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Thanks Lucinda, Flynn & Ricardo — I am glad I rocked up to the house inspection. I nearly didn’t as I had forgotten I’d arranged it for that time and had only just arrived at the airport!



Small decisions change so much in life, so to small decisions.



Like the eggs in the living room for the first few months I lived here, you are all pretty good eggs in my book (and now in this one).







Author’s note



Welcome to the beginning of the 
Earth Angel
 world. I was once advised to set these books in Australia to give them personal flavour; but the 48% Celt in me had demanded escape from Far North Queensland.



There are elements I look back on now that make me think Jung may have been right about prospective function, though I won’t overstate that here.



I began 
Wild Flower
 when I was eleven and completed the first draft at thirteen: always there was a chapter to rewrite, an ending to revise, and a character to add or remove. My career of choice was to become the child version of Cassandra Clare, though literary agents missed the memo.



I finished the second installment at seventeen, having moved home to Tasmania—half to spite said agents, and half because lutruwita was still not geographically ambitious enough. From Cairns to Tasmania to Dublin and onwards... into an angel realm of endless emancipations?
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Chapter One



The Figure in Black



 



 



The sky was dark the day my mother died.



I remembered thinking, idiotically,
 why is it dark, in the middle of the day?
 



I had been standing before the Swansea docks near Mumbles Pier, watching the waves breaking resolutely on the shore: and when I looked up above, I noticed that the wistful blue of Welsh winter had been swallowed up by a blanket of fog. As I stared, something uncanny about it struck me, and I realised with a swell of confusion that it was not fog at all. 



No, it was too low, too dark. 



Above me was nothing less than a plume of rich, bruise-coloured smoke.



There was something terrible about that black covering. Why? I couldn’t say, exactly. Yet I was swept with a terrible sense of foreboding, an inexplicable but overpowering knowledge that I needed to act. Though the 
why
 eluded me, I spun on my heel and ran towards home.



I rounded the street bend, leaving the docks behind, hair fluttering as I ran. I soon turned onto my street, one block behind the pier, and it was with a sinking feeling in my stomach that I moved further along it. The smoke seemed to be coming from this direction… and there it was, my charming cottage, clouded in a dense mass of grey.



The dark sky had a sudden explanation. 



My house was on fire. 



The flames licked along the unassuming walls. My breath faltered. I had no thought but that I had to save my family. There was nobody else on my street, and the only sound in the almost desolate quiet was the crackling of the flames.



I ran. As I neared the fire, the air began to smell like disintegrating wood and ash. The sky was a sickly grey haze, just waiting to burst. The saying, “Time slowed,” had always seemed trite to me, but nothing encapsulated the experience better. It was utterly surreal, as if this wasn’t happening to me — the roaring blaze and shattering glass that had become my home simply would not,
 could
 not, be real.



Ash stung my eyes as I ran to the front door. It was hot beneath my fingers, and wouldn’t budge. Desperate, I slammed against it with my shoulder. On the third try, the half-burning wood gave in, and using my hands to push the tatters away, I stepped inside. I wouldn’t notice the burns until many hours later.



It was like I’d entered an entirely different world. It was a blaze of colour, stifling heat, and yet although the flames roared around me the house felt alien, dead. From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a black figure flash across the lawn, yet when I turned to look, it was gone.



“Mum? Grace?” I called, gasping for breath. “Are you home?”



The only response was the creaking of an overhead floorboard, and, concerned that the ceiling was about to give way, I hurried up the stairs. There was smoke everywhere, and everything sweltered with searing heat.



I ran upstairs and was immersed in the fumes. I made a beeline for my sister’s room, and after slamming the door open, I stumbled inside. Pink-carpeted floor was smattered with ash, and her wallpaper was warped from heat. 



Grace was curled in a ball on her bed, her hands over her ears. She had a tiny build for a four year old, and my eyes almost swept right past her. Tears were sliding down her cheeks, and her lucid blue eyes blinked in terror. 



She noticed me, though. Leaping from the bed, she made a mad dash for my arms. I held her close as the house made a noise like a howl.



“Robbie!” she screamed, “Robbie, help!”



“Shh, it’s okay, Gracie — I’ve got you. I’ll get you out,” I promised, as much to me as to her.



“Where’s Mummy?” she cried.



Mum. I hadn’t had time to worry about my mum. I couldn’t hear anything around me in the scorching chaos to indicate that she was home, though she had been before I’d left for the market. She’d been curled up to read in bed with my stepfather Sam.



At that moment, a crash resonated with ear-splitting finality from the adjoining corridor, as the roof truly did start to cave in. Grace shrieked, and I realised with a foreign calm that I was struggling to breathe.



And so I did all that my rational mind could conjure up: I began to run for freedom. As I moved, clutching my baby sister like a lifeline, I saw the door to my mother’s room across the hall. I looked down the corridor, saw the intractable flames, and the inferno that awaited me, and in that moment...  



I forcibly repressed concern for my mother.



Hours later, I stood in my front yard, staring at the ghostly parody of what had once been my living room. It was just visible beyond the half-collapsed structure of bricks. As I gazed at it, my breath rasped tiredly through my throat. Despite my little sister’s arms, which clung to my side, I felt alone.



I remembered things in patches from there. It was in the hospital that I was first officially approached. I was sitting on a bed, with Grace asleep by my side, rugged up in itchy blankets, as if the nurses thought they could somehow use the harsh fabric to mask away all pain. A figure made a slow tread towards me. A policewoman, with a severe bun, and sympathetic eyes. 



How many moments in that woman’s life she had been forced to deliver bad news, I could not say. And yet were brimming thickly in that gentle gaze as she passed me a photo of my mother, and one of her lockets, a delicate golden necklace Patrice Helen had rarely taken off.



Looking back, I remember that nobody ever said the actual words: it was something supposed, assumed, conveyed in subtler ways:



“Oh,” she continued, “Sweetheart.”



And that was all that was said, when I first realised the truth. Nothing else was needed, for I could see it in her eyes, the things she left unspoken.



Your mother is dead.



The photo had been barely salvaged, burnt at the corners into a rounded oblong shape. I looked at it on occasion, drinking in the capture of my mother: her inky black hair, her brilliant smile. Eyes, a gentle blue, not unlike Grace’s.



It did not, however, bring her back.



From then on, I’d been forced to reconcile the policewoman’s unthinkable, silent words with my decision to give up all else and flee. It was more than that, though. It was the fact that I’d shut down all worry about her. The fact that I’d made myself indifferent. In the panic, I had disregarded all other thoughts apart from escaping alive, and honestly, I didn’t know if there would have been time to save Patrice Helen or not.



And that, more even than the pain of missing her, was what was so utterly crippling.
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Chapter Two



•
Two Years Later•



The Spectral Boy



 



 



I was sitting before a lake, taking in the scene before me.



It was a misty winter afternoon
, t
he fog creeping across the surface of Lake Glendalough and the faded hues of the surrounding banks. It infused the air, or so I imagined,
 
 with a subtle sort of melancholy. 



I was crouching quite close to the lake, my legs tucked underneath me, admiring the view in reverential silence. It was a cold day — goosebumps covered my skin — but I didn't wish to move or go inside for warmth. I had come out here to think about things, and I intended to do just that.



Unfortunately, I was not gifted long with the reflective quiet I had been seeking. 



I had been gazing out at ripples dancing in the water — the grey, sleek surface of which peaked shly, here and there beneath the mist — when the sound of crackling behind me reached my attention. I dismissed the noise at first to likely be a bird; but as it drifted progressively closer, I realised with a little disappointment that another human was about to interrupt my hard-sought and very transitory moment of solitude.  I held still; perhaps if I did not acknowledge them, they would pass.



The lapping grey of of the lake before me fell dark: a shadow, looming behind me; so close as to send a shiver of discomfort along my spine. Uneasily, I turned to look around.



I was too surprised to even move at first, as there was a boy, no less than two feet behind me. From my crouching position, he hovered with a sense of arresting authority. Against the muted grey-green of the land sloping upwards behind him, he was a spot of severe colour: rich warm hair, in dishevelled chocolate curls, and dark, serious eyes above a solemn mouth. 



I hurried to my feet, but even standing, I came only to his shoulders in height.



We both eyed each other — I felt, for a moment, like two wary birds — like wildlife that had strayed unaware into the domain of a foe. But after a second of this almost animalistic seizing-up of the other, the boy before me extended an affable hand. A smile broke his features, which transformed from stoic to refulgent with friendliness. I smiled tentatively back, but for some reason, the disquiet within my stomach refused to abate — especially when he opened his mouth, and spoke.



“Hello, Robyn Helen,” he said.



I had been about to shake his hand, but quickly withdrew. I was very aware that we were alone by Lake Glendalough: with the sky unilaterally masked by dismal clouds, and with the nipping cold, and tenacious mist, I had expected this lack of human activity. But in that moment, I found I was resenting it. There was too much intention within this boy’s brown eyes, and no safety in the unearthly Irish wilderness within which to escape. Although he must have been around my age, he was muscular, in a lean, wiry fashion. And in the time since he had spoken, he had come closer: he was now mere inches away.



I swallowed, stepped back. Wetness stung suddenly up towards my ankles. He had me right up at the water’s edge.



“You are something of a puzzle, Robyn, but I think this is for the best.”



“What do you want from me?” My voice was not friendly: it carried the iron edge of a girl who had known danger, and who sensed danger, now, again, before her.



“I’m not going to hurt you,” he told me softly, “I want to help. You've been missing out on this for two years. Your whole life, really. I’ve come to fix it. I’ve come to set you free. Yes, you're an enigma, Robyn Helen, and I don't think you even know it."



He sounded like a madman, but it wasn’t this that frightened me. It was the intensity of those eyes, juxtaposed against the good-nature of his smile, like he wanted to set me at ease. For some reason, this combination carried the same underpinning sense of dread that had sent me running towards my house, that fateful day not so long ago. I knew, on some deep level, that this boy wanted something from me.



And I wasn’t sure if it was something I should give.



I didn't really like showing fright, so I lifted my chin and demanded, "What the hell is this? Who are you? And please, step away, just a little." I gestured towards my feet, screaming, now, with the chill of inundation — but the boy’s eyes had met mine, and instead of listening, he just stared into me with some piercing message of significance that I did not understand. 



"Don't be like that. Here."



And then, before I could stop him, he took my hand.  His hands carried heat, and they were soft on my skin —  on my left wrist, to be precise. He had long fingers, and I was small in stature; my wrist was engulfed by his grip completely. I started to pull away, content to topple into the lake if it meant getting free, but stopped. 



A strange sensation was spreading from the place he touched. 



And he — well, he started glowing a buttery gold.



I blinked, once, twice, like blinking would diffuse the spell and replace normalcy to the scene. But the colour didn’t fade. It effused from him like sun spilling lazy from behind clouds. And I felt it. As illogical, as ridiculous as it was… I could feel the sweet white heat of that glow seeping from him, to me.



As if in a dream, my gaze was diverted to the lake’s surface, and I took in our murky reflection. We were both surrounded by the colour now, the stranger and me, some shining aura connecting the two of us together. Two human eclipses on a foggy winter afternoon.



In that moment, though, I had never felt less human. 



In fact, I felt nothing but the heat.



Abruptly, it faded.



He let go of my wrist and smiled. I was befuddled... and then he started to... wave?



“This is your heritage, Miss Helen. And don't worry. I'll be here making sure you’re not harmed."



“Wh — what?” I asked. I was beginning to feel... kind of... sleepy...



The last thing I saw before I fell unconscious was my wrist, the one he had touched. It was searing with unexpected pain; and I saw, as my eyes closed, that a tattoo of an eye was imprinted upon it.



 



•



 



I jerked upright in bed, gasping.



Soft pre-dawn light filtered in through my open curtains. I reached up to wrench them shut, throwing myself back into darkness.



 I sat breathing heavily for a moment, staring out at my bedroom. I could make out Grace’s tiny form curled up in her bed, letting out minute little snores. In the two years since our adoption we’d always shared a room, and I’d never minded the noises she made. I could scarcely comprehend the thought of falling asleep without her small presence across from me.



I’d been having a very strange dream, I knew that much: but it wasn’t my normal nightmare of a home ablaze in vivid heat. It had been — well, I couldn’t quite remember it now… only a perplexing, half-recalled fantasy.



I swung my legs out from under the covers, and slowly slid out of bed. My skull ached, throbbing like a rhythmic drumbeat, and I clutched my head in my hands for a moment. How strange. I never usually experienced headaches, and this one was truly painful.



Pushing the discomfort aside, I dressed like a robot, my hands moving about of their own accord. My only thought as I sifted through my meagre pile of clothes was that I wanted something warm.



When I looked closer, I saw that Grace was clutching her teddy bear tightly with one hand, while the other supported her head. She’d received that bear for her sixth birthday last month, and hadn’t let it go since. I gave her a kiss on the head before leaving.



 The wooden floorboards made noises of disapproval as I passed, as though a grumpy old man was complaining about my added weight. The Woods’ had a lovely house — I’d thought that since I’d first arrived, but that didn’t stop it from being old and creaky.



On the plus side, the exterior was a rich tawny beige, with delicate sandy pillars rising up on the balcony. Several of the windows were stained glass, filled with intricate designs, and all the floorboards were glossy brown oak. Its two best features, in my opinion, were the stone fireplaces lit during the winter, and the river cutting a jagged path along the edge of the back lawn.



In the colder months, it would get so glacial it frosted over a little. It never, however, hardened enough to skate on, and this had always disappointed me. Still, this hadn’t stopped me from skating occasionally. Though my foster-brother Will was away studying at Cambridge, he did visit, and he had a penchant for ice-skating. We’d bonded like a brother and sister from the minute we were introduced, and in the past two years, he often took me out skating, driving far and wide to find lakes and rinks to utilise.



I ignored the creaking, in any case. Everyone in this house slept like the dead anyway; I could have booked a heavy metal band to perform in the living room any time before breakfast and the Woods wouldn’t have noticed.



As I walked, I caught my reflection in the gilded mirror above one of the living room couches. I looked like I normally did first thing in the morning: my skin was pale, and my black hair, which I’d grown over the years, stopped just above my waist. My mossy green eyes were silhouetted with shadows from countless sleepless nights.



Feeling restless, though I didn’t know why, I headed out to the front porch to sit. It could only have been around seven, and the air was sweet. Though it wasn't quite cold enough for the river to be frozen over, the rippling blue-black water looked frigid, even from a distance. I’d been a little apprehensive when first informed that my prospective foster family lived in Dublin, but I’d come to adjust to the still beauty of Ireland.



In the river’s surface I could see the reflection of a dozen picturesque oaks and the stormy grey of the sky. The clouds had a faint glint of colour to them, as if they had been dyed at the edges: rose pink, a dark purple like a ripening bruise, yellow and orange. It was a gorgeous sunrise. I found myself captivated by the naked trees, skeletal and gaunt, bathed in the sunlight, and the melting frost which splattered across the grass and glinted in the light.



Though I could have sat musing over the landscape forever — one particular reverie I found myself constantly drifting into — my serene state was interrupted by a loud, and very unpleasant,
 crash.



 
The sound echoed over the lawn, soon followed by another round of rancorous banging. It was so loud I winced, though I doubted whether even this would be enough to wake up my foster-family.



Standing up, I peeked across the lawn in front of me. I couldn’t
 see
 anyone... still, I thought I had better check.



The sun was still low in the sky, so the shadows seemed to loom around me. In my mind’s eye, those shadows shifted ominously, closing in as I tromped over the frosted grass towards the shed.



I finally arrived at my destination. It was the same as ever — old white stone netted with vines, with a stack of bins covering the right wall.



I peered into it, wondering where the noise had come from. It was still, quiet; the only things that moved were the trees rustling nearby. As my eyes traced over the faintly cracked walls, I felt a touch of menace trickle over me. I inched closer; had that been my imagination, or had something shifted behind those bins...?



“Robyn!
 Robyn
! Are you back?”



The shout startled me almost as much as the clattering noise had a moment ago. I jumped and looked back toward the house. Nieve must have woken up earlier than usual today. My eyebrows raised; this was probably the most remarkable occurrence to happen at number 4 Birch Road in a long time.



“I’m coming, Nieve!” I called. I cast a brief glance back at the shed. Something about it was unnerving.



When I made it back into the house, the television was on, broadcasting the news. Nobody else was up other than Nieve, it seemed. She stood in the centre of the room, arms crossed over her chest. It was her “what do you have to say for yourself young lady” pose, although I had no idea why she would need to use it now.



Nieve Wood was thin, and tiny, like a bird — she only came up to her husband’s shoulder, who was of moderate height to begin with. Her eyes, a light brown like honey, had always struck me as kind, and her simple clothing style complemented her hair in its customary, no-nonsense bun. Though her eyes were beautiful and her accent lilting, she had the capacity to be ferocious.



A moment of silence passed. Nieve slowly lowered her arms.



 “Oh, thank God!” she exclaimed instead. It wasn’t at all what I had been expecting. It was even less what I was expecting, however, when she rushed over to me as if she hadn’t seen me for days, and threw her arms around my neck.



“Where
 were
 you yesterday? Robyn! I was so worried... if you ever, ever —”



“Hmm?” I asked, disentangling myself. “What are you talking about?”



Nieve’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you give me that nonsense, Robyn. Where were you?”



I shook my head in bewilderment.



“Robyn,” Nieve’s hands were gripped together so tightly that they were turning white, “tell me. I agreed to you taking the car out to the lake, but you promised to be home for dinner.” She seemed to calm down, just a bit. “I... well, I know it seems silly, but what if you'd run away? What if you weren't coming back?”



“Nieve, what are you talking about? I wouldn’t run away... look,” I turned toward the kitchen and started walking — she followed, “yesterday, I was just...”



I paused. Yesterday, I had been... well, I’d been... I bit my lip anxiously. I could remember the morning — waking up, cooking pancakes, staring out at the solemn grey sky and deciding to go for a drive... I remembered playing music in the car on the way, reaching Lake Glendalough, and then... nothing came to me. When I strained my memory, I was met with only an echoing blackness. I could recall nothing from then, until waking up in my bedroom that morning.



“I was just out,” I choked.



“Oh,” Nieve said. She still hadn’t relaxed, her muscles tight, eyes shrewd with suspicion. “Why didn’t you call?”I forced an apologetic smile.



 “I’m sorry, Nieve — you were sleeping and I didn’t want to wake you. I left you a note. Didn’t you find it?”



The lie slipped easily out of my mouth, and I watched in surprise as her shoulders relaxed almost immediately, her mouth quavering into a timid smile. Despite all her outward severity, Nieve was perhaps the most gullible person I had ever met, when what she was hearing was something she wanted to hear.



“Really?” she asked.



I nodded, smiling sheepishly, despising the lie.



“Oh, well, that’s okay, I suppose, Robyn. Just don’t do it again, okay?”



Mainly I could tell she was just grateful I hadn’t run away.



My foster father David was awake as well, leaning tiredly against the kitchen fridge. I’d forgotten he had work today (it was a rare occurrence on Sundays) and indeed, he was already in his business clothes: a dilapidated tweed suit and navy pants, with a brown leather briefcase in his hand. They were all collectively unremarkable, but his fiery red hair, sticking up in a dishevelled mess, by far made up for it.



“Morning, darling,” he called. His voice was deep, benign — a man’s voice.



I’d adored David since the moment he’d found me and Grace, and swept us into his foster home like a new beginning. He liked to lock himself in his room and play the guitar, and his eyes were always twinkling whenever Nieve reprimanded anyone, which was something she did a lot. Nieve was more the authority of the household.



“Morning, David,” I replied distractedly.



I meandered up to my bedroom, my mind swirling. My own doubts weren’t so easily abated as Nieve’s. As hard as I strained my mind, I could recall nothing, not one single impression, of yesterday afternoon. Coupled with the odd headache, which still hadn’t dissipated, I was feeling rather tense.



Grace was awake when I creaked open the door, sitting on the windowsill like a bird and letting the meagre rays of sunlight warm her. Her blonde ringlets reached her shoulders, and she was so tiny she only reached just above my waist.



“Robbie!” she exclaimed when she saw me. Jumping down from the windowsill, she barrelled into my arms.



“Oh, hey, Gracie,” I said softly, ruffling her hair. “Sleep well?”



She gave me a smile.



“Yep,” she said, before going completely still, a statue in my arms. She stared up at me, like she was enraptured, hypnotised.



“Robbie,” she said in a soft, scared voice, “What’s wrong with your eyes?”



“My eyes?” I replied, exasperated: first the shed, then forgetting yesterday, and now my eyes? Baffled, I turned toward my bedroom’s wall mirror, leaning in close to inspect myself. For a second, I thought I caught a fleeting glimpse of something shiny, but when I looked closer my eyes were the same as always: moss green.



I turned back to her. “What’s going on, silly?”



Grace frowned up at me, pausing as if unsure, and then said, “I’m sorry, Robbie. You just looked... but it’s gone now!” she added with an earnest nod.



“Right,” I said, biting my lip again. Still confused, I turned towards the wardrobe and pulled out a coat. “Are you okay to stay here, Grace? I’m going out.”



I wanted to find out where I’d been yesterday.



Grace agreed reluctantly, and soon I'd left the house behind.



The first thing I did was take Nieve's car back out to the lake. The area was shrouded with fog when I arrived there, and there was a tense, unsettled feeling in the air. I trudged through the dense woods, and went right up to the surface of the lake.



Yet there was nothing. Nothing jogged my memory. I found no discarded items on the floor, nothing to suggest I'd even been here yesterday at all.



And so, a few hours later, I went back to Dublin empty-handed. After lunch with Nieve, I ducked out into the city, thinking that perhaps there'd be something unusual to find there.



Dublin was full of grey that afternoon, from the sky up above, to the winding, concrete roads. It retained the eerie look of a ghost town.



I enjoyed the refreshing feel of the breeze, freezing though it was. I liked the feel of being out in the world, watching the birds and the cars and the trees. All of the latter were leafless by now, stretching upwards like bony hands.



I wasn’t quite sure where I was heading, but it wasn’t long before I crossed Broome Bridge, a beautiful, decaying stone structure that stretched over churning grey waters. The wind cut into me; shivering, I drew my coat tighter.



Which was when I heard a voice.



“Hello,” somebody said. Jumping, I turned around.



There was a boy leaning against the bridge a few metres away. And he was watching me, with a look that was almost wary.



Two things struck me upon seeing him — the first, that there was something oddly familiar about him, as though I’d seen him before — and the second, that he was outrageously handsome.



He had ruffled hair, a dark brown, with high cheekbones and a tall, angular build. His good looks were dazzling, and yet there was something in in his deep brown eyes that I couldn’t put my finger on. I didn’t much like inscrutable types: I preferred honest, open people, and I was doubly on edge by how strongly I felt like I’d seen this guy before.



“Hello,” I responded. I raised my eyebrows at him cautiously.  When he didn’t continue, I asked, “Did you want something?”



He was momentarily silent, eyes glittering. He leaned close, and his proximity put me off guard. We were entirely alone on the bridge.



“I guess you could say so.”



“Um… right,” I said. I smiled and looked politely away again, trying to pretend as if his casual and intrusive attitude wasn’t affecting me. I wanted to keep walking.



He leaned in even closer, giving me a wry grin. His teeth were, as I’d expected, perfect and white.



“What’s your name?” he asked.



“Robyn,” I said after a brief hesitation. Then I floundered for something to add. “What’s yours?”



“Jax,”



What a strange name. My eyes flitted around, looking for a means of polite escape from the intimidating boy. I didn’t find anything gapingly obvious, but deciding that I was done with the uncomfortable exchange, I gave the boy a tense nod.



“Well, nice to meet you, Jax,” I said to him.



He looked almost disappointed.



“Goodbye, then. See you around.” The boy’s tone was casual, confident, like he really thought I’d see him again.



Personally, I very much doubted that.



“Sure, see you,” I replied with amusement.



Then, I hurried away, feeling his eyes on me the entire time.



Yet when I turned around a few seconds later... he was gone.



Well, that’s... strange.



My impromptu investigation didn’t go very well after that. I found no reason for the noises in my shed, nor anything to spur my uncooperative memory in the red-brick structures about me.



In fact, I spent the rest of the afternoon wandering aimlessly around Dublin. I walked the streets, searching for something, anything. It was only well after the sun had set, when I was reluctantly heading back to Birch Road empty-handed, that something happened.



I began to feel like someone was watching me.



I could feel it: eyes prying away at my back, prickling me like needles. I glanced behind me yet again, but the street was empty and desolate, just a meek scattering of dead leaves on the ground. My rational mind thought that reasonably, if somebody was following me, I would have been able to hear their feet crunching behind.



And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling.



I turned around a corner to find the road winding out ahead of me, stretching over another small bridge. The sky was an ambiguous, nameless colour, hovering on the edge of black and grey; to my left there was an empty playground with a wrought iron gate.



In my periphery, a dark shape flashed by. I swung around, triumphant, expecting to find someone less than a metre behind me... and yet the street was completely bare. The shock of finding it empty was worse than if someone had, indeed, been behind me.



I turned around and started walking again, feeling hot breath tickling my neck, and the heavy sounds of footsteps thumping behind me. Again, when I turned back, I was all alone.



Something wasn’t right. I could feel it, shimmering in the air almost tangibly
. Something wasn’t right.
 In fact, something was very wrong.



I ducked into the park — a shortcut on the way home — the gates making an annoyed creaking noise as I swung them open. I was terrified of something thoroughly —
 irritatingly —
 unseen. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my frantically beating heart, told myself that I was being unreasonable.
 Look around,
 I thought,
 you’re all alone.



Except... I wasn’t.



The park gate was suddenly blocked by a... creature. That’s all I could think of to describe it. “A creature”. I couldn’t capture it vividly; the thing was like nothing I had ever seen before in my life, with eyes like burning suns and skin a pearly shade of translucent white.



It was so
 raw
, so much energy — enticing... beautiful, celestial, powerful, unrestrained, so... so unforgiving.



Its eyes... just looking at them seemed to be pulling me apart, piece by piece. It was small, child-like, dressed in a torn brown suit which was ripped down the middle and splattered with dark red.



It was a little boy. His skin gleamed, shimmering with an unearthly quality that left me breathless. He had a bullet-sized hole ripped through his suit, and by the look of the blood, the boy had suffered a horrible wound. I stumbled backward.



“Hello, madam...” he whispered. The boy staggered, and leaned against the fence, as if for support. He was shaking, great, heaving tremors running along his body. I was shaking, too.



I took in the low, echoing timbre of his soft voice as he said, “I think somebody shot me, madam. My name is Gabriel. Would you help me? I want to go now, madam. This hurts too much. Come a little closer... yes... would you please help me...?”



I was captivated. I couldn’t move except to inch closer to the poor little thing... his eyes seemed to scold me, at the same time as they just drew me in, reeling, like I was a fish on the end of a hook.



“Yes, that’s right, madam, come
 closer
 —” his voice broke on the last word, becoming sharp and commanding as I watched the glow of him spread, until it looked as though it was shining through the ground and sky. I was feeling sick, and weak, and yet all I could think was that he needed me to do something, and that whatever it was, I would give anything to do it.



“Come a little closer... yes, that's right... can I touch your hand, madam?”



I felt myself nodding, as if from a distance, and then he was reaching forward —



With exceeding effort, I stopped myself. We were hovering close to each other, hands nearly touching, the brightness of his body blinding me. Still, I choked out, “What do you want me to do?”



The boy cocked his head in surprise and eyed me. “You don’t care about that...” he whispered, “Surely you just want to help me?”



His big, burning eyes bored into mine, and... I found myself nodding. Yes. Whatever had I been worried about, anyway? I
 did
 want to help him. He was so small and vulnerable...



Grinning in triumph, the glowing boy moved to close the distance between us, but he never made contact. Something hurtled in between us, jerking me out of my trance, and to my total confusion, the little boy cowered back in fear.



Even more surprising: the “something” that had interrupted us was a teenage boy.



“Stop,” the new arrival commanded in a sharp, hard voice. It was difficult to make out his features. In the contrast of shadows, all I could see was that he looked furious.



“You had better leave her alone,” he snarled. I realised his voice was familiar.



I looked back toward the creature, expecting to see the enthralling apparition that had spellbound me so: and yet he was dull now, normal and dishevelled, creeping and cowering into the shadows. The boy who had jumped between us glared him down.



“If you don’t leave now, I’ll make you wish you’d never come here,” my saviour threatened.



The little boy’s eyes flickered towards me, his expression disappointed and greedy. But under this new arrival’s unwavering stare, he hissed once, a frustrated sound, before receding into the darkness and disappearing from sight.



Everything was silent and still. I felt as if the air was pressing down on me, heavy with anticipation, like clouds bursting with moisture. The boy turned towards me. There was a dilapidated street lamp across the park, and as he moved his features were plunged into light. It reminded me of a deer, caught in front of headlights.



There was no mistaking that he was the boy I’d talked to on the bridge; his liquid chocolate eyes and lean, muscular build were hard to forget.



“What’s going on?” I demanded in icy fright, “What was that?”



“Never you mind,” he said bluntly. “Robyn, you’re going to have to come with me.” The entire situation had progressed so quickly, it was hard to wrap my head around.



I shook my head in abject terror, trying to process the scene before me. The boy waited, giving me time to form words. I said the first thing I thought of: “How did you find me?”



“Just come with me, and I’ll explain everything,” he repeated, running an exasperated hand through his hair.



Again, I shook my head. My heart was pounding desperately, as if it wanted to break free of my rib-cage.
 Was I going crazy?
 Because that would most certainly explain a lot.



“I don’t need you to help me,” I finally hissed.



The boy’s eyebrows rose in amusement, but I thought I could detect an undercurrent of pity in those chocolate-coloured eyes.



“I’m afraid that there, you are wrong. It was a mistake to take you back to your home at all yesterday — stupid of me, but I thought you deserved some reconciliation with your family before…. well. It’s already attracted all sorts of things. Just come with me now, and I’ll clear up all this nonsense.”



I frowned: truth be told, I couldn’t even remember exactly what had happened. Just the creature’s eyes... large, and feverish — I shook myself. What was I doing? I needed to keep a straight head and deal with this.



“What’s going on?” I demanded, “Your words don’t make any sense. Explain yourself.”



“I’ll tell you — if you come with me. I’ll help get you home if you want. The best way to deal with this situation is to deal with it calmly. Just let me take care of you. I’ll take you home… you can have some tea.” That last word was spoken like he was groping in the dark for the right thing to say. My eyebrows rose of their own accord.



“When you get home, I meant. You can have some tea then. Look, just come on, it’s getting cold. I’m not going to hurt you.”



“I don’t want tea!” I shrieked, having fallen into a little bit of hysteria. “And I don’t trust you,” I added.



He eyed me appraisingly.



“I don’t expect you to. But I really do think that I can help you.”



He reached forward as if to touch me, and I moved backwards, my sneakers slipping on the frosted ground.



“Please, don’t run, Robyn,” he pleaded, eyes locking onto mine. “It’s imperative that you do as I say.”



I struggled to recall his name. It was unique, I remembered, not a name I’d heard before — Jiah, Julian, something with a “J”.



Jax
, I thought,
 his name is Jax.



He advanced closer towards me in the secluded, shadowy park. My heart was still pounding, a constant, high-strung rhythm. I was almost willing to trust him, before he made the mistake of reaching for my arm again. This time, he was a step too close.



I reacted on instinct, jerking away. He seemed to realise that he had made a mistake and relented, a pleading look in his eye, but I had made up my mind. I was not staying in a dark, isolated park with a boy I hardly knew, not after what I had just seen.



I spun on my heel and ran.



I heard the boy swear behind me as I swung through the wrought iron gates, feet pounding, and careened around the corner without looking back.



But he didn’t pursue me.



When I got back home, I swept into the house, the door slamming behind me. From the living room, I could hear the chatter of my foster family, and the soft sound of laughter echoing across the room.



My palms were sweating. I wiped them on my jeans and then ran them through my hair, closing my eyes, trying to even my breathing.



Unlike the night before, I made sure Nieve and David knew I had actually returned home, and then went straight to my bedroom. I was too on edge to do anything other than change into my pyjamas and curl up under my covers.



Grace, noticing that I was home, crawled into bed with me and wrapped her arms around my middle. We fell asleep like that, and her steady breathing helped calm my racing heart.



 



Chapter Three



The Choice



 



 



I had no strange dreams that night, and when I woke in the morning, I’d almost forgotten the bizarre events of the day before. However, my fantastical encounter soon came rushing back.



I sat up groggily in bed, pushing my hair from my eyes and untangling myself from the mess of sheets. Grace, evidently, had left.



When I got up, I brushed my hair like a zombie and stumbled down to the kitchen. I looked around for Nieve and David, but it soon became obvious that they were still fast asleep. I went over to the kitchen and made myself a bowl of cereal, and then, figuring I might as well call one of my friends to hang out — I desperately wanted to take my mind off the oddities going on around me — I slogged over to the phone.



However, in doing so, I passed by the window. What I saw there made me freeze. In that second, it became unerringly clear that last night had followed me: or more accurately, the boy had.



My yard was scattered with sunlight for the first time in days, painting everything with a faint, whimsical light. I caught sight of my little sister, crouching in a small circle of dirt left uncovered from last night’s thin layer of snow, attempting to garden. I corrected myself: she
 had
 
been 
trying to garden.



Now, she was simply kneeling on the ground, a single smudge of dirt on her cheek, and staring up at — oh, no, please no — the boy who had saved me from the spectral creature last night.



It seemed that I could not escape him.



He leaned down next to Grace, and she looked up at him with wide, inquisitive eyes. They were such a clear blue, like water. My hands tightened on the windowsill at the dangers this boy seemed to represent. I didn’t like the thought of her talking to him.



“Hello, sweetie,” the guy murmured softly, like he, too, was thinking of how gentle she looked, “What’s your name?”



“Grace!” she said enthusiastically, clearly proud of the fact.



“What a nice name,” he complimented.



I didn’t have to strain to hear him at all, even through the closed window, which felt a little odd. Shouldn’t it have been hard? Everything was entirely audible to me. A little too audible, because I could hear everything in perfect clarity, from the chirping of birds to David snoring upstairs. I could even discern the delicate trickle of water as it flowed through the nearby stream.  I really was going crazy.



“Pretty,” the boy continued. “So, Grace... do you have a sister?”



She nodded, just as enthused, as my heart plummeted down to my knees. The boy was looking for me.



“Yes, I have a sister,” Grace gushed. “She’s so amazing.”



I was torn between feelings of gratification and horror.



“Oh,” the boy said laughing. “Could you tell me a little more about her?”



My heart definitely swelled with an ecstatic kind of encouragement when Grace only eyed him suspiciously instead of speaking. Unfortunately, it was a short lived emotion, for with his tousled shock of hair and melting eyes she soon deemed him innocuous.



“Well,” she said dramatically, “her name is Robyn Helen.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully, daring him to ask for more details. In response, he tilted his head slightly to the side, encouraging her to go on.



“Well, you’ve got to tell me what you want to know first,” Grace said forcefully, her little hands gesturing melodramatically. She stood up, and as she smiled at him I noticed she’d put on David’s bright yellow wellies. They were so big I wondered how she could walk.



Jax tapped his chin in a position of mock contemplation. “Well, you could tell me what she looks like,” he said, dropping his voice so that it was like he was asking for a confidential secret.



“Umm... Robbie is beautiful,” Grace said, and didn’t elaborate. From my position at the window, my lips quirked up in amusement. Although, my hands were still clenched, and my stomach was a knotted mess.



The boy was nodding. “Okay,” he said, “Anything else?”



Grace bit her lip, grinned, and said, “Big green eyes.”



Jax also grinned, from ear to ear. “Sure, sweetie. Just one more question, okay?”



Grace seemed to like his mild tone, and nodded reluctantly.



He continued. “Is she here now?”



As if she couldn’t help herself, Grace turned to look behind her. Which was, unfortunately, right in my direction. Before I knew it, the boy’s gaze had fixed on me, his eyes boring into mine through the glass of the window pane. 



“Oh. There,” the boy said delicately, snapping me out of my thoughts. In the morning light and surrounded by the safety of home, I wasn’t so afraid, if a little embarrassed at how I’d fled last night. Now that my fear had abated, curiosity was niggling at me. I had to speak to him.



Spurred into action, I hurried to my wardrobe, my mind whirring. I was too distracted to pay much attention to what I threw on, and my fingers were numb and cold as I buttoned up my jacket. Before I jogged out into the garden, I paused to grab my phone. Who knew if I would need to call an emergency number?



When I reached them, I hurried to put myself between him and Grace. If he was offended at my abruptness, he didn’t show it.



“Hello,” he said pleasantly. He stood up and gave me an easy-going smile.



“What do you want?” I demanded, narrowing my eyes at him.



He hesitated, opened his mouth to respond, and —



Clang!



My eyes snapped, unbidden, towards the source of the noise. I couldn’t help but feel a trickle of fright; the boy, who was regarding me with an unreadable expression, grew still.



Clang... Clang... Clang!



“What’s that?” he murmured, a slight frown furrowing his brows.



“I don’t know,” I whispered.



Clang... Clang... Clang...



The sound was gloomy, almost foreboding, and goosebumps shivered along my arms in response. It was a struggle to keep my eyes fixed on the boy before me. His head was cocked to one side, and he was listening intently.



The entire situation set my teeth on edge. The sound was coming from the shed, the same sound I had heard yesterday morning. Wasn’t it supposed to be empty?



“Is it something to do with that creature last night?” My tone was sharp, judgemental, but I couldn’t help it. I was afraid.



The guy frowned, glancing around.



“Not sure. It doesn’t sound like it. But if I had to bet, I’d say... well, don’t worry. Listen, Robyn  — you need to come with me.”



“I...  what? No! I’m not going with you anywhere!”



Clang... Clang... Clang!



Grace tugged on my arm, looking worried. The boy was simply staring toward the noise, his posture tense. I had an uncanny urge to move toward the sound, and I wondered distantly if either of them felt the same.



“We have to go, right now,” he said, his gaze falling back on my face. “It’s only coming closer.” As he looked at me, he started in surprise. “What happened to your eyes?” he asked. “They were different... a moment ago...”



Grace was looking toward me and I saw that she too had grown reverential, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she simply clung on to my arm in fear.



Clang — Clang — Clang!



“Robyn.” The boy seemed overly acquainted with the use of my name, and despite the crazy situation, I couldn’t help but feel a little thrill at the way he rolled it off his tongue, making it sound light and musical. “We need to get out of here
 now
.”



“I’m not just going to leave with you,” I stumbled out, “please tell me what’s going on.”



“I promise that I will. But for the moment, the most important thing is that we leave now. Two days? That’s stretching the limit already.”



“I’m not just going to leave with you!”



His eyes pleaded with me. “You have to.”



I wanted to scream at him that I could not,
 would
 not, that I didn’t know a single thing about him — but I needed answers. The shed; my eyes; my patchy memory; the spectral boy last night... everything was terrifying me.



To my greatest horror, I nodded — but before anything else could happen, a little further up the drive, our shed exploded.



The eruption blasted outwards from the shed, a riot of blinding illumination. There was a high-pitched, hollow ringing in my ears, and white spots clouded my vision. It took a count of ten seconds before I could see again.



The first thing to catch my attention was the debris raining down on the lawn like a shower of hail. Chunks of cracked stone were cascading toward the ground around me, and, instinctively, I pulled Grace toward my side to shield her from danger.



Apparently, though, she didn’t need it: the boy before me had his arms raised, and a shimmering veil of brilliant white light floated slowly around us, like some effervescent drape or cloak, keeping off the raining rubble.



I watched the silvery threads in wonder for what felt like an eternity, Grace clamped to my side all the while. Finally, Jax allowed them to diminish. The afterglow burned into my eyes, making it hard to see, but from what I could make out, our lawn was now littered with wreckage, and the shed had been reduced to a smoking ruin.



This wasn’t the worst thing my eyes fell upon. No, instead it was the sight of several small, gargoyle-like creatures scuttling across the ground toward us that had me frozen in terror.



Their eyes were black, repulsive. Their skin was wrinkled and leathery, but in some places almost resembled... stone? Their bodies were stout and brown with two small legs, and each bore a set of small black wings. They reminded me of stone gargoyles from the Victorian Gothic era — and simply put, I found them unnervingly horrible. What were they? Why were they here?



Grace let out a breathless gasp. I didn’t have time to comfort her before one of them had pounced, talons extended with a hissing screech in my direction. I didn’t scream, exactly; my mouth gaped open like a fish and I stood stock still as the creature barrelled into me, pinning me in its grasp.



Perhaps it would have done some serious damage, I didn’t know. In any case, it never got the chance: its claws had barely scraped me when it was plucked off and thrown across the lawn by an unreasonably calm-looking Jax.



“Honestly,” he said.



I was far too preoccupied by the sight of the vicious creatures crawling lithely across the lawn to reply. There were dozens of them, and fear caught my stomach in a tenacious grip.



“If you don’t want to leave your sister behind,” Jax said, standing protectively close, “for now, bring her with you.”



I caught his eye and saw that he was — smiling? Yes, he was definitely smiling. The grin lit up his features, and despite myself, I smiled timidly back... just in time for another one of the gargoyle-like creatures to pounce at my stomach.



Reacting on instinct, I turned around and hit it as hard as I could. It didn’t really have much effect, but I managed to keep it off me long enough to inch backwards and relatively out of harm’s way, dragging Grace along with me. The gargoyle eyed me in annoyance.



“Okay, fine,” I hissed at Jax, “if you’ll get rid of these things, I’ll go with you.” I didn’t know if I was bluffing or not, but in any case, it seemed my best bet.



Jax seemed to like this arrangement. I watched as he made a few swift, strange movements with his hands, and the blinding white light shifted, amorphous, into a bubbled pathway. I followed it with my eyes in amazement, right down the snow and rubble-strewn lawn, to the sight of my aging, canary yellow VW Bug, sitting there as if expectant.



“You didn’t exactly make them leave,” I said. It’s not like I wasn’t happy at this development, but still, I wanted David and Nieve safe. “They could still go after my family.”



“Trust me, once you’re gone, they won’t hang around.”



I was putting an awful lot of trust in him, and again, I had to wonder if I was suffering from some type of hallucination. In any case, I gave the dark-eyed boy a small nod and began to make my way down the white tunnel he’d created.



We paused before my car, and as if abashed, the boy asked, “You can — you can drive this thing, right?”



“Yes, I can drive my car,” I responded. “Can’t you?”



“Oh… yes, well…”



“How did you even get here?” I asked.



“Public transport,” Jax responded. It was such a mundane response, with the pale light all a-shimmer behind him, and the scraping of the gargoyles still portentous in the background, that I started to giggle.



“Right, right,” I said. “Jax… I can’t drive right now.”



To explain, I held up a hand, which was quaking visibly.



“Ah, right, well. Can’t be so hard, right?”



He opened my door for me, with a only-half concerned grin, and I slid in numbly.



Like that, my sister and I got into the car with a complete stranger, without even telling our foster-parents, and started driving away to what felt like the end of the universe. Needless to say, I wasn't in the best mood a while later, sitting in the back of the yellow Bug. As I stared out at the shifting scenery  — we were passing out of Dublin — I realised with a sinking feeling that utter madness had descended on my life.



Snowflakes drifted delicately down from the sky, glittering webs of ice that splattered against the windows. Despite the grey sludge outside, the inside of the car was warm. Grace was curled in my lap, mumbling in her sleep, and Jax was quiet in the front seat, tapping his foot to nearly inaudible music which drifted from the radio.



I eyed him in mistrust. Despite my best efforts, I was still trembling like a leaf in the wind as images of the eerie leathery creatures we’d just escaped continued to assail me.



The road was almost empty, with only a thin drizzle of traffic, which was good, because the boy was driving very erratically. He was not stopping for red lights, continually neglected to indicate. The tension was thick, brimming with questions. I waited for someone to say something, anything — but we remained silent until Grace woke, rubbing at her eyes with tiny hands and yawning hugely.



“Excuse me,” she said politely, leaning against my chest. The boy turned his gaze in her direction, staring at us through the rear-view mirror.



“Yes?” he said, smiling at her.



“What’s your name?” she said candidly.



“Jax,” he replied, extending a hand, another driving affront, as he was now hardly looking at the road. “I’m Jax Verdan.” He tilted his head to the side in consideration and added, “Ajax in full, but nobody calls me that.”



My sister responded to that seriously, “
Well,
 Jax, what’s going on?”



Truth be told, I was wondering the same. “What were those things?” I exploded, sitting forward in the seat.



“Don’t worry about the gargoyles. If all goes as planned, you should never have to see them again.”



“What...” I said. “But why did our shed blow up?”



“I don’t know,” Jax said, “sometimes they like to make an entrance.”



“They like to make an entrance,” I repeated dryly. I was beginning to get a headache.



Even more irritatingly, Jax just shrugged. “They’re extravagant, that’s all. Like explosions and stuff.”



I really don’t have time for this,
 I thought.



“What’s going on?” Grace mumbled.



“Well, it’s all very complicated,” Jax told Grace gently, “and a little far-fetched.”



“Ooh!” my little half-sister said excitedly. “Like a fairy tale?”



Jax smiled. “Yes,” he said earnestly, “Very much like a fairy tale.”



“So, there are fairies!” Grace exclaimed. Her eyes were humongous.



“Well, not exactly.” Jax delivered the blow gently before finally turning back to face the road again. When Grace looked crestfallen, he added, “But you never know what you might find.”



“And those... those stone thingies,” Grace said excitedly, “What are they?”



“Please, you need to tell me what’s going on,” I begged.



“And I will, I promise.” I saw him smile in the mirror, and he met my eyes. “Just not yet.”



Before I could badger him any more, Grace had earnestly interrupted. “So,” she said, “if it’s like a fairy tale, but doesn’t have any fairies, what does it have?”



“Many, many things. And who knows, maybe there are fairies out there, although I’ve never seen them. But I’ll have to tell you later, because I doubt Robyn would stay in this car.”



I shivered uneasily. “What would I do?”



“You would freak out, try to leave… you have a very nice coat, by the way.”



I scowled.
 Was he trying to distract me?



“Tell me,” I repeated quietly, “and it’ll be my choice whether or not I stay, Jax.”



“I’m telling you, you’d never believe me.”



“Try me!”



“Fine!” he said with the first sign of irritation I had yet managed to provoke.



Jax pulled up onto the side of the road, got out and opened the door for me. The air was thin and cold, the sky a dark bluish-black like an unripe fruit, and the leafless trees lining the roads had a tiny coat of snow.



“Come over here with me for a second,” Jax said. He gave me the barest half-smile, no longer annoyed, if he had been at all, and made a beckoning motion with his hand. In the back of the car, Grace was paying us no mind.



“I’ll be right back,” I said to her, and slid out of the car.



I followed Jax into the tree line; leaves and snow crackling beneath my feet, feeling my fingers go numb with cold. After barely a minute of walking, the trees seemed to fall away, revealing a vicious, windy coastline. The sea was one long grey stain marking the horizon.



“Well... I really don’t...” Jax began uneasily. He ran a hand through his hair in agitation. “You’re not going to...”



“Just say it,” I said. “Whatever it is you have to say — I’m sure I’ve heard worse.” I thought of the condemning finality in the eyes of the policewoman who had found me after my house had burnt; the look the orphanage owner had given me as she had admitted, with a sad sort of sheepishness, that my hope of finding a foster family in Wales was slim.



“I...” Jax said. He looked me straight in the eyes, and again, I noticed a faintly captivated expression, the same as Grace had worn. “You’re not going to believe me. You’re going to think I’m crazy, and if you come to terms with it, it’s going to slip the seams of your world apart.”



How overly dramatic
. I was getting frustrated now. “I don’t care. Just
 tell
 me!”



Jax said nothing. Sick of all of the confusion, I let out a noise close to a growl and stalked forward. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do to get an answer, but I was determined to get one nonetheless. I stopped when I saw his expression.



I almost didn’t hear the words he whispered. They were distant, withdrawn. For a split second after he uttered them, they seemed to make perfect sense. They sat with me better than anything else had in my entire life, a right so full and whole it was like coming home. There was something so innate and right about them. This was, of course, until logic cut in again.



The words he said were:



“Robyn Helen, you are an angel.”



There was a moment of silence.



“What?” I didn’t comprehend. “Are you trying to say I’m... beautiful?”



“No, no,” Jax said quickly, and then he added, “I mean, you are. But, err... that’s not what I meant. What I mean is what I say. You are an angel.”



“What, the winged, flying kind?”



“No. Ordinary angels don’t have wings.”



I gaped at him, and just like that, the scene was shattered, because I knew that Jax must have been joking. I turned immediately furious.
 What a stupid, pointless joke to make on somebody
, I thought, stepping forward and jabbing a finger at his chest. “How could you! This is sick!” I exclaimed.



Jax cocked his head, surveying me.



“How is it sick?” he asked, with so much honest curiosity lining his voice that for one tiny, irretrievable second, I once again found myself believing him. And yet, the next moment common sense had once again prevailed.



“You just called me an angel, and there’s no such thing as angels,” I said indignantly, jutting my chin forward. “Did you hire somebody to explode my shed? Is this all some sort of nasty joke?”



“No, Robyn Helen, this is not a joke,” he said in a calm, sturdy voice. His eyes looked down at me with a truth so pure it practically shone. “You are an angel, and for any more proof you need, I’m
 certain
 your reflection will be more than enough.”



I snorted. “What?”



I was pretty certain that my reflection would continue to show a gawky teenager with a shock of black hair and a thin frame; nothing even remotely angelic there. When I continued to simply look at him accusingly, he threw up his hands and exclaimed, “If you don’t believe me, you should look at yourself in a mirror!”



Something in the honesty of his tone made me panic, for somewhere in my heart of hearts I already didn’t believe that this was the sort of boy to play merciless tricks. Leaving the breathtaking view of ocean and trees behind me, I took off and practically flew back to the car.



The yellow Volkswagen Beetle was still there, idling contentedly. It was a bright, cartoonish hue compared to the winter Irish scenery, and struck me as ironically benevolent. The passenger door opened with a rusty creak and I scrambled onto the leather seats. Grace sat in the back seat, her arms folded as she looked at me. “You okay, Robbie?”



I had no response for her, because by that point I’d yanked down the overhead mirror, and all I could do was stare.



I don’t look like me anymore,
 I thought. I went silent, too overwhelmed to think.



It
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