives his own motivation. 

Jonas was a lovely youngster before learning about the holy messenger, and I understand where he comes from. For a brief moment, you’re a cheerful fourteen-year-old, great at everything you attempt, and then suddenly, you’re an oddity with wings. It took a long time to get used to the idea. Less than a month ago, I experienced my first vision; he had then received the news that I had accepted my mission from the heavens. And here we are, hauling him off to the middle of nowheresville, Wyoming, in January, no less and right smack in the middle of the school year. 

When mother sat him down and explained we had to move, he jumped out of his seat with his hands clenched, stamped his foot and shouted, I’m not going. The expression on his face was pure anger to the point it looked as though he needed to hit something. 

"You are going," mother answered, gazing at him sternly. "It wouldn’t shock me one bit if you find your own motivation in Wyoming as well. The heavens know what they are doing, and there is always a reason for everything, trust in them.”

"I couldn't care less," he said. Then he turned and frowned at me such that it caused me to wince each time I recall it.

Mother clearly digs Wyoming. She's been this way a couple of times, exploring the area and looking for a house. As well as enrolling Jonas and me in our new school, streamlining the progress between her position at Apple in California and the work she'll accomplish for them from home after we move. She has prattled on for quite a long time about the beautiful landscape that will currently be a piece of our day-to-day lives, the natural air, the untamed life, the climate. And how much we'll love it when it snows.

That is the reason why Jonas is riding with me. He can't tolerate listening to our mother prattle on how extraordinary it will all be. Whenever we first stopped for gas on the excursion, he escaped her vehicle, got his rucksack, strolled over to mine, and got in. I surmise he concluded that he presently abhors her more than I do.

I snatch the wire and tug the headphone out of his ear again. 

"I know you hate this, but this is something we had to do," I tell him. "With everything that has happened, I’m not overly happy about this move either.”

"Makes no difference either way," he huffed. 

My phone rings and I dive into my pocket and throw the telephone to Jonas. He jumps, slightly startled but catches the phone. 

"Can you answer the call, Jonas?" I ask pleasantly. "I'm driving."

He murmurs, opens the telephone, and puts it to his ear.

"Hello," he says. "OK. I will tell her, bye,” he flips the telephone shut

"She said to tell you we'll come up on Teton Pass. She says that we have to pull over at the post."

Right on time, we come around a corner, and the valley where we'll be residing opens up under the scope of low slopes and spiked blue-and-white mountains. It's an astonishing perspective, similar to a scene from a postcard. Mother manoeuvres into a side road for our house's ‘grand show’, and I slowly pull up and stop behind her. She then starts to exit her car and stands looking at us, waiting with a soft smile.  

"I think she’s waiting for us to get out," I share with Jonas.

He simply gazes at the dashboard and doesn’t bother to look up or even look at our surroundings. 

I open the car door and pull myself into the crisp mountain air; it feels like I have just stepped inside a freezer. I pull my hoodie over my head and shove my hands into my pockets to try and keep warm. It's that cold. I can see my breath in clouds of smoke whenever I breathe. 

Mother walks over to my car slowly, approaches the passenger side, and taps on the window to get Jonas's attention. 

"Get out of the car," she orders sternly.  

She waves me toward the edge, where a huge wooden sign shows an animated rancher pointing into the valley beneath. The sign reads; hello stranger, here is Jackson Hole, the last place of the old wild west. I look, and structures are dissipating on either side of a sparkling silver waterway, so this is Jackson, our new neighbourhood.

“Around there is Teton National Park and Yellowstone,” Mother highlights and points to the skyline. “We’ll need to go there in the spring and look at it. We can take some lovely walks, and the view can be rather spectacular.”

Jonas walks along the edge with us but isn't wearing a coat. He’s only wearing jeans and a t-shirt; however, he doesn’t look cold and is content to look around. Although he is trying gallantly to look as bored and disinterested as possible. He appears to be too interested in our new home's landscape to be even shuddering from the chill. As he studies the new climate, his demeanour is cautious. He moves his head around, trying to take in every little detail without our mother noticing. A cloud moves over the sun cascading a shadow over the valley, plummeting into shaded darkness. The air feels ten degrees colder with the sun blocked by the clouds, and I shiver. The trees are those from my vision, and I expect them to suddenly be engulfed in flames, the same as my vision, but they don’t. I know a lot is expected of me here; the images and my motivation all led us to this place. I must satisfy my motivation and the heaven-sent messages before a new one can begin.  

"Just breath out and relax,” mother touches my shoulders and squeezes momentarily. "This is where you should be, Stella."

"I know," I answer and attempt to give her a brave smile, although I feel far from bold now. The reality of my vision and the task ahead causes me to feel a certain amount of trepidation. 

"You," she points, moving to Jonas, "will learn to love our new home and the games they have here, like skiing, waterskiing, rock climbing, and a wide range of adventurous outdoor games. You have my full permission to try them all."

"We will see," he murmurs. “I have to make friends first.”

"This is going to be great; I can already feel it,” she says, walking with renewed energy back to her car and turning to us. "Come on, we should go."

I follow her as the street turns down the mountain. Another sign grabs my attention with caution, saying sharp bends ahead. 

—-
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JUST BEFORE WE ARRIVE at Jackson, we turn onto Spring Gulch Road. This takes us to another long, winding street with massive solid iron gates that require a passcode before you can enter. Immediately, I had the suspicion our new home would be like one of those new wealthy estates that are heavily protected. As we continue to drive in through the gate, I look out the window and see the gigantic log houses concealed in the trees. I follow my mother's car as she turns down a newly laid driveway and continues driving. We pass a woodland of lodgepole pine, birch and aspen trees until we eventually arrive at a clearing. Our new house comes into view on a bit of ascent.  

“Wow,” I inhale as I look at the grand house through the windshield of my car. “Jonas, look.”

The house is made of solid logs and waterway rocks. The rooftop is covered with sweeping, unadulterated white snow, similar to a gingerbread house in children's books. It was complete with stunning silver icicles hanging along the edges; the place was even better than the one we occupied in California. Somehow it seems cosier and much more homely than our last house, with an extended covered yard and big windows facing the incredible snowcapped mountains.  

"Welcome home,” Mom shouts as she stands outside and leans against her car, waiting for our response to our new house as we step out of my car onto the circular driveway. She is impressed with herself for locating a grand home for us to live in and suddenly starts to explain a few more details of our new abode. "Our closest neighbour is miles away, so we have a lot of privacy, and these woods, are our own; they come with the house.”

A slight breeze moves the tops of the trees, so wisps of snow float down through the branches and the snow on the roof of our home floats across, gently cascading down tiny wisps of snow to the ground. Our house looks like something you would see on a snow globe, and tranquillity washes over me.

This is home, I finally mutter to myself. My motivation has led us here. We are protected here, which is an enormous help considering my visions and true purpose for moving here. I know we will prosper as a family living here; it feels like the right place for us. I can, at long last, picture our day-to-day existence in Wyoming rather than just seeing myself walking into a forest engulfed in flames. Now it’s time to get to work and locate the man I see in my visions, starting with getting our things into this house and then planning and investigating. 

I look at Mom and see her shining with happiness and joy. An increasing brightness emanates off her while a low vibrating murmur sounds, showing her heavenly pleasure.  

Any second now, we'll have the option to see her wings.

Jonas coughs. The sight of our mother's wings and anything angel-like is all still new to him, and he still finds it peculiar. 

"Mother," he says. "You're doing that thing again."

She stops and turns to him. 

"Who cares?" I say. "There's nobody around to see it, we can be ourselves here, and one day you will get to do that as well. We don’t have to hide our true selves here, dumbass."

"Indeed," Mom agrees, although she gave me a stern glance for calling my brother a dumbass. "The patio and veranda out the back are perfect for us to practice your flying. Once your motivation comes through, Jonas, you will be grateful for a private space like this."

I gaze at her with apprehension. Mother has attempted to help me fly several times, and both ended in embarrassing disasters. As a matter of fact, I've basically abandoned the idea of flying altogether and acknowledged that I will be the only heavenly messenger who stays earthbound. I will be a flightless bird, similar to an ostrich perhaps, or, in this climate, a penguin.

"You could have tried to use this move as an excuse to fly here if your father hadn't bought that car," Mom says. "You should still try, Stella; you can't be a heavenly messenger who doesn’t fly,"

she adds to Jonas. "I bet you'd be a whiz."

I can feel my face getting hot. Certainly, Jonas will be a whiz when I can't make it off the ground.

"I need to see my room," I say and get away from mother before she decides to mention any more of my failings. I was determined to prove I was worthy of being a heavenly messenger. 

—-
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AT MIDDAY, WE DECIDED to explore the promenade off Broadway Avenue. Many stagecoaches and horsed carriages pass by like clockwork alongside an endless procession of vehicles. I can't help but look at the license plates hoping to see the black truck with the lettering ‘Torrential Slide’ on the side and tag 99CX. Even in December and despite the cold, many people are on holiday.

"Who knew there’d be so much traffic here in December?" I comment as I watch the vehicles go by.

"What do you plan on doing if you see his car here?" Mom inquires. She's wearing another straw rancher cap that she couldn't help but buy from the gift shop we went into. The Texas-style cap makes her look slightly ridiculous and causes me to think she’s taking this old wild west thing a little too far now. 

"She'd most likely drop," says Jonas. He flutters his eyelashes fiercely and fans himself, then pretend to fall against Mom. The two of them giggle.

Jonas has previously gotten himself a T-shirt with a snowboarder on it. He ponders a real blue snowboard he likes in a shop window. His behaviour and mannerism have vastly improved since we arrived at the house. He realised he hadn't lost anything by moving here but had gained an awful lot. He's acting a great deal like the old Jonas, who grins, jokes around, and occasionally decides he should talk in full sentences. 

"You both think your incredibly funny, don’t you? Real comedians,” I say, feigning exacerbation. I run toward a little park I notice on the opposite side of the road. The entrance is a gigantic curve made of elk horns.

“We should walk this way,” Mom says, and I jog back to where she and Jonas stand. We all hustle across the road as the little orange hand on the giant clock strikes the hour. We then wait under the curve of the horns and look at them, which dubiously resemble bones instead of horns. 

"I smell grilled food," says Jonas.

"Your stomach is a bottomless pit," I reply. 

"Well, duh, I can't help if I digest my food faster than humans; maybe my messenger blood helps me; now, can we eat there? I’m starved,” he turns to face the long queue of individuals waiting to get into the Million Dollar Cowboy Bar before us. 

"Without a doubt, and I'll get you a beer, as well," Mom says.

"What, really?"

"No."

As they playfully argue about the beer, I am hit with this unexpected desire to record this moment of my life. So, I would then have the option to look back and think this was the start, chapter one of Stella's motivational gift. The more I think about the idea, the more it feels right, and my chest enlarges with feeling at the idea. A fresh start for all of us as a family. 

"Excuse me, ma'am, can I ask you to take our picture for a moment, please?" I ask a woman strolling past.

She smiles and nods her head, and takes the camera from Mom. We pause dramatically under the arch, Mom in the centre, Jonas and me on either side of her, and we all strike a pose and smile. The lady attempts to snap an image, yet nothing happens, and the lady stands there looking confused. Mother walks over to explain the best way to work the camera.

The sun starts to appear again from behind the clouds. I suddenly become very aware of everything around me, as if everything is suddenly in slow motion and playing like a movie. The voices of other people on the footpath, the glimmer of teeth when they talk, the thunder of motors and the small screech of brakes as vehicles stop at the red light. My heart thumps like a rapid, boisterous drum, and my breathing is heavy and slightly erratic. 

All of my senses have gone into overdrive. I smell the horse fertiliser, rock salt, lavender cleanser, mother's vanilla scent sprinkle, and Jonas’ masculine antiperspirant. I can even smell the weak scent of rot clinging to the tusks hanging above us. Taking it in all at once is overwhelming and excessive, and I know I will explode if I try to understand everything. Traditional music pours out from under the glass doorway of one of the craftsmanship store displays. A dull little bird roosted in a tree in the recreation area behind us, singing and cushioning its quills against the air. A canine barks somewhere in the distance, and a child cries. How do I even know the bird is behind us when I can't see it? But I can feel its sharp, bruised, looking eyes on me. I see it point its head directly at me as if it is watching me until suddenly, it flaps its wings and takes off from the tree. The bird then flies up into the open sky like a touch of smoke vanishing behind the sun. 

"Stella," Jonas’ voice is shouting in my ear. "Hello!"

I jerk back to earth and see Jonas standing before me, waving his hands in front of my eyes. I look around and see Jonas, Mother, and the woman still holding the camera  Jackson Hole. Jonas. Mother. The woman with the camera. They're all gazing at me.

"What's happening?" I'm shocked, disengaged, like some piece of me is in the sky with the bird.

"Your hair's sparkling," mumbles Jonas. He looks away like he's embarrassed to be standing with me while our mother tries to explain to the lady. 

I peer down at my hair and start to pant; sparkling isn't the word I would use. My hair is a brilliant shimmering gold uproar of light shining like a warning beacon. My hair caught the sun's light like a mirrored reflection, and I hastily slid my hood over my head to conceal it. My heart is pounding deafeningly, and it feels like it will jump out of my chest. What's happening to me? This wasn’t in our training. 

"Mother?" I call feebly. I look into her wide, blue eyes, and she then blinks, looks back at the lady waiting to take the picture, and sees she is staring at me open-mouthed. Then she moves in the direction of the woman.

"Isn't it a delightful day?" Mom says. "Thank you for trying; now, if you follow my instructions, the camera will work. Is that ok?” mother attempts to change the focal point of the lady still staring at me. 

The woman nods distractedly, still staring at my extraordinarily brilliant hair as if trying to sort out a puzzle in her head. My mother hurries over to me and starts to push all of my hair into the hood of my jacket. She was concentrating as if she was attempting to create a masterpiece.

"Calm down and act normal," she murmurs as she moves into place between Jonas and me. "Good, we are ready now.” 

The woman blinks rapidly and shakes her head like she's trying to clear it. Now that my hair is covered, it looks like everything is back to normal, and she shrugs, shakes her head again, and then lifts the camera to her face.

"Say cheese," she shouts, smiling.

I give everything to smile as convincingly as possible.

We end up at Mountain High Pizza Pie for supper since
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