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Prologue: 32 years ago
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1976 New Orleans

The Hazel Tree

WITHIN EACH OF US LAY good and bad, light and dark, choice and regret. In a place where shades of grey dominated, the boundaries between right and wrong become dangerously blurred. He was left to navigate a labyrinth of uncertainty and moral ambiguity—an ambiguity that gnawed at him. A sudden clanking noise reverberated through the cell beside him. The flickering lights above gasped their final breaths, casting him into darkness. Sitting on his bunk bed, his hands rested open on his knees, their purpose lost in the void of the extinguished light. As the silence deepened, the harsh truth of his fate seeped in once more, an insidious realization settling into the emptiness around him.
He’d describe his entire life and title it as ‘alone’. Fortunately, he found new friends amongst the empty walls within his cell. He listened to the noise streaming through the tiny slits in the concrete wall behind him. His lungs couldn’t capture the fresh air. This room was dripping with wet cement and the same strong smoke his father held onto when he occasionally came to visit him and his aunt Eva. His father was many things, a businessman, and a brave man who always looked at a challenge in the eye and gave it a wink. Not holding onto any promises.

Between crickets that purred in the night, he was alone; it was just him and his shadows. The New Orleans rush was missing. Within the city that never sleeps, it’s heavily quiet. There was nothing to jazz about or parade down the street for. Or perhaps, and he wondered about this, they didn’t want to parade around him. Maybe the fear cut deeper. Around here, people spoke too much and too loudly, and frankly, were suspicious of others who weren’t like them. Who were too quiet. And most of all, those who fiddled with magic. Frankly, they find ways to fill the quiet with their own interpretation. But truth is no stranger than fiction. And this story is no fiction. You shouldn’t think so. In this story, one man's truth is just another man's lie. An optical illusion. A lie will bend the truth so that it suits well. It’s unfortunate things worked out the way they did. What you see is what you get, I suppose. Imagination is a sweet thing.

This room would have made the perfect home. It had a bed for starters, the mattress was much softer than his mattress at home. He had a window where he could see the stars outside and the stars could see him. Whenever the timekeeper sends the bell tolling, he would wonder for whom the bells toll. 

As he sat there, lost in thought, his mind wandered to the events that led him to this moment. He had always known he was different, but he never quite understood why. The world seemed to be a puppet show, and he was the only one who could see the strings.

Growing up, he had felt controlled by his overbearing father. Even before his mother’s passing, he had been determined to mould him into the perfect son, to push him towards a life he didn't want. But the more his father tried to control him, the more he rebelled. He would sneak out at night and hang out with the wrong crowd. He never felt like he was truly living his life until he met HIM. Shadow Prince. 

Shadow Prince was wild, spontaneous, and unapologetically himself. He was drawn to him a moth to a flame, and before he knew it, they were wrapped up in a whirlwind of adventures together. For the first time in his life, he felt he could control his own strings. 

He tried to not think about the fact that it was almost always cold and the meals that was brought was distasteful. The lights always turned off just before midnight which meant he didn't have his shadow to protect him. Sometimes, in the middle of the night or at sunrise he would awake to the screams. It frightened him but that’s when his Umbra would come to protect him, “Do not fear. It is the most beautiful sound in the world. it is a sweet thing.”

His visits were brief, but his impenetrable umbra seemed to fill every inch of the cell. By now it seemed as if it was his only friend. When he was gone, he knew he’d see him again. 

He hadn’t planned on spending the rest of his life in an undersized cell, but he would find some way to free himself. He just needed to be patient. What put him there was an evil of his own making, a choice he made which threatened to poison the innocent people of his town. He looked into the shadows and found that he wasn’t alone. A darkness was shining over his life and it wasn’t a frightening thing. He found friends and a place where he could live in a world without judgement. It was a blessing.

Things were about to change for him. He could feel it already happening. He was surprised when he received her letter. He anticipated the endless night, pacing around in his cell, booting the gravel, grasping white knuckles sitting on the floor, booting the gravel. He kicked off the stale piece of bread that was becoming a habitat for green mould and glanced ahead at the guard as it flew past his face, hitting the concrete wall behind him. It was almost midnight, and he was starving. The guard was sitting at his taboret drifting off when a noisy groaning metal sound down the corridor woke him. He thought about how stupid he was at his job and how much the guard deserved to be in the cell rotting away like the stale instead of him, and so did everybody else in this town. Now he would leave them to be responsible for the evil poisonous things about to be born in this city. Maybe they would finally get what they deserved.

“VISITOR!” A man called.

He stretched his neck as far as he could, his cheeks pressing against the metal cold bars. He leaned on them. They felt thick and veined, frozen by a hundred winters. Lower quality stones built the walls that surrounded him, and they were magic proof. He felt his body changing already. He felt himself disappearing from his own soul. Getting further away from it as the days passed. The air between his shadow and his soul was different. He wouldn’t let himself lose so easily. No. He would leave something behind for the people to remember. All he had was shadows from the people that walked by, which he didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he rather liked his shadows, they kept things interesting, usually. He found that shadows have more to say. He was able to identify the person before they arrived, just by seeing their shadow. There was no real explanation for his newfound talent, shadows have always been a part of his life, more so than real people. But this was a new shadow arriving so he would need to observe closely. 

He heard the clicking of heals grow towards him until he came face to face with a tall lean woman. Well, she seemed tall to him, but she was in fact an average height woman. The heals were doing all the work for her.

The woman placed a hand flat on the bars and grinned down at him. Her eyes sparkled like wheels of gold mingled with emerald green. Was she a member of the Treasure Hunters? The boy wondered. 

“5 minutes” the grumpy guard said before he left his post.

The boy’s nose curled up, past the woman’s long brown coat that tightened at her hips. She was tall but her body was petite to the bones. 

“What the hell do you want?” The boy grunted.

She pursed her dark red lips into a smile, filters of pink in the apples of her cheeks. Her bright auburn hair a balance of warm and cool like from the furnace, and sat in waves at shoulder length, brushing against her warm toned skin. Never had he seen hair as red as that. Her face was lightly sprinkled with freckles like sugar across her ivory cheeks. She was beautiful.

She slipped her hand into her left coat pocket, retrieving it, her hand wrapped in a package of blue fabric with patterns of green. She opened it up and a small beignet sat pretty in her flat hand. She passed it through the metal bars with her slender fingers and it tumbled into his open hands. He wrapped his arms around it, it felt warm and squishy. He sniffed it and a wonderful, delightful smell of butter and flour tickled his nostrils and aroused his stomach. Bringing it to his lips, he took a small gentle bite and to his surprise it didn’t taste like brick. The bread was soft and he could taste butter. Butter which sunk between his teeth, stuck in his throat and moisturised his lips. It made his mouth water and filled his body with warmness. He wondered if the flavours were real. They had to be. He loosened the tension in his wrist chewed into it halfway with one bite. His stomach hummed a tune of delight.

He angled his head up to her as he chewed widely, and gnawed about her words. His spine senses were telling him he shouldn’t listen to her. He didn’t know her. She was a stranger. 

Her eyes widened with surprise at the boy whose features are pale and haggard. “"I'm here to save your life, Alexander. Though it seems you wear the face of an independent young man. It doesn’t seem like you need my help.”

The woman turned away from him and began to walk away. She was to be his strength and weapon. He was in a time crunch and this strange woman with yellow eyes had offered him a free ticket.

“Wait! What did you have in mind?”

Feeling good with a mouth soaked in buttery wonderfulness and a satisfied belly, he licked his moistened lips and stood at the bars, nodding at her promises absently. The hardest job is to face your own story. You’d have to be a professional to change it. Or find one. You must understand that life is cruel to a nine year old who’s all alone. It will make a boy grow up fast. The woman placed a hand at his cheek, replacing the brutal coldness that had slept there for days with warmth and comfort.

“Its cold out there”

Her smile was a sufficient answer.

“I have something for you” she smiled. 

She held up a small green shimmering backpack, “This bag will give you whatever you need for a short amount of time. Want another beignet?”

"Its magic" Alexander replied.

"Indeed, and even magic has rules, limits. I’ll stash it for you by the hazel tree" The woman smiled down and her golden eyes set upon him once again. “Remember my word.”

The memories of his life played into his mind at this very moment. He wouldn’t tell you himself, he would never tell a soul. But allow me to shed some further darkness onto this story. 

It all began the moment Alexander was born. His life was plagued by misfortune. The boy was a rotten thing and his father would never let him forget it. His mother died the moment he was born and his father despised him for it. So began this curse that was his life. Overtime, he learnt to smile like him, his father who nailed the fact he's no longer needed. And slammed shut every door.

Death lurked in every doorway that he entered, with empty coldness at every window. His aunt, Eva, raised him but his father came to visit at times. Eva died 6 years later. That was the boy’s punishment I suppose. Wherever he went, death followed. ‘‘Let the world curse you for what you did to your mother, boy!’’ His father cried that night, baring his lifeless beloved wife in his arms. Although he wouldn’t be able to remember his father’s cursing words, he truly believed in a curse himself. 

His father’s face was blotchy, and his eyes painful red for days. He would sit and sorrow on his rocking chair. Then one day he just stopped... stopped talking to his son, stopped smiling, and spent most of his time drinking the sorrows away. Even then he didn’t seem to love what he was drinking. He didn’t love anything. 

His son was not a straight child. Curiosity got the better of him. And he found things that no child should lay hands on. But he knew that if he could show his father that he wasn’t a bad seed, that he could accomplish something great, then he would be pleased. If there was one thing his father taught him, it was “Never leave this world without placing your mark”

Currently, his father passed away 3 nights ago, if only he knew. 

That inner voice that was nursing his fear had returned. But he slid between the tall, shadowed trees stretching up like arrows four meters above him into the night sky. In spite of their strength, they made him feel vulnerable and dizzy rather than safe. He awaited at the entrance of the woodland and stood behind a trunk. He listened deeply but his own chest was pounding louder than the forest. There was a Dampness lingering in the moonlight air. Past the sweet rustling music that fluttered through the foliage around him, a noisy argument just outside the woodlands took place. A silent glaucous mist set upon the woodland. He turned forward, his back stretching against the tree and regained a few breaths. Pointing his head up into the high night sky, through the open foliage, he was captured by what he had seen. Through the millions of twinkling stars that covered the cloudless sky, a stream of white light flashed quickly over him. Another followed it. He started counting them until it was impossible. He was afraid that if he blinked he would miss it. The sky began weeping down on him. He stood and watched the spectacular display of glowing streams of white light raining down, burning through the night sky like a thousand falling stars. Looking like they had a power to fulfill. It was a true moment. He had never seen anything like it. They say that if you see one shooting star, you make a wish, but how about a hundred? He knew he wasn’t one of them- a star- because he has no place in sky. Yet, he knew this had something to do with his destiny. He could feel the forest whispering around him, as if the trees themselves held ancient secrets waiting to be revealed. The wind carried voices, murmuring his name in tones both familiar and strange. He stepped forward, drawn by an unseen force, his heart racing with a mix of fear and anticipation. The ground beneath him seemed to pulse with life, guiding his path deeper into the woods. He wasn’t sure if he was headed the right way, but one thing was clear: the stars above were a sign, and the forest was calling him to uncover the truth about who he truly was.

He stared back into the forest, noticing how much brighter it had become.

“He’s in there!” Alexander heard one of them shout.

He slipped through the leaves, stomping his red boots through the littered floor. Crushing the strewn gold, pale brown and scarlet leaves that carpeted over clovers. The rushing wind became rich with the aroma of the wet silent earth.

He repeated the woman’s voice over and over in his head, 6 rows down, 3rd trunk from the left,

6 rows down, 3rd trunk from the left,

6 rows down, 3rd trunk from the left,

He counted down 3 rows and when he reached a black trail he slowed down. Slowing down his breathing to listen better. He hugged his cape closer to the nape of his neck against the cold that kissed his cheeks. It brushed loosely to the ground that marks the eternal period of his life. He watched as the rain got harder. It pelted down and he began to get drenched.

His breath and bones vibrated and he feared that soon his hands would decompose. The sky that wept tears for him that dripped down his frostbitten cheeks. He wondered again about the stars. If they were his enemy or his friend. If they were his enemy he didn’t have much time left. The cold wind that ploughed his cheeks caused him to tremble as he walked on: row 5, row 6.. What he wanted was a real place of warmth. He might as well be a dead leaf that couldn’t return to the tree. 

He walked down the left side to the very end and stopped at the 3rd trunk. 

Dampness lingered in the midnight air. Nearby, an unidentifiable sound in the forest behind pricked at his nerves. He thought it was a bird. Or perhaps it was the cold. He stood still against the branches, his breath caught in his throat as a long shadow cleaves through the light spilling from a lamp. He considered turning back before he was discovered, but he froze to the sound of soft jingles. He turned to see a pretty, lonely violet glowing flower planted deep within an unfilled place in the trunk of a hazel tree. He remembered the woman’s words in his head ‘hear it ring’. It sat in a small bed of clover.

“There it is! Just like she said.”

He glanced into the tree hollow. The flower’s petals were as tiny and delicate as a butterfly’s wings, with some softly emanating a gentle glow.

It closed off and drooped resembling a dress. But this daisy looked funny to him. He wondered why the little flower was so sad. Maybe because it was alone. Where was its family? All flowers he’d ever seen opened up like stars. Maybe it was sleeping or hiding. It tinkled a beautiful melody and glowed like a diamond in an empty corridor. The whole forest was witnessing this very moment. He couldn’t think of any words to complement it. 

“Come out now, boy!”

He froze, facing the tree trunk, his back to them. He saw the green bag lying by the trunk of the hazel tree. As Alexander focused back on the flower, he neglected to notice anything else around him, including the hunters behind him. Its destiny unknowable to him but he wanted its power, he needed it. He put a hand against the tree's smooth, reddish-brown body and thought for a moment. 

Maybe if he stroked the flower gently it would wake up. The woman’s words floated into his mind once again as he stared at the dulcet ringing, glowing flower, ‘Touch it, and the power is yours. Just one touch.’

At her command, he smiled and reached into the trunk for the flower’s throat. It hushed as he almost pinched it between two fingers. But he had to turn away with a throaty sneeze. Followed by another. Those damn allergies he hoped he’d grow out of some day. 

Nature isn't beautiful. It’s not like how you see it in most cartoon movies where there are all fuzzy beautiful smells and always rainbows. But in real life there are too many chemicals, flowers are smelly and in every way overwhelming, suffocating. It’s Unkind and it is out to kill me. It waits for me to slip so it can watch me bleed. It doesn't care about me. Forests are just a bed for bodies, breathing and dead. After the sunshine comes dark billowing clouds of rain, purging fluids to soak the cities of bones. Biting and stinging things drown. Trunks carry the ghosts. That’s nature. I don’t belong there. And I get it, we’re just made differently. The forest was here first and it will still be here alive and breathing long after I die. I guess we can't have the good side without the bad. No single side of anything can exist without the other. It’s a unity of opposites. 

The criteria for what he just said could fall the same here, partially, for the present cannot make sense without the past, in which dictates the future. But the past and future do not exist. Nor does a single identity. Most of what he just said is his father talking, and it’s pretty much the only thing they agree upon.

“STOP” one of the Hunters warned, her hand drew out a sword. As he moved his hands away and the sad flower began to cry it’s sweet melody into the night once again. It aroused frustration as he bared his teeth and curled his hands into fists at his side, turning to face the family of hunters. His hands shaking and as clammy as death. Time buckled at its length for him to stop and think about what he was about to do. These Treasure Hunters were like flies, always getting in the way of other people’s business. A scornful grin placed upon his lips as a slow thought crept in his mind and blessed the atmosphere. 

You would think that the hunters presented a potential problem for him. But everything was going according to his plan, for once. As he stood in the rain, before the Ross's in their silver armour, he orchestrated an opportunity here that the hunters could be of use to him after all. The hunters stood lingering before him, like a lighthouse upon the sea.

He looked up ahead, momentarily and saw the mountains that loomed above him dimly. He returned his gaze back to the Treasure Hunters. Pity the didn’t know what he had planned. 

He held onto the instrument in his pocket with one hand. People have always doubted how far he could go, but he was in so far he couldn’t hear them anymore. He promised himself he’d come back for it. He took his cloak up over his head, grabbed the green bag and ran up towards the mountains.

“Should we go after him, sir?” the woman asked, her sword dangling at her side. 

The man let out a shivery grunt and said with fresh grim, “Don’t bother. He ain’t got what he came for. He ain’t survivin’ the night”

The five Treasure Hunters surrounded the trunk, the bell sounded wistfully into the cold night. the female hunter on the right with long blonde hair reached into the trunk and pinched the flower’s throat with two meaty thumbs. She held it before her family that gathered around to see the pretty little violet flower glow. Right then and there they vowed to protect it’s magic from any impure soul. 

As for the mysteriously beautiful woman, Alexander never saw her again.
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Chapter 1: The wakening
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THIS HOUSE. THESE WALLS. They carry more history than I will ever know. They hold the words that are never said. When you see a house that was once on fire, it’s the old parts that are built over that you have to be weary of. It’s like turning a cemetery into a playground. Giving it a second chance and letting little feet run through the clear mud, thinking its fresh and safe. Building a bridge of love over the weaker parts of the grass. Art and engineering are beautiful things. The dirt beneath the sweeping feet is shaped by swollen roots of a long-lived Rhubarb, still carrying the tears of the unspoken dead that were treated unjust.  And just like secrets, the trees lash out onto the earth like bones reborn. The anatomy of a root system revealing a hidden world. The fear and secrets ooze and never stay hidden for long. Like a sweet peach, it will rot from the inside out. In a sudden unexpected way we all find it. 

“Helloooo?” 

“Sasha? that you?”

I look across the dining room, hearing poised steps echoing towards me. A tall shadow plays upon the wall. The slim sidelight wall behind the grey sofa, it’s textured glass for a moment reveals a wavy blotchy moving figure. Sasha steps into the room, broadcasting two stretches of black knee-high boots. Front and centre, carrying two pretty wrapped boxes. She walks steadily over to me, her feet gracefully gliding onto the lightly coloured timber flooring. The white painted walls capturing her Italian red checker tweed skirt.

I turn down the music on my phone that is playing Know no better by Major Lazar, Bluetooth to a set of speakers with sound-responsive colours and patterns, and place it on the table behind me.

“Sasha, you made it! And fashionably late. Bellissima!”, I pull her in for a hug and she squeezes me tightly over my neck. Her high-ruffled blouse and black leather jacket clinging to my cheeks. It is so comforting. She drops something on the wooden table behind me. The gifts, I believe. I feel her grip tighten around my waist, overreaching and I fall back against the chair.

“Sasha!” I laugh, “Your crushing me.”

She laughs, still overreaching.

“You want to change the song, don’t you?”

“Well yes, but also I missed you so much! Happy birthday Ally!”. 

My real name is Alexis Rosfs. But everyone who knows me calls me, Ally or Alex. I mean, Alexis literally means defender of man in another language. Although my sister Ruby thinks I should embrace it because it means brave and courageous. That sounds a lot like her, and nothing like me. I wish I was brave.

She picks up the two parcels from the table and hands them to me, the bottom wrapped in a pretty pink sheet and the smaller one on top being enveloped in a royal blue paper. I can already guess who the top one is from. She grabs my phone from the table and we walk over to the corner sofa and take a seat. I place the parcel next to me. My heart tingles as I anxiously peer over her shoulder. Sasha offers a sweet expressive smile. Sasha changes the song and I hear Gold by Kiiara play. She puts my phone beside me. 

“Where’d Rubz go? She just walked me in.”

“Is Kyle coming on his bike?” I ask her at the same time, and as I stretch my neck back towards the hallway to the front door, my eyes shifting back and forth. I only see Ruby coming towards us, walking the hallway alone.

Ruby shrugs as she makes her way down. 

And then Sasha says to me, “He’s sick, Ally, remember?” Her forehead puckered, strong enough to reveal tight wrinkles as she frowns. cheekbones become defined because her thick shiny raven hair is all gathered and pulled up into a high ponytail.

I lean into her shoulder as Ruby joins us on the corner sofa, looking out through the large sliding glass doors that leads to the patio. The patio has matching timber flooring that wraps around the rest of the house, soaking in the day’s sunshine and night’s rain. It gives a circle of the entire house, and is an eclectic beauty, so much like the rest of the garden. The garden is small with two steps and the garden is overcrowded with clovers, beautiful tiny silver foliage of Baby’s Breath and what’s left of the sweet daisy buttons that overgrew on the corners of the walls. 

A single light burned on a cockatiel table, casting light on the old chintz couch that hasn’t been sat on in years, and antique Quaker chairs that surrounded a small wooden table. Dad will never get rid of that couch or wash it. Stars are awake, and blossom the night sky like an infinite meadow, filling the word with billions of little glowing luminosity.

“How’s he doing?” I ask Sasha. 

“Well he was sleeping on the sofa when I left, PS4 controller in hand,” She straightens up. “Sinus infection spread to his ear.”

“Really? it sounds painful” Ruby says. Unlocking her ankles, she scrutinises the grey woollen rug. Sasha brings her head forward and begins doing the same. 

“Do you think he’s going to notice?” Ruby asks her, leaning forward into her hands. Her pretty silver chain earrings dropping at her bare knees. 

“Yep!” Sasha and I both sigh. The tea had stained to a light brown patch on the new rug. 

“Damn it. I’ll just have to keep my foot on it whenever he comes around.”

“Yeah good luck with that.” Sasha says, with a wrinkling of her small nose.

I lean more forward than them, invasive is a smell so strong, bitter and unpleasant in my nose and throat. Wet and damp. I draw my shoulders back and cover my breath, “Gosh Ruby what did you put in it? It smells like, like... tea mixed in detergent, vinegar, and like 100 sprays of your perfume bottle.”

Her arms cross her stomach, and she pouts her candy red lips. She sinks back into the sofa, her long blonde hair plastering to the leather.

I lean back with her, “Well it doesn’t look as bad as it smells, I’ll give you that.”

I glance again at the presents beside me.

“Oh right,” Sasha exclaims, following my gaze. She taps the little blue box on top with her a purple fingernail. “That one’s from Kyle.” Just as I suspected.

“Thanks Sasha.”

I pick up the first box. The small blue one sitting on top. I bring the crinkled paper up to my nose, it’s laced in deep floral, deliberately. He made an effort to transform the gift paper itself and make it familiar to me. Excitement comes to me like a sparkplug and knocks me over into the purr of anticipation. From the size of the small box, it must be some sort of jewellery. 

I bite down on my lower lip as his voice becomes evocative and romantic to me, “Guessss”. I shut my eyes and sniff it once more, and the moisture seeps into my canals, and deep blue petals with a vibrant yellow centre bloom to life in my mind. “The blue Lotus?”

“Yep” Sasha replies, “I think. Wait, I don’t remember now actually. Anyways, nothing short of sweet from my brother. He knew you’d love a little mystery. Or at least hoped for one.”

“What did he do? Rub the petals all over it?” Ruby laughs once which forms into an abrupt snort.

Sasha nods and leans into Ruby’s shoulder. “He really did. I watched him do it.”

I place it gently on the cocktail table beside me and pick up Sasha’s gift. It’s much larger than Kyle’s, and heavier. I rattle it gently while scrutinising her. 

“Can I guess?” Ruby says. I shake my head but before I can answer her properly she goes on, “From the rectangular shape of it, it could be a cute dress, or cute shoes? Whatever it is, it’s got to be something cute coming from Sasha, and chequered.” Suddenly, I remember fussing with Sasha over a new pair of boots we spotted behind the glass window in Just Shoes a fortnight ago. Can it be? I smirk at her.

“Nope! Not even a clue!” She folds her arms over a long strand of her black hair that’s hanging off her shoulder, and flashes her pixie green eyes across at Ruby. “Just so you know I’ve been working extra shifts at The Den Restaurant & Café just to afford it.”

I pat her on the shoulder, “I’m proud of you Sasha. Thank you for the boots.”

“Nice try, Ally!” 

“So when’s Kyle coming back? He still dyin’?” Ruby asks, an arm hanging off Sasha’s shoulder.

“It’s the flu, Rubz. He’ll be fine. He’s been gloomy though about being out of the loop, and with his team is considering a replacement for the game tomorrow against Riverside Park. I told him it’s only temporary and he says it doesn’t bother him, but I know it does.”

“Replacement? You don’t think they’ll actually do it to him?”

She shoves her hands into the pockets of her jacket and leans back into the sofa. “You know how weird our school is. There are still practices going on down near Scoops on Gibs for the big game against the Jaguars.” 

“I bet he’s worried,” I say gloomily. “I need a drink.”

Scoops on Gibs. That’s right next to Highland botanic park. Dad takes us there all the time. It’s been our thing for as long as I can remember. Dad says Highland botanic park is Mum’s favourite place to go. Not that I remember. I would have been too small to remember her smile even. We still visit the park and have picnics there, it’s not the same of course, but in some ways it keeps her alive. The park is beautiful any time of the year. I can name every type of plant that blooms there, if you were curious, and give you the full tour. I know every path walk there, it’s impossible for me to get lost there. Unlike other places in New York, Rochester city is filled with plant life wherever you go, not just the parks but they decorate most houses and stores. Scoops on Gibs ice cream parlour is one of them. A small cosy place filled with smells of lavenders that help you feel so relaxed and they are so pretty too the way they creep upon the bricks and curl across the window panes. None of that fancy perfume bottle that many modern-day cities use. The tiny violets caught between red toothless strips of grapevine roots. There’s not a single stinking rotten place to be here. At least, not one that I have found yet.

I walk back towards the table and place the two gifts on the far end corner of the table. Sasha and Ruby follow. I lean over, my hair hovering inches over the tray papers filled with snacks. I pour myself a drink of sparking water in a glass cup and take long quenching gulps. 

“What if this replacement isn’t permanent? What if coach actually likes him more?”

I reach down for my hair, moving it past my shoulders. Strips of blond swirling through brown. “Hell no. That won’t happen because there is nobody who plays better. He is the star captain.”

I turn to face her. “Maybe you should go in for him?”

“Yeah right” Sasha scoffs, dropping her hands on her hips. “Al, I race in water. I’m not one to kick a ball around. Trust me Kyle tried to teach me, once. And I almost broke his nose.”

I split my lips into a burst of laughter, “Yeah I remember that.” 

She caresses her long jet-black thick hair over to one side so that it shone radiantly over the golden base of her skin. she reaches out for a chip and samples it with small bites.

I look across at Ruby who dims the lights. She turns up the music and begins to dance, swaying her body into a graceful movement of what looks like a tango, stepping her right foot back and forwards as she makes her way towards us. Her silver heels clicking away with her silver earrings that dangle against her bare neck. Her shiny blonde hair as gold as buttercups.

“Get in here, Ruby!” Sasha squeals. Ruby, now standing in the center of the carpet halfway to us, pauses her feet at the drop of the beat. When the beat spikes up again, she drops low so her cherry blossom playsuit brushes the carpet fibres then she springs back up so quickly that I get whiplash. She curls back her lips into a thin stream as she strolls over to the table in. Gosh, I only wish I could dance like her. She makes sexy dancing look so easy. She is almost as attractive as an exit sign, hoping you’d find her in the dark. Hanging back with Sasha, I find my own hips are rocking slightly. The fast beat thumping away in my chest. Sasha whooping loudly beside me. I take notice of her warm bronze-coloured skin.

I grab a handful of chips and chomp them loudly, as if to empty out my own thoughts.

Ruby and I have known Sasha and Kyle for over two years now, when their family moved in down the street. Andrew lives only a few houses down. He transferred from catholic prep in year two and we’ve been friends since. Can you believe how close we all are? Sasha’s family is also half Italian, from her grandfather’s side. His family always makes giant proportions of the most amazing Risotto.

As I continue to sway, I feel my necklace constantly moving. I stare down at my dress, admiring the purple lacey material, and then back up at the thin strands of gold and brown that Ruby spun together into a side braid. Yes, I have very dark brown hair but I also have an assortment of golden blonde parts in it. Like I have added highlights when I didn’t, and it’s even lighter at summertime.

I carefully put the necklace back in its place, at the centre of my chest. It’s a topaz crystal in the shape of a teardrop, hanging down by a thin silver chain in a vine design over my dress. A small pink bead at each side. The rose vine design continues all the way up. It’s an antique, unlike any necklace I’ve ever seen. I inherited it when I was small, after mum passed and, we’ve been inseparable since. I always thought it has a sort of glow.

Sasha clears her throat, “So, Al. There’s actually something I want to ask you.”

“Yeah?”

Loud footsteps creak down the hallway, turning all of our attention. I don’t know why I thought by some miracle, Kyle would be making some grand entrance.

“Okay now that everyone is here..” Andrew says, making himself known. “Let’s get this party started.” 

“Andrew!” I gleam, looking up at him in the entryway that arched just an inch over his black hair. 

He smirks with satisfaction, “How do I look?” He spins around once elegantly as he waltz across the floor of the room with a small cardboard box in hand, “did someone order dessert? Your Dad said you forgot something and he’ll be down in a sec.”

He notices Ruby, with her ruddy complexion still shinning upon her cheeks, all flushed and red and hair spread out in different directions, “Nice moves, Be-be.” He gives her a subtle wink, his gaze exploring her. A conspiratorial gesture that causes a relaxed smile across her face. 

Andrew was watching? For how long? 

Ruby has to crane her neck to look at his face. She moistens her lips before she replies with a shrug, “Thanks.”

She steps closer to him, peering through the clear lid of the white box, “Cannoli! Where did you get that from?”

“Cannoli!,” I say with surprise, and rush over. “Let me see!”

“Mr Ross said he picked it up from your uncle’s bakery Sasha. D-Vine Sweets I think he said. This morning.”

I take the tray from his hand and peer into clear foil myself. The box itself is cold. Sasha and Ruby peer over me. Cannoli is only my favourite dessert. It’s even more special when it is brought on occasion. I open the box. There are vanilla cream and chocolate custard filled.

Ruby reaches for a cream filled cannoli shell, her hazel `eyes wide, “Get into my mouth.”

Sasha slaps her wrist and the cannoli drops from her hand, unharmed to our surprise. “NOT YET. Where is the cake?”

I think Sasha has the most self-control out of all of us. But she’s probably eaten one too many cannoli’s growing up, that even its buttery sweet smell does not swell her tongue with great sensation.

Andrew smiles, “Mr Ross will be down soon with the cake.”

“WOW” I grin back, daringly at his hair. Today his thick black hair is beautifully coiffured and screams party style. “Nice hair.” He’d shaved the ends and spiked up the front with a glossy gel. The middle section is coiled all the way to the back. It isn’t always like this. Nothing surprises me more about Andrew than his hairstyle choices. It wasn’t always like this. He’s lost all of his fine baby hair. 

He extends a hand, leaning against the table, “It runs in the Anderson family.” 

Dressed in a grey t shirt that says LET’S EAT MORE that hangs loosely over his black jeans. I toss my head back and laugh.

Ruby giggles beside me, “You look amazing, as usual.”

She straightens up and tosses all her hair back. From behind, it forms gentle waves in equal layers resting beautifully on her bony shoulders. She blushes more noticeably through her adorable plump cheeks and for a moment, I wonder if there is something more to it. But being aware of Andrew’s constant nature to flirt with girls, I accept it for what it is.

Ruby breaks contact first with a dismissive roll of her eyes. She turns just her head to Sasha and I, and flutters her long lashes, illuminating the moist green flecks in her hazel eyes. “Come on already, I’m starving for cake!” 

After a few short minutes, Dad finally appears with the cake. We all take notice of it as he carries it to the table. It’s glazed in deep rich heart-melting chocolate, my favourite kind. Snowy marbles and sixteen fired up candles circle it. Cautiously, he places the cake on the table and joins us. Not how I would have done it. I would have had the glaze a marble. Unfortunately you can’t decorate your own birthday cake. There will be a chance for me to try that marble glaze another time.

“Happy sweet 16 honey!” he leans down and kisses me on the cheek, then Ruby. “Look at my two beautiful girls growing up so fast!” 

Ruby starts a loud and hacking cough.

“You..” Dad smiles down at her, “Will get there shortly.” His cloud grey eyes bore into hers. Ruby and I are sisters, not identical, obviously. We are 9 months apart. I know, cool right.

“It’s quite cold down here. That’s the end of summer days, aye” dad says with a sigh. 

“I know” I pout.

“That was excitement in my voice, in case you didn’t notice” dad replies with a smile, “I’m actually looking forward to having a break from the heat”. I roll my eyes and give him another squeeze.

When I release, he presses a hand down on the back of his jeans. His forehead creases, “Shoot! I will be right back” he smiles. “Why don’t you get started hey?”

I nod sympathetically, knowing too well what he has forgotten upstairs. He is devoted to his phone. He’s a dutiful senior manager of an architectural business but he mostly works from home because that’s where his main office is. He’s always on calls with meetings and as soon as he’s been caught in one it’s never quick.

Sasha’s expression saddens as well, “Hey” she presses gently, “I’m sure it’s just a quick call.”

I turn around to see Ruby and Andrew hovering over the cake. Heads leaning in. fingers poking. “Hey!” I laugh. “Don’t start without us!”. They both quickly move their hands off the table. The corner of Ruby’s mouth quirks up with ganache frosting smeared over her finger. 

“Sorry” Andrew says, “Not sorry. We starting?”

I hate to start without Dad beside me, but the others are right. I inch in front of the cake. “Make a wish, Al” Ruby smiles and takes my hand.

I glance around the room at my friends. I’ve known them forever we are practically family. Ruby is beside me and Andrew and Sasha are on the other side of the table. I don’t believe in wishing on candles, it’s like wishing on stars. But I do it anyways. I shut my eyes, submit to the candles and wish for tonight to be special. 

But I open my eyes to darkness. I blink, but the darkness stays absolute. Not able to see my own two hands in front of my face. Not able to see anything. The music has stopped too. I feel my hands rub my eyes a little too harshly, and know that I am awake. I focus on an empty space in the air between me. The darkness feels heavy around me.

“It’s really dark guys. A little to dark.” I flitter my eyes widely and feel them brush my skin. “Seriously, What happened to the lights?”

I feel my heart racing as I shuffle my hands around for the chair that’s in front of me to grab onto. And as I reach forward, waving my hands into the darkness I fall on my knees to the ground, my stomach shocked by the experience. I feel the floorboard with my hands, with no sense of direction, I search in the dark until I feel a solid something. I clasp my hands around the arm of the chair and Ruby screams, a flying kick knocks into my cheek. 

“Ouch! RUBY! Why did you do that?!”

“Ally? What are you doing creeping around on the floor!”

I quickly get back up, trying to find the gravity I just lost, “I’m not creeping around, I fell!” Have I gone blind! No, the electricity cut out. Um, the table?!

“What’s going on?” Sasha asks, “Where’s the table?”. I am relieved to hear another voice. But she can’t feel the table either, so I am not losing my mind. 

I look out into the garden. The only source of light is filtering through the long screen door. The single light that burns dimly on a cockatiel table. Like a quilt of colour, it shines the driftwood on the deck and the silver moonlight bathes into the garden. It creates shadows of frighting shapes on the walls of the drifting trees, making me uneasy.

I wave my hands blindly in front of me, for somebody to see them, “If this is a birthday prank, it’s hilarious. Not.”

“I’m not doing anything,” Andrew and Sasha both chorus. 

A small flicker of light illuminates a face, Sasha’s. She shines her phone around the room. The space is empty in front of us. Confirming that the cake, the wooden table and chairs, are all gone.  

A cold shiver pricks slowly down my spine. “I don’t know,” I whisper harshly. “Something doesn’t feel right”. 

“It’s just a power cut,” Sasha suggests, “I’ll go and check.”

A cold breath of air presses down against my back. I spin around immediately, rubbing my hand up and down my shoulders. My skin prickling. My heat thumps even harder and I don’t take another step. My stomach begins to scream. I hate the darkness more than anything. My paranoia is getting ridiculous. Where’s my stupid phone? That’s right, Ruby had it before she tossed it onto the sofa. 

I still can’t see a thing. There’s a ringing silence that goes for a time that seems to want to last forever. I keep my eyes focused on Sasha’s beam of light and the garden. But I am still shocked at the obscure feeling that someone or something had just breathed upon my neck from behind. 

“What the...” I hear Andrew’s voice which relieves me a bit, but even his tone is as shaky.

“The table...it’s gone,” Andrew says in disbelief.

I feel my eyes roll, “Yeah, Andrew. We’ve all established the table is gone. Sasha, can you hurry, please, so we can work out what’s going on here.”

Sasha shines her phone around the room. “Alright, okay” she says from across the room. I see the slide door open and Sasha walks out onto the deck. When she returns, in the faintness of the light deflecting from the glass door, it illuminates utter shock on her face. “All lights are blue. Blue is good right?”

At that second, disembodied laughter echoes across the room. The sound is puzzling because it sounds shallow and coming from all directions. Like pipes through the walls of the house. I turn my head around, trying to find the source of the voice. But there is nothing, nothing but complete darkness. The patterns illuminating on the right side of the wall over the sofa, makes me uneasy as it continues to move.

I spin around to the eerie kiss of cold air that breaths upon my ear, again. It is as though my own inner light is being snuffed out by cold, wet fingers.

This time the sound comes from right behind my ear. Where is it coming from? I need light. I rub my fingers at the tingly sensation that tickles at my palms. I look down at them, there is a quick spark of light. I blink and it’s gone. Did I imagine it? Is it from Sasha’s phone?

The moonlight still pouring onto the right side of the wall, accentuates the swaying branches, shadowy leaves from the garden brushing the wall like tiny feet and continues to deceive me. Reminding me of fear of spiders and snakes. The shadowed leaves pass through the light and the images begin to stretch out. And suddenly a nothing becomes a something. 

I watch the shadowed swaying leaves darken, and curl into what looks like at first, two small circles on the wall. That’s when I realise the shadows on the wall are really moving. The two circles open up into large white foreboding eyes Another branch on the wall drops like a tail, turning its shape into an uneven grin. Like a carved mask. Like some literal dark humour. It darkens even more like the colour of soot, brightening the eyes. Building the appearance of an obscure a face without any other body parts. All silent as the sheeted dead. A face stretching across the wall, and I cannot believe my eyes. The stolid eyes, broad and grotesquely staring back at me. So intense, it fleshes out pearly white. Clear and bright it seems almost tangible and I cannot escape them. 

There is no real way that thing can exist. But here it is. As if it is cast by the earth and moon itself. Two more conspicuous shadowed branches creep up like snakes from the bottom corner of the wall. Crawling gradually along the wall like spiders moving quickly together, chasing the dark. I cringe. It’s just a wall, Ally. I squint my eye refresh them but the face is still there. They merge together at their tip. As dark as a puddle of ink it spills, and a pair of long thin legs are born. It begins to expand, growing steadily. No longer transparent, it transforms into something that looks almost like a tall man standing in the dark. The figure settles onto the wall. It’s head swaying. It’s eyes moving around the room.

“Ruby” I whisper, hoping the man doesn’t hear me. I grab onto her, “Ruby...” I feel my voice shrinking away, “Do you- do you see that?”

“See what? Ally you’re scaring me.” She says, matching the shaky tone of my voice.

My eyes find the man again and I freeze in fright. The dreadful sort of smiling face looking right at me. He must have heard me.

And as I stand, I catch a hefty combination of feelings. They rush through me, all at once as I examine the shadow carefully in its eerie stillness. Colliding with a strangely familiar experience of déjà vu that gets me more curious. Like a low murmuring of the past. This dread looming over me, that niggles in the back of my mind telling me that the darkness is out to get me.  Like a reoccurring nightmare. But my brain’s mechanism to discover this memory exhausts me. What is flat on the wall, begins to gain strength and then, very slowly it starts to move. There is no way this is happening.

I shudder, “What the...”

It walks like a drifting cloud in perfect silence, stretching away into the white wall until it vanishes from my eyes. 

and then, a deep, raspy voice,

“At last! I’ve been waiting years for this day.”

“Andrew, cut it out!” I shout at him. 

“I’m not doing anything!”, he shouts. I know it’s not him but I need some sort of explanation. This can’t be happening.

“Alex, sweetie!”, Dad shouts, in a voice like a foghorn, traveling through the darkness somewhere behind me.

“Dad! Dad where are you?” I call to him. “I can’t see you.”

I feel the bump aching against my bruised cheek from Ruby’s earlier sucker punch as I collide with another body.

I scream.

“It’s just me!” Dad says, grabbing my wrists. I sigh in relief. cling to him and whisper low, “Dad there’s somebody in the house.” 

“I Know. Here, take my hand! Quickly, now. Ruby, Andrew, Sasha, Don’t move! I’ll be right back.” 

I take hold of his hand. He pulls me and I am in the darkness with him, but then I feel a lock of my hair being pulled away from my head. I yell out, feeling wet hot tears fill up my eyes. The pain, like a burning candle in my mind, remind me that I’m alive.

I feel the roaring of his voice in his chest as dad pulls me into his chest, “Alex!”

I grab onto his forearms tightly with shaking hands and hurl myself into his arms. Gasping at every breath.

“Get away from my daughter, Cyrus!”

I walk through the darkness with him and when we stop I hear the cupboard to my right shut. I immediately know we are in the kitchen. A little click and then a beam of bright light shines between us. Dad hands me the bulky flashlight. He reaches into the cabinet draw at the bottom of the sink for another flashlight. He turns it on and hooks it under his arm. It shines against the kitchen window. He opens a box and pulls out something long and slender,

“This ought to hurt him” He mumbles says aloud. He slips something into his back pocket. 

I shine the flashlight on him and that is when I see the object in his back pocket. A gas lighter. What does he need that for? Is it for the intruder? 

With each of us carrying a flashlight, we hurry back to the living room. My eyes start sprinting in all directions, so fast that I begin to feel nauseous.

“Dad what’s going on?” 

He gives Sasha his flashlight, “Get everyone upstairs! Now!”

He urgently grabs my arm and we follow them, he leads me upstairs. Thundering footsteps play on the carpeted floorboard. And so are other strange things. “Did you call the cops?” I ask, my words bouncing all over the place.

I take a heavy few knocks against my toes. I try not to look into the shadows, flickering at the corner of my vision as the flashlight bounces around the railing and the wall, afraid I’ll see something again. Or it will see me. I still manage to trip over a step and dad catches my arm and pulls me back up.

I hear other footsteps ahead of me and they begin to fade. I look back and don’t see the others and then I realise dad and I are running in a separate direction from the rest of the group. We reach the end of the hallway, in front of the upstairs guest bedroom. I haven’t been inside it in years. It defines an ancient memory of laughter kept deep within.

Dad places his heavy hands on my shoulders. “I know you’re not ready for this. But it’s time. I won’t make you forget. Not this time.”

He takes my hand and wraps it around my necklace’s topaz crystal.

I look into his big eyes and he says, “Ligera con sombra. Light with shadow. Repeat after me, Ligera. Con. sombra.”

I focus on the words and repeat them. Hands still on the blue crystal. I feel a warm sensation as my chest begins to heat up. I look down at it, uncovering my hands, with wide open eyes as the blue crystal beginning to softly glow. My mouth drops instantly and I stare in disbelief at the blue crystal, glowing like a blue flame, “What...”. My necklace is glowing. I look back up at him with wild eyes, waiting for an explanation. “Alex, I need you to listen carefully now. Remember the escape hatch I built in the guest bedroom. The room behind the wardrobe?”

I nod, and my mind starts reminiscing over days long past and forgotten. “I think so. The open hatch.”

It was almost 8 years ago when Ruby, Adrian and I played hide and seek. I found it first and hid there. After we discovered it we turned it into our own secret fort when Adrian came over to play. Build our own fortress in it. Eventually dad found out and we got in trouble. Dad explained what it was, said it was built for emergencies only and we were never allowed to go there again. 

He hugs me and whispers into my ear hurriedly, “There was a reason why I built it, and this is it. Go there. It will lead you in one direction like a tunnel and get you out a back door. I always keep that door locked from the outside but you will be able to open it. When you do I want you to keep running, and don’t stop.”

I pull away from him. “You want me to go alone?” 

“Do you have your phone?” he asks. 

I shake my head, “It’s on the sofa downstairs.”

“Wait here a moment.”

Flashlight in hand, he disappears, returning with a pair of my white sneakers and my phone. “Put these on. Quickly!”

I throw off my heals and shuffle into the sneakers not bothering to undo the laces, “Dad, you're scaring me!” I cannot hold my fears no more and a great sob escapes me. “I don’t want to go” I tremble, “I want to stay here with you.” Tremor overtakes me, my eyes swimming with tears as a stand in the dark upstairs hallway with him. They roll down my cheeks and I don’t dare try to stop them. Whoever said big girls don’t cry has never met a monster in the dark. 

He shakes his head. He begins chewing on his lower lip and I watch his eyes redden and swell up with tears. “It’s not safe. It’s too predictable. He’ll think you’re with me and follow me for a while. Before he realises you’ll be long gone.” 

He inches closer to me, holding me in the dark in his arms. The flashlight stretches his shadow upon the wall behind him. I glance across from him towards the wall. A shadow is moving, again. “Alex!” he says as he clasps his free hand onto my shoulder firmly. 

“Dad what is that.” I point to the wall behind him.

A single tear squeezes out of the corner of his wild eyes as he rattles me hard enough to remove my paralysed state, “Don’t look at him, focus on me! There are things I need to explain but right now it isn’t safe. Not here for you. I need you to run! I promise everything will soon make sense.”

I look back down at my necklace, “What is this thing? Why is it glowing?” 

“I don’t have time to explain right now. He’s here and I need you to trust me, we don’t have time for questions” he says urgently, “Your sister will be fine, it’s you he’s after. Please, go through the hatch. And keep running, don’t stop. Help will come, don’t turn around, don’t stop, no matter what, promise me?”

“PROMIS ME,” He implores, his eyes wide and he shakes me again. I watch as more tears skate down his cheeks and he plants a kiss on the crown of my head.

I bob my head, my bottom lip quivering, “I-I promise.”

“I’ll come back for you Alex, I promise. Now go!” He throws the door open and shoves me into the spare bedroom, slamming the door shut. “Dad. The flashlight!”

I open up the large white wardrobe, both doors, and crawl inside of it. 

It’s a secret exit dad said he found when he initially began remodelling the house 4 years ago. Dad completed the reno mid last year, it was a slow process he did during his free time. A lot of the furniture in the living room is new. The kitchen’s dishwasher and marble countertop were replaced a year ago too. It’s work with a passion and dad makes it his hobby. Once he has a plan he follows diligently.

I never knew why he rebuilt this part of the house and now my mind is tiptoeing around the question. On my knees, I slide the thin piece of white rectangle timber to the left. I never thought I’d see this place again. The necklace is my nightlight, illuminating some spaces in the small dark room. Those strange words that dad made me say, what do they mean again? I start with one foot at a time, planting them quietly onto the timber floorboard of the next room. It’s in the shape of a small cubbyhouse that exits into an extensively narrow corridor, looking like an unfinished part of a house. I stand in the cubby room for a moment, lost in a memory. Standing in the room feel like a kid again. The NO GROWNUPS! Cardboard sign is still on the wall. A fat spider has paid rent here on the far corner wall. 

Looking down at my sneakers reminds me of what I am suppose to do, run.

I loop around a corner and sprint through the wide tunnel for a short while, with the blue light that is following me like a scant torch. All that is around me is empty cold feelings. It leads me to some
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