Prologue

Fact Ten: Humans may become partially aware of the Guardian Angel dimension if they witness the passing of another's soul. 

Laura was bored. The only person she knew at the party was Faye and her dark haired friend was too busy flirting with the boys to pay any attention to her. So Laura hovered in the background. Eventually though, the pretty girl turned to her and with a vixen's smile made gestures that suggested they needed to go to the toilet. Personally, Laura didn't need to go, but the party was lame anyway so she might as well spend an hour listening to her friend whine about all the troubles she was going through. 

They weaved their way through the mass of bodies gyrating against each other and sucking face. It was disgusting really. Like, did nobody have standards these days? Because Shelly Olden was making out with Mark the pig and that was not a pretty sight. 

“Let's both go in together,” Faye suggested. 

“What for? If you need to pee, I'm not watching you while you go. Urgh. This toilet is so gross, I bet half the people in our school have shit all over the seat and just brushed it off with a bit of toilet paper. Plus, I swear I heard Abbey throwing up in here earlier. why don't I just stand outside and we can talk when you're done.”

“Someone might come over,” Faye insisted. Laura felt put out but followed her friend into the badly decorated bathroom. Who thought put teal and maroon together as a good idea? “Eww.” Faye pressed her arms close against her body and huddled in the middle of he room. 

“Here.” Faye pushed something into Laura's hand that was round and small. The red haired stared down at it wide-eyed. 

“What's that? Is that drugs because you know there's no way I'm doing drugs. Didn't you hear about Sandie MacPhearson, she almost died last year from taking M cap-”

“Hush, cool it! Besides, it's not M cap, this is totally different. And I already took it. And I'm fine. I'm on top of the world fine, I'm so fine that it would blow your mind to know how fine I am.” Faye broke into a fit of giggles but then seemed to regain control. “Honestly Laura, it's great. It's really great.” 

Laura wasn't so sure about that. She'd heard all sorts of stories about people being rushed out of house parties in ambulances because they thought drugs were cool or 'great'. Faye did look  like sh was having a god time though and that was new, by rights she should be sobbing about her bully of a dad by now. 

“You don't have to,” Faye relented, looking a bit disappointed. “Here, give it back and I'll take it instead.” That decided it. Laura could have just thrown it away and nobody would have had to take it, but, this was their last year of high school and she wanted to be able to say he'd done stuff. Like fun stuff, cool stuff. Oh yeah, I tried taking drugs this one time, what a bad idea that was. 

“Have you got a glass?” Laura asked. Faye shook her head but turned the sink tap on and pulled Laura's hair back from her face gently. 

“There you go, water first.” Laura leaned over to get a gob full an then tipped her head back to swallow. But she didn't do it. And as Faye unlocked the door, Laura slipped the pill out of her mouth and into the waste bin. Maybe she'd start with something less crazy. Like sky diving or body surfing. Maybe Faye was crazy enough for the both of them. 

“Can I get you a drink, Faye?” Laura knew the boy from school, he was one of Toby's friends. His name was Daniel and he was about as smart as a caveman from the stone age. On second thoughts, the cave man was probably smarter. Daniel grabbed two of the paper cups and filled them both up from the punch bowl before holding one out to Faye. But Faye too both,pushed one into Laura's hands and led her off gigging. 

Well. Under age drinking was probably crazy enough. Laura took a sip and then almost choked on her laughter as Faye drank hers in one, long gulp and then flung herself at posse of guys. One of them caught her but she pushed him away and stumbled against he table. 

“Go on Laura, your turn.” Laura looked at the cup of orange liquid. There couldn't be more than eight or nine mouthfuls there and she had chickened out on taking the pill. And people were watching her. Fine. Time to be crazy.

Lifting the cup to her lips, Laura drank it down. Then they danced. Then they drank. And sometimes they drank while dancing until Laura couldn't tell if the room was spinning or if it was her. But eventually she found a clear space on the floor where nobody had spilled their drink or thrown up and she sat, her legs tucked up underneath. 

Somebody tripped over her and with a soft groan, Laura pushed them aside. 

“Hey, is your friend okay?” Laura looked up and blinked back at the boy. Her friend? Which friend? Was Faye throwing herself at someone again?

“She does that all the time,” Laura mumbled,wishing someone would just offer to walk h home already. 

“She doesn't look too god. Hey, hey are you okay?” The boy reached over and Laura's eyes followed the stretch of his arm to... Faye? 

“Oh my god, Faye! Faye, hey is she okay? What do we do, what should we-”

“Call an ambulance.” Faye blinked up and wondered when an adult had entered the room or why she seemed to think it was a good idea to trust drunken teens to call the ambulance. Faye wanted to scream at her. Why don't you call the ambulance? Why don't you help her? Why are you wearing a wedding dress?

“Call an ambulance,” she mumbled instead. 

“It's too late,” another adult said with a heavy sigh as he cleaned his glasses with a corner of his shirt. “I'm sorry Matilda, you're going to have to take her soul.”

“Yes, I suppose so, the foolish girl. Well take care of yours, she isn't looking too perky either.” 

Laura blinked up at them, but by the time the ambulance had arrived, there was only a house of drunk teenagers and she remembered that Emily's parents were away on holiday. 

Chapter One – Missing Faye

Fact Eight: Humans lost to suicide or high crime go against a Guardian Angel's record.

It wasn't a good day to die. There was a warm, fresh feel to the air as it filled his lungs and his head flushed with all the reasons there were to live. Bike rides up to the hills with – skinny dipping at the lake with – eating bread and jam on the lawn. With. That was what it all came down to, so many reasons to live except they all ended with her. They all ended with her. It wasn't a good day to die but it was the right way to go. With a fall, with a jump. The weight of humanity would bring him down and then... Splat! Toby looked at the hard concrete below his feet with a wry smirk. He took the chalk from his pocket. He marked an X on the floor and he wondered if it would be the last thing he saw. 

Throwing and catching the chalk, Toby shifted his gaze to the building in front of him. It was a small, English hospital: a single building of five or six floors, taller than it was wide and completely incompetent. They were under-staffed and over-worked. Toby walked up to the deserted reception desk and rang the bell. It felt cold and smooth under his hand and gave out a delighted squeal. Bells like that shouldn't be allowed in a hospital. 

The receptionist came through from the back, her face hidden behind a mass of paper work which she set down on her side of the glass and then looked out. Toby preferred looking at the paper to her face. It was thin and ugly with a nose like a pedigree dog's and two goggled eyes that always looked surprised to see anyone at their counter. Her name badge said she was called Jenny. She wasn't. 

“Young Tobias,” she said with that sympathetic look she saved for the little ones. Such a shame, such a shame. “Go on up and see her. She's looking much better today.” This didn't seem to make much of a change to his expression but then, he was looking quite cheery already. A good thing too. Smiles suited Tobias, they gave the onlooker an excuse to bypass those oddly mix-matched eyes. Both could be described as blue-green but the left was more green and the right more blue as if they couldn't decide on a colour between them. He had a rather full face. And nice cheek bones, Velma thought as he started away with a soft, “Thank you.” Then again high cheek bones always suited the little girls better, such a shame he got them from his mother's side, they would have looked very well on his half sister. 

Toby rounded the corner. There was a flight of stairs to one side, the steps turning back on themselves after each floor and next to those a large lift. A polite notice advised that the hospital would like it very much if able bodied people took the stairs instead. Toby didn't like the hospital. 

Selecting the third floor, he waited impatiently, glowering at the door. Open... open... open! He walked out and reeled a little as the smell hit him. It wasn't the old people smell, they were kept on the lower floors, it was the smell of disinfectant and cleanliness, it was the smell of a building that covered up its deaths with another spray of the air freshener. He tried to block it out. He approached the first room and turned in. Room 301. 

There were four beds, two at each side of the room, a plastic chair by the closest bed and a window opposite the door. Only the furthest of the beds was occupied. Toby shuffled uneasily in the doorway. Laura was sitting up. She was turned away from him, a crack in the hospital gown revealing the freckles on her back and a slither of knickers: blue with purple lace. She was running a brush through her long, red curls. 

“Close the door will ya?” Laura put the brush down and swung her legs around, tilting her head to look across at him. Toby edged around the empty bed. He couldn't bring himself to look at the clean, fresh sheets so he looked at her instead. She was pretty in an unusual way with her smooth skin and her lemon-shaped eyes.

“Are you much better?” Toby asked, unable to think of what else there was to say. He knew he should sit on her bed, hold her hand, kiss her, hug her, make it all better. He didn't want to. Toby believed that while there was still pain he was remembering and he didn't want to forget. 

“Oh yes, much. I may even be able to go home later this week and then I can come over to yours and we can watch that film you got,” Laura babbled.

“It was rented.”

“Well then, rent it again. Kate said it was dead romantic when her and Danny watched it and she doesn't normally like that type of thing so it really must be good.” Dead. Toby didn't like that word.

“Okay.” Toby collected the chair and brought it to the bed to sit down. Laura tried very hard not to see that anything was wrong.

“How are the meds going? I heard Ollie say you've cheered up right quickly, he was here yesterday to visit and brung me some chocolates.” Here she raised an expectant brow. Toby dutifully slipped a school rucksack from his shoulder and fetched out a box of heroes. Laura read the note sticky taped to the side. 

“Aw, you're a sweet one Tobes, that's swell, my fav. Give us a kiss.” She leaned forward. Toby kissed her very quickly and then looked down. There were tears in his eyes. He'd thought he could handle this but it was all wrong. The wrong bed was empty, the wrong girl was...

“Laura-”

“Don't you think the window looks real bare? I think it's stupid that I'm not allowed flowers in here, if I was, would you buy me some?” Toby shrugged. He waited to see if she was finished before he tried again: when Laura wanted to say something there was no stopping her. 

“I don't think we should date anymore.” He said it clearly but shuffled his feet. He wondered if he could leave now. If he wasn't dating her any longer surely he didn't have any obligation to be there? He stole a glance at her face. She looked pale and pinched as if she was trying to suck all her features in. Maybe she was trying to look thinner so he'd like her more. Toby didn't think he'd like her any more if she was thinner. Laura was already too thin. 

“That isn't at all fair,” Laura said haughtily. “And being upset isn't any excuse, I'm more upset than you are. She was my best friend!” Here Laura shut up and just in time too Toby thought. He didn't want to be talking to Laura now. She was making him mad. He could feel the anger welling in his veins and heating up his face like a pan of boiling water. He was ready to jump at her and shout. He glared into her eyes and saw that she was crying. How dare she cry! It wasn't like she really cared. If she'd cared, she would have taken more care in the first place. Stupid girls. Stupid drugs. Stupid hospital. 

“I loved her,” Toby said quietly. It felt strange to say it out loud to anyone other than his dog. “And I never loved you!” Then Laura surprised him. She sneered through her tears and made herself look even more ugly. She was ugly because she wasn't her. She couldn't ever be as beautiful as her. 

“Now the truth comes out, how you dated me for two years – two years! - just to be near her and I went along with it because I thought it was sweet and I thought that...” Laura's hands clenched on the bed sheets and she turned abruptly away. She wasn't going to say it. She refused to say it. “Go jump in the river, Toby.” 

She listened as his footsteps receded down the hallway and then she began to sob, nestling her head in the pillow. Faye hadn't been her best friend, Toby had but either way she'd lost them both. Everything had been going so well. They'd been getting along, she'd been happy, they'd been... well Toby and she had been happy but Faye... she hadn't been happy. Faye had been very unhappy indeed.

Chapter Two – My Guardian Angel

Rule Three: A Guardian Angel must not reveal their presence to their charge.

Vincent was on a break, just stopped by at The Fallen Angel for an hour or so. He was sitting at one end of the dusty bar with a pint of cloudy liquid in his hand. Full. He swirled the glass thoughtfully. 

“Seven to one you say?” Vince narrowed his eyes at his tawny haired drinking partner.  

“That's right,” Sam replied, his speech slightly slurred. “Can't get better odds than that. With odds like that you get a whole week for just one day!” He appeared to be in his late twenties, a year or two older than Vince's youthful body suggested. That was a poor way to judge a guardian's age. 

“Hmm, is that so?” Vince mused. “We-ell that's a funny thing, only, just this morning, I was offered nine to one on him.” Patting the pockets of his trench coat, Vince took out a betting slip and flashed it. “Anyway, I can't leave him alone for too long. You know how it is.” Vince pushed his chair out slowly and rose to his full height. “I give him five minutes to himself and he puts a rope around his neck.” Vince let out an easy chuckle. Sam frowned and chewed his lip thoughtfully. 

“Wait! When I said seven – did I say seven?” Sam let out a nervous chuckle. “What I meant was ten, you can't do better than that, no sir!” 

“Ten whole days? That is a tempting offer,” Vince said, halting. “I'm taking quite the risk but I suppose I can't turn down an offer like that.” He hesitated and hunched his shoulders, looking to the door and back as if impatient to be gone. 

“No, no you can't!” The other guardian said quickly. He fumbled two slips of paper from a pad beside him and quickly scrawled down the details: I challenge on odds of 10:1 that the boy called Tobias Cole under the charge of Vincent Wentworth will die within the next month. Copying it out for the second time, he signed both parts and added the date. 

“Do you need a pen?” Sam asked. Vince hesitated a moment and then took the offered instrument and signed his name neatly, taking one of the slips for himself. 

“Call me a liar if I'm not the biggest fool that ever lived,” Vince said with a deep sigh.

“If you hurry, you might just be in time to stop him,” Sam joked, miming a hanging and making choking noises. Vince grimaced and headed for the door. 

Outside the pub, his expression changed to a cheerful smile and he patted the pocket with his betting slips happily. It seemed he was doing pretty well for himself: he and Toby were popular. Not in a ‘that boy’s going to make something of himself’ kind of way but over-dramatic, suicidal teenage boys seemed to have the right edge with the patrons lately. There was something about that imminent death threat which excited people. Not that the kid would actually do it of course. No way. He was too much of a sniveling coward to actually go ahead and commit suicide.

Chuckling to himself, Vincent zoned in on his charge and wondered what he could be doing so high up. Probably visiting the girlfriend again, was it Wednesday already? He turned the corner and lifted his head. The kid was moving rapidly, why was Toby moving and where to? It seemed to be in a downward motion but that would suggest… oh crud. Just when everything was going so well! Not again. That bloody, snotty nosed kid! Just wait until he got the chance, he'd give him a piece of his mind!

Vincent took to his feet and then he took to his wings. He was awkward at flight, still getting used to the strange currents of the air which meant he had to flap a lot and didn't look at all graceful. His senses were already getting confused but as he drew closer he managed to pin point Toby by sight. Angling his wings, he started on a collision course and snatched Toby by the shoulders. He didn't know how to adjust his speed to compensate for the extra weight and the bundle was fighting against him. He struggled backward through the air, forced to use one hand to restrain the flailing arms. 

Toby was screaming loudly. People were looking up and Vince knew the boy couldn't be seen to be floating in the air so he folded his wings around their bodies and hoped for the best. Their descent was sudden, buildings rushed by to their left and right but enclosed in the make-shift cocoon they saw only a falling boy. 

Vincent felt the sharp impression of a rod as his back landed on the edge of a balcony. He cried out, the breath whooshing out of him. They overbalanced, their decent only slowed by a fraction. Vincent felt his wings scrape against the brick work of a building. He gritted his teeth against the pain. They landed. 

It was a heavy fall and Vincent felt the worst of it. The shock zigzagged through his wings, forcing them to pull apart and he rolled away, his back convulsing and bleeding in a few places where the feathers had been torn out. As he picked himself up, little clumps of grey and purple matted by blood fell off him. The boy was still screaming, his eyes screwed shut and fists clenched. Fool. Vincent picked himself up and turned his charge over with the toe of an old pair of boots.

“Listen up urghhh boy, what you arghhhhh just... did... was very, very stupid,” Vincent lectured huffily. He could feel the bones in his back cracking into place and his words were broken by gasps and cries of pain. Toby opened his eyes and gaped. The scruffy looking vagabond before him had… wings? And it wasn’t even Halloween yet, geese, some people. 

Toby wasn't feeling altogether well. His head seemed to be filled with cotton wool and he couldn't work out where he was. A small back street by the look of the cobbled road and it smelled like he was lying on top of a farmer's dung heap. Or inside it. He didn't feel any dung though. And there was a winged man in front of him, stretching and screaming. And... where was the hospital? He'd been on the hospital roof...

“What’s more, you  aaaargghhhh just put my arse on the line... urgh as well. I didn’t save you from that pond just to lose you to a concrete floor you hear?” Toby did hear. And he didn’t like what was coming out of this man’s mouth. Save him? That was bloody well out of order, couldn’t people be sued for infringing the human right to die or something? He was sure he’d read about a case like that somewhere… probably right up there alongside the man who sued God. How had that worked out anyway? Maybe it was worth a shot.

There was the sound of raised voices in the neighbouring streets and the heavy, rhythmic beat of running feet. The sound of sirens in the distance, the sound of panic. 

“Hey... are you saying that you rescued me?” Toby asked, goggle eyed. He untangled his legs that had somehow got crossed and moved into a sitting position. He didn't think he was capable of standing yet.

“No… I uh…” Vincent turned shifty. His bones had all cracked into place now and his wings were a little tattered but still in working condition. He carefully folded them in and wondered how bad the slits in his coat were. He looked about, watching the walls keenly, almost as if he expected that someone might walk through one. The council had a habit of doing that of late. 

“You just got to learn one thing and that’s this: you shouldn’t be throwing your life away, it isn’t such a smart idea y’know what I’m saying?” Toby wasn’t sure that he did and he was beginning to think he must have hit his head on something pretty hard but the concussion was finally starting to fade and he could see that the tramp didn’t in fact have wings, he was just wearing a very bulky cloak. How odd… it was hot out and broad daylight and who’d have thought a man dressed in a shabby shirt and faded jeans would be wearing a closed, long cloak?

“Yeah, whatever man,” Toby said, getting up and dusting himself down. Great, now he’d never have the guts to try that again. How had this guy saved him anyhow? Caught him out of the sky? Unlikely. “You got anymore advice?” Toby sneered.

“Watch what you say to your guardian angel,” Vincent admonished. “He might just get tired of baby-sitting some day.” The man turned and fizzled into the heat-wave.

“Some angel,” Toby said miserably. He looked over his shoulder toward the roof of the hospital and shivered. That had been fierce, that had been so crazy man. There was no way he was trying that again. He needed something simpler, something an awful lot less painful. The panic seemed to be sub-siding now, both inside of his head and out. The voices had collapsed to a low mumbling and then they were gone altogether. Toby felt in his pockets absently and found the chalk. He sat down on the edge of the pavement and looked upwards. 

It was a small alley with old, closed down shops on either side and lodgings above those. The weight of the buildings had caused them to topple inwards over time so that the opening was just a slit of light. So much for that broad daylight theory. It seemed that the alley had missed the memo. 

With a sigh, Toby began to drag the chalk along the pavement. He drew a noose around a well built stick figure. That was him. Except he found himself adding wings and a halo. An angel. Had that been for real? Shit man, this was turning out to be a crazy day. He sat there for some time studying the figure and then he got up and walked home. A very worried angel was waiting in his room. 

Toby slung his rucksack by the door and flicked the hall light on. Giggling could be heard in the next room. He slumped over and pushed open the door. It was a large, welcoming kitchen with cherry red counter tops and a light wood table. It was round. Toby's mother had always said a round table was much better for conversation. Toby didn't want conversation. He wanted to be left out. 

Sitting at the table were three people. The two adults broke away from the conversation and looked for the door. In between them the small, curly haired girl carried on laughing. It took her little, round face a moment to realise her parents were no longer paying attention to her. Amber frowned and turned her big, green eyes on Toby. She watched as he moodily sulked around to the fourth chair. 

“Tobias sweetie, you're late, is everything okay?” Mrs Olivia Cole was a plump woman. During his darker moods, Toby sometimes thought it was because she ate men. Today he had decided she was a child eater too but it wasn't the physical bodies she sucked. It was free thoughts and intelligence. She'd sucked the essence of his dad, she'd sucked the essence of his sister (if she had any to start with) and now she was trying to suck his. She was an essence sucking vampire monster! 

“Laura and I had a fight,” Toby said quietly. He picked up his cutlery and filled his mouth with food. That was quite alright by Amber who gave him a sweet smile. 

“-And then we had carpet time and I crossed my legs very nicely and put my hand up so Mrs Trucker asked me to read. We were reading Carrie's War which was funny because there's a girl called Caroline in my class and she's not at all like-”

“I'm done,” Toby said, standing up and hurriedly leaving the room before his parents could object. He climbed the stairs to his bedroom and flopped down on the mattress without turning on the light or changing his clothes. In the corner, an old dog lifted his shiny head for just a moment before settling back down in the basket. Within just a few minutes they were both asleep. Vincent looked down at his charge thoughtfully and decided he would have to be more alert. He couldn't risk another adventure like that. 

Breakfast was a quiet affair in the Cole household as far as Toby was concerned. All the attention featured around Amber. 

“Does she have her pack lunch, dear?” Mr Cole shouted from the bathroom where he straightened his sunburst tie. 

“Do you have your pack lunch honey?” Olivia was fastening the buttons on her daughter's coat. Amber touched a thoughtful hand to her face and then pointed to the counter and jumped up and down. 

“It's on there, it's on there, it's on there!” Amber called. 

“Stand still, Amber sweetie. Toby, is that you?” Tobias paused in his descent of the stairs. “Could you get Amber her lunch box? It's over by the kettle, there's a good lad.” Toby sighed and tromped into the kitchen. He opened the fridge and grabbed a chocolate bar then picked up the pink 'My Little Pony' lunch box and shoved it at his sister on the way to the door. 

“Toby-” Slam. 

Vincent strolled through the door that didn't exist in his dimension and started to whistle as he followed Toby to school. Every now and then, the boy would pause and turn around in confusion. Vince wondered what was bothering him. He couldn't hear anything out of the ordinary so he supposed the boy must just be jumpy. Yes, jumpy. He was bound to be on the edge of his nerves after yesterday.

The school buildings were small and clumped together, even the sports field was a miniature. The football pitch was marked out in red and fitted like a layer over the blue lines of the hockey field. To the left side was a concrete courtyard that doubled up as the Tennis and Netball courts.

 Vince stopped whistling as he followed Toby through the door. He made his own way to the form room and got there much sooner due to the lack of students in his dimension. There weren't many Guardian Angels either. School wasn't exactly a dangerous place.

Steadily the classroom filled up with students and their guardian angels. A few minutes before the bell sounded, Toby and his pack sauntered in. They'd been chilling at the lockers and were mid conversation:

“A fight? For real?” Oliver pushed his pale, knobbly hands into his pockets and sat down on top of his desk. He was awkwardly lanky with freckled cheeks and curly red hair. Toby sat opposite him. He gave a shrug of his broad, well built shoulders. The two other boys, one fair and one dark, took up places at the next table along.  

“I guess we did,” Toby said. Oliver nodded. 

“You've got to watch it with her, Laura's strung higher than a cat on speed.” Toby nodded as if this made sense but he was hardly listening. 

“You done anything else?” Oliver asked. 

“Yeah, I met an angel only he was all scabby and butt ugly,” Toby said with a dark chuckle which Oliver joined in with. Standing next to them, Vincent's back stiffened.  His nerves twitched. The three angels looked across at him with amusement playing over their lips. One of the women tutted before resuming a conversation she'd been holding with the other. The male arched an eyebrow. 

He looked to be about twelve with rosy cheeks and fair, golden hair. He could almost have been taken for a very small student if not for the tell-tale hunch of his back that hid a pair of pigeon wings. He was standing at Oliver's shoulder, on the table. Vincent nodded a greeting at him, trying to look casual. He was dreading opening his mouth. 

“How's the boy doing?” Philip asked. Vince shrugged and shook his head. 

“I don't know Pip, I just... he's trouble with a capital T yer know? He's going to pull through though.” Philip nodded. 

“I sincerely hope you are right,” he said. “My best wishes to his health.” 

Chapter Three – Angels Exist

Fact Six: Guardian Angels have the option of taking a flying test to earn their wings. 

It was later that afternoon when Toby was walking home, his left foot just stepping out into the road and it hit him. He'd been thinking about the incident all day, trying to piece together his impossible memories when a forgotten line returned to him. I didn't save you from that pond. A chill shivered down his spine and Toby froze. Not ever had Toby mentioned the pond, not to anyone. 

Crossing the road, Toby's mind reasoned that the man could have just been mad, raving about anything that came into his head except it all fit and Toby knew not to look for alternate explanations where they weren't needed. He had a Guardian Angel. Guardian Angels existed, or at least one did and he had no reason to think himself special. He just had to prove it. 

What a discovery that would be, the existence of angels, of another life after death. It was even possible that she might be one, that he might be able to see her again. Toby walked home with a new obsession: he was going to find his Guardian Angel. 

As Toby started rifling through drawers for paper and felt tips, Vince wondered what was going on. He hadn't recognised a change in the boy's absorbed thinking until now. He didn't know if he should be relieved or worried. He tried to tell himself that the boy was making a get well card but when the word, 'Angel' was pressed into the paper he gave up. Toby was clearly determined to ruin him. Angel was followed by the question, 'are you watching?' which went unanswered in the heavy stillness of the room. 

Toby looked a little disappointed. Idiot. What had he expected? An earth-shaking roar? A deep, booming voice demanding, 'Who disturbs my slumber?' That latter was actually quite tempting but Vincent wasn't to be persuaded. 

Next came the stories. It started out innocently at first. Toby gathered his friends around him on Friday afternoon. The dry May grass tickled their ankles as the breeze picked up. It was proving to be another sweltering day. 

“Are we going to do something? I think we should do something. What do you think Ollie, should we do something huh?” Laura was sitting between Oliver and Daniel, the dark haired youth of Toby's group. She was fanning herself with a brown schoolbook and looking around at the four boys. Oliver shrugged uncomfortably. 

“What are we doing, Toby?” the fair haired youth asked. He slouched against his rucksack running a comb through his thick hair. His tone seemed to suggest that he'd thought of this question on his own, as if Laura hadn't spoken at all. His name was James. He reminded Vince of a doll his daughter used to own with his soft, plump cheeks and deep set blue eyes. He was also the only one attended by a Guardian Angel; even Pip was absent today.

“Oh so it's Toby's decision now? Since when was it his decision about what we do?” Laura babbled.

“Only since always,” Daniel said with a sneer. Laura sniffed and turned her face to Ollie. 

“Well don't you want to do something?” she asked. 

“What Laura, what do you want us to do?” Oliver asked with fading patience. He didn't understand why Toby's ex continued to hang around with them. He'd thought they'd be through with that after Faye died. 

“Anything! We could... we could, well we could at least talk about something instead of just sitting around. We used to talk, why don't we talk anymore?”

“Toby?” James prompted.

Frowning thoughtfully, Toby didn't look up at his pack. He began the story, blindly groping in his mind for answers that no human could give. “Did any of you know that angels exist?” The group didn't know how to react to this so they said nothing but Ollie sat up straighter and narrowed his eyes. Again with the angels, shit. What the hell was going on in Toby's mind? 

“They're not like any angels you and I might imagine though. They're dark and grim, I think they're angry with humanity for being alive when they aren't. They guard us. I don't know why. I don't know how many there are either but... maybe we all have one. I'm going to find a way to prove that they exist.” Toby picked at the grass with nervous determination. Only when he'd created a UFO circle did he look up. Daniel was grinning ear to ear.

“Shit man, where'd you dream this one up?” he asked, shaking his head. “Since when did you go all literary on us?” 

“Maybe you should go home mate,” Ollie suggested quietly. Vince was in agreement with the red haired youth. He didn't like the thoughtful look on the other angel's face, her body turned in toward the children.  Then again, he was prejudiced against her from the start. Keira was too still and poised for his liking, not unlike her charge. She was dark, her skin a creamy coffee and her face full of angles: the sharp diamonds of her eyes, the square of her jaw. She didn't have wings.

“Control your charge, Vincy,” Keira instructed. “I'd hate for anyone else to find out.” She stood up smoothly and turned away from the group. She paused. James glanced behind him. Stretching and tucking his comb into an inside pocket of his leather jacket, he stood up. “Well this has been fun but I've got to ditch,” he said. “Tell teach I was sick.” He snickered and rolled his shoulders back before striding off toward the field's edge and jumping the low fence. Keira waved coyly at Vince before following her charge. Vince stared. That was... that was madness to think that she might... no. And yet...

“Just once I'd like to not tell teach,” Ollie groaned. 

“Hey, what's shut the chatterbox up?” Daniel raised an eyebrow and cast a side-glance at Laura. “Way to go Toby, I think you might actually have done it. She speaks no more!” Daniel held his hand up for a high five but Toby didn't bite the bait. He was also looking at Laura, his eyes beseeching. 

“Do you believe me?” Toby asked. Laura tilted her head to one side stiffly. 

“Oh hmm?” she said. “Did you say something Tobes?” Standing up, she brushed the grass from her trousers and looped her bag over one shoulder. “I'm taking off guys, this conversation blows. See you in class yeah?” Vince was relieved to see the back of her. That girl was trouble in the flesh, always had been though Toby never took any notice. 

“You know she's right about one thing,” Ollie said a moment later.

“Oh yeah and what's that?” Daniel asked. 

“We should do something.”

“Oh we are,” Toby said with a bitter smile. “We're going to do something.”

__________________________

Friday night was quieter than usual. Toby was deep in thought. That was fine by Vince, it gave him the chance to drop by The Fallen Angel and catch up on the current news. There were new bets on the table and most of them involved his charge. Vince left the club feeling pretty darn pleased with himself and prepared for what should prove a profitable weekend. It wasn't would the boy kill himself this time, it was would anyone believe the rubbish that was sprouting out of his mouth. Humans were stupid. Usually they'd believe anything if told enough times, but angels? Puh-lease. Angels did not exist. 

 A busy weekend followed, there were phone-calls to make, leaflets to print out and speeches to co-ordinate. Most of it was achieved without a hitch but when it came to printing the flyers, Toby was having a lot of trouble. Clicking the print button again, he frowned at his screen when it politely informed him that the printer was offline. 

Reaching over, Toby tried the power button but it didn't work. He pressed it three, four times and then his eyes traveled from the cable to the wall socket. He ground his teeth. There was no doubt in Toby's mind that he had plugged the printer in. A jovial Vince picked the cable up and swung it casually.

“Show yourself angel!” Toby commanded. “Are you ready to talk?” The cable dropped to the floor with a loud thud. Getting up, Toby plugged the printer in, switched it on and backed up to his computer, tripping over his chair as he did so. Flustered, he scrambled back up and clicked the print button again.  This time the printer was out of paper. 

Toby tried holding the plug in place with one hand while he clicked the button with the other. He tried using his chair and body to blockade the printer but then the computer turned itself off. That was it. Slamming his hand down on the keyboard, Tobias retired to his room. 

When the kid had finally fallen asleep, Vince set off humming for The Fallen Angel and less than half an hour later Toby was sitting at his computer screen, smiling as the printer churned out a healthy pile of flyers. This was one human who would not be defeated by an angel.

Then there were the T-shirts. Of course there were. They arrived Monday morning on the back of a truck. Toby had stayed home expecting them. His fingers scrabbled excitedly against the thick, brown tape that made a suctioning sound as he pulled it away. Vince watched the opening of the first box with a growing curiosity. 

“I believe in angels?” Vince read aloud. “What sort of crummy slogan is that? I'm disappointed in you kiddo, it's only going to make you look like some loony Robbie Williams fan.” Vince chuckled to himself and snorted as Toby pulled one of the black polos over his head, the white writing bold in the centre. He had to admit that the red wings were a good idea though, flanking either side of the A and shaped like devil's horns. There might just be a teenager out there crazy enough to buy it. 

Toby stuffed as many of the t-shirts in a duffel bag as would fit and then grabbed the spare set of keys from the bottom drawer. He stowed the boxes out of sight in his room and locked the house up carefully. He didn't want his parents to realise that he'd doubled back and skipped the morning lessons. 

The hallways were empty when Tobias and Vince arrived at the school. It was still ten minutes before the beginning of lunch break which gave Toby time enough to add the finishing flourishes to his plan. Finding an empty classroom, he heaved one of the desks out into the hallway and threw a white table-cloth over it. He pulled other things out of his rucksack: flyers, pens, a sign-up sheet, a black marker and a roll of blank stickers. Opening the duffel bag, he pulled out t-shirts. Vince watched, more amused than worried. It would blow over soon enough. 

Except it didn't blow over. Minutes after the bell, Ollie and Daniel showed up and Toby passed them each a sticker, t-shirt, packet of blue-tack and a pile of flyers.

“Hey, how come he gets to be the Treasurer?” Daniel complained.

“Because he actually knows that two plus two makes four.” Ollie grinned at the compliment and struggled into his t-shirt. It was tight across his broad shoulders and about his neck. 

“Well what does a Campaigner do?” Daniel's was a closer fit but baggy around his middle. 

“You, Sir Campaigner, get to cover this school in flyers. Now where's my Secretary?”

“That is so sexist, it isn't just girls who are secretaries you know and I certainly didn't agree to be yours and you really don't know how to set up a display.” Laura came bounding around the corner and immediately began to straighten out the table-cloth and arrange the merchandise in a more orderly fashion. 

“Well... uh...” Toby gave a sheepish grin. “Actually I meant James. You ran off on us on Friday and didn't return my call so I assumed... well you don't believe in this stuff.”

“I certainly don't but it just so happens that James doesn't either, he told me so himself so it looks like you'll just have to make do with me. So where's my badge?” Toby stared until Daniel elbowed him in the side and laughed. 

“Good luck Mr Co-ordinator,” he sneered before strolling off with Ollie. Vince leaned across the table to read one of the flyers and shook his head gently. Idiots. Like that was going to convince anyone. 

Unfortunately it actually did. Vince tore another flyer from the wall, ripped it in four and dropped it into the black bag. He looked right and left up the hallways before quickly ripping down another. 

“How's it going?” A familiar voice asked. Vince turned and cocked an eyebrow at Keira. “I thought you could maybe use a hand.” 

“The boy knows then,” Vince said, shifting his gaze to James who leaned casually against the wall. 

“Yup,” James drawled. “Wouldn't it be interesting if a student saw one of these flyers tearing itself up?”

“It might give them reason to believe,” Keira agreed in a purr. 

“Why are you offering to help me?” Vince asked stiffly. “It isn't your style.”

“Let's just say I'm looking forward to collection day.” Keira smiled smugly and Vince relaxed. 

“This is all in your own interests then. Let's be clear about that. I won't owe you anything.” James reached for the closest poster and pulled it quickly off the wall. 

Chapter Four – The Angel Campaign

Rule Six: A Guardian Angel must not cause the death of any human.

By Thursday, half the student body were walking around supporting 'I believe in angels' t-shirts and discussing the phenomena. 

“All by itself I tell you! One minute it was on the desk and then crash! On the floor. Just like that,” a young be-speckled girl exclaimed, backing up her words with hand movements.

“That's so freaky!” her friend squealed. 

“Are you sure you didn't knock it off?” The third student was more skeptical but tucked the flyer into her pocket just in case. Toby was a popular boy, she didn't want to oppose his latest fad. 

__________________

The table was becoming a permanent fixture in the middle of the hallway. The teachers had complained and made suggestions but Mr. Stanley didn't like to stunt the growth of his pupils. He had decided to allow the campaign. As of yet, it was of more benefit to the student body than harm, he hadn't seen his students this interested in anything since the petition for no school uniforms. 

“You may even make a quarter of the names by the end of the week,” Mr. Stanley said jovially. He wondered what Toby hoped to gain by bringing it before the student council. Not that it mattered. It was highly unlikely that he'd fill the quota by the end of the week and after that he'd be out of time and the school would go back to normal. 

“I already have that many, sir,” Toby said smugly. “I'd have a lot more if someone didn't keep taking my posters down.”

“Hmmm, yes. That is a shame.” Mr. Stanley wasn't surprised that there was a group opposing the nonsense. Had he been a student he'd have probably belonged to it. “Well good luck with the campaign Toby, don't fall behind in your work.” 

Laura frowned as Mr. Stanley took another gulp of his tea and turned the corner. She tapped her pen against the clip-board. 

“If you ask me, it's probably Tom. I bet he's getting revenge for when you wouldn't support his Lunch rota campaign. You know I really think we should have-”

“I didn't ask you,” Toby said. He was occupying the only other chair behind the table and ignoring the proximity of her body to his. When she leaned over to steal one of the hard boiled sweets meant for the voters, her arm brushed against his. 

“Toby,” Laura said slowly. “I've given you enough time haven't I? Don't you think I've been fair? Only... only. Only it's time we started going out again.” Toby stiffened and let out a snort. He shook his head in disgust. 

“I'm going to hang some leaflets,” Toby said. Grabbing a pile from the table, he swept through the hallways, walking without a purpose until he came upon James taking down posters. James who had been his friend for years, who had stood beside him through everything tearing his posters into four and depositing them in a big, black bag. 

“Toby,” James said coolly. “Get control of yourself. This is nonsense.” 

“What are you doing?” Toby demanded. “You're supposed to be helping me.” 

“I am helping you. I'm helping you see sense.” Vince and Keira watched the humans steadily. Vince didn't think it would work. He didn't think Toby so easy to break. Vince had watched Toby through all his years and if there was anything he knew about the boy it was that he obsessed. He chose a course of action and he didn't change his mind. 

“No you're not! You're... you're helping them, aren't you? They've recruited you or are controlling you or... or something!”

“Toby, angels are not real. Listen to yourself man. Faye isn't coming back, there is no way to bring her back!”

“You can't stop me!” Toby threw the flyers to the floor and advanced on James. His hands clenched into fists at his sides and he swung for his friend's head. “You don't understand. You don't want to understand. I need her!” Vince took a step toward the humans but Keira grabbed his arm and suddenly Pip was there to hold the other. 

“They're on the way,” Pip said. “It's okay Vince, the humans can handle this.” 

“They'd better!” Keira snarled. “That's my charge we're using for bait.”

“Hey! Watch it!” James yelled, ducking the closed fist that passed just over his head. Toby brought his other arm up into his stomach and as James doubled over he brought both arms down across his back. James coughed and spluttered. 

“Faye is more important than anything, she's... she's...” Toby swayed on his feet, blinking rapidly. His features froze and his expression shifted into one of immense grief and anger. Charging forward, he lifted his foot off the floor and kicked James hard. He lifted his foot and kicked him again but as he was preparing for a third assault, he was dragged backwards and restrained. 

A circle had gathered at a wary distance from the fight. In the foreground was Ollie looking disturbed and frightened. Toby's rabid gaze swung to him. 

“You! You're not on my side, none of you are! Angels are real and they're here, why won't any of you believe me?” Toby struggled against the teacher's grip but Mr. Haggot taught Physical Education and was more than a match for one school boy. 

“I'm sorry!” Ollie moaned. “I had to. It was all getting out of hand, it...”

“I believe you,” Laura said quietly, her voice almost lost amongst the sudden roar of the students. Toby wasn't sure he'd heard her right as he was hauled away but their eyes met and he knew he wasn't alone.

______________________

Toby was forced to stand with James outside the headmaster's office. One very strong gym teacher and two super-human guardian angels stood watch over them. 

“I'm sorry it had to be this way,” James said in his familiar, rational tone. “If it's any consolation, at least you got to kick the stuffing out of me.”

“I'm not apologising! You shouldn't have said what you did,” Toby snapped. He glared at his scuffed, black shoes. The office door swung open. Mr. Stanley filled its frame. 

“Please come in, Toby. Just Toby. You can go, James and I don't want to see you here again.”

“Yes Sir,” James said politely, straightening up. He gave Toby an encouraging smile and then followed Keira away down the hall. Vince and Toby entered the small office. Vince stood in the corner, relaxing in the shadows and wondered where the headmaster's Guardian was. Ah well. It was good that he wouldn't witness this. The less who knew, the better and the sooner everything would be back to normal. The headmaster would shock Toby into believing the lies of humanity and Vince would cash in for a whole lot of vacation time. He'd earned it. 

“How come he gets to go? He started it,” Toby complained. His face was red from the exertion of staying angry for so long and he wasn't thinking about his words. In reality, Toby knew that it wasn't James who should be held at fault. It was those stinking angels!

“Take a seat. Now. Why don't you tell me all about this campaign.” Mr. Stanley spoke in a calm, rational tone that was supposed to be soothing. Toby felt patronised. He sat down heavily and glared out of the window, willing himself not to cry. 

“Why don't we start with what happened at the hospital?” Mr. Stanley suggested. Toby clenched his mouth shut. No, I don't want- I can't- I won't talk about her death again. “Would you happen to know anything about the attempted suicide?” Toby stiffened and then stole a glance at his headmaster. He hesitated. He felt confused, he didn't know if he should be relieved or worried about what the headmaster suspected. 

“I... it isn't what you think,” Toby said. 

“Try to explain.”

“You wouldn't believe me.” Toby crossed his arms defensively and shrunk into the chair like a hospital patient so shrivelled they might never leave their bed again. I can't face them any more. They all think I've gone crazy, except... Laura believed me. I think. If I could get just one more...

“I want to,” Mr. Stanley said. “But I don't understand how it could be possible, so why don't you explain it to me?” Patronising git.

“Okay! Fine! Hell, why not.” Toby slammed his arms down on the arm rests of the chair and turned all of his body to face Mr. Stanley. He stared at him, willing him to believe. Toby took a deep breath.

“I jumped off the hospital roof and he saved me. The angel.”

“The angel?” Mr. Stanley interrupted. “Is there only one.”

“No but he's my angel. We all have one, I think. Or maybe only when we're dying, I don't know.”

“What happened?” Mr. Stanley leaned in closer, his eyes bright and eager. Toby was almost scared by his expression. Vince started to worry. He walked over and stood behind Toby's chair. 

“The angel grabbed me. He tried to drag me somewhere but I struggled and I think that's what caused us to fall. We landed in an alley-”

“Wait. You fell? Are you saying that you hit the ground without sustaining any injury?”

“I wasn't hurt if that's what you mean. The angel protected me somehow, I don't know. Maybe their wings are made of steel or something and... and it hurt him.” Toby looked thoughtful. “He was crying out in the beginning.”

“What did this angel look like?” 

“He had wings. I thought they were a fancy dress costume or something at first. They were grey and he was wearing a shabby trench coat. It was too dark for me to see his face and his hair was dark, I don't know if that was the lighting or if it was really dark. I guess it could have been either.” Toby scratched his head. Now that he thought about it, his memory of the man was vague at best and almost ordinary. 

“Anything else? How old did he look?”

“He was pretty tall, I guess, thirties or something maybe. I only saw him the once.” And I was hugging a concussion okay? So excuse me if  my memory isn't all there. 

“Well. This is certainly an interesting story. Did the angel actually say anything to you or did he do that disappearing trick.”

“Disappearing trick? I'm being serious, sir! He was there and I spoke to him. He told me he was a Guardian angel and that he saved me from a pool and now from this and-”

“Woah, hold on. He actually said that? He told you he was an angel?”

“Yes. Do... do you believe me sir?” 

The headmaster rubbed his chin and sat back in his chair. “I believe that you believe this. I... I think maybe it is possible. I...” Mr. Stanley sighed and shook his head. “No, that isn't right. I want to believe this is possible. It's normal to want to believe that someone isn't really gone, Toby. But we have to let them go. We all lose friends and they're missed very much but there's a whole future to look forward to.” The headmaster's eyes flickered to the photo on his desk and he smiled sadly. "If there are angels, they're in heaven where they belong."

“But I'm telling the truth!” Toby shouted. He sprung to his feet. “I'm going to make you believe. I'll try to kill myself, I'll show you what happens when I try to die, I'll-” Vince growled and wrapped his hands around Toby's throat, shaking him. The headmaster stood up in alarm. 

“No you won't!” Vince hissed. He tightened his grip on Toby's throat until the boy's hands clutched at his and he broke into a fit of choking. Mr. Stanley thought the boy was sobbing and turned around to grope for a tissue from the box on his bookshelf. 

“It's alright Toby, I'm going to help you,” Mr. Stanley said.

Vince slacked his grip. “You're going to tell him you want to go home,” Vince ordered. “Then you're going to walk out and you're not going to speak to him again. 

“Here you go, my boy.” Mr. Stanley turned around and offered him the tissue. Toby tried to shake his head but realised he was unable to and instead mumbled:

“If... if it's okay with you I'm going home.” He felt a sharp force pulling him toward the door and stumbled back against it. His hand fumbled for the handle. He felt frightened but at the same time excited. The angel had finally been forced to break his cover and in front of the headmaster. He was dangerous though. Toby could feel it. There was a darkness in the angel that he couldn't understand. He'd thought they were supposed to be good, compassionate.

“Toby, is everything alright?” 

“Fine sir,” Toby lied.

“Couldn't we talk for longer?” Mr. Stanley strained to keep his voice soothing and slowly walked closer. Gee, he probably thinks I need to see a shrink or something. More counselling. He'd love that. 

“I just got carried away, sir. Angels don't exist you know. It was just a joke, I... I was upset. Dead people don't come back. Sir.” Toby was saying what he thought the headmaster wanted to hear but the lies made his gut twist. He knew they were real, they had to be. That was the only way he'd be able to see Faye again. It was the only way life made any sense. 

“Okay. I'll sign you out. It might be best if you take tomorrow off as well and I'll see you first thing Monday.” 

Vince forced Toby to exit the classroom and then his presence was gone. Toby couldn't hear his breathing or feel his body. He was just gone. Toby stood awkwardly outside the office door and then strode down the hallway. Fine. He'd made his point and if the angel wanted to choose somewhere else for their show down, that was fine by him. Bring it on!

Chapter Five – Care for a Smoke?

Fact Three: Guardian Angels do not succumb to illness or old age.

Everyone twisted the rules once in a while. It was so easy to reveal yourself to your charge, maybe just pass him on the street and change his life just enough for the better that he didn’t decide to slit somebody’s throat, most importantly his own. Angels weren’t expected to let their charge die at every corner so they were allowed to help out once in a while as long as they were discreet. In fact, there were only ten unbreakable rules. Vincent considered them negotiable.

It was getting cooler that afternoon as Tobias made his way out of the school. He hit the pavement, casting quick, furtive glances over his shoulder. He kept expecting to feel the angel's hands around his neck again, or to turn around and see him standing under the street lamp. He knew he hadn't imagined it, wasn't hallucinating. He supposed he would just have to try harder. 

“I know you're here!” Toby shouted, swinging his arms about the space next to him as if he thought the angel might be invisible. “I can do much worse than that! You hear? I'll tell the police, I'll tell... I'll tell everyone!”

“They'll lock you up,” Vincent said casually. He was standing just ahead, his body leaning against a street lamp, his arms crossed. Toby stared. 

“You and I need to talk, kiddo.” Vincent stepped away from the street lamp. Toby snapped out of his daze.

“Oh yeah? Well get talking then.” Toby dug his hands into his pockets and glowered at Vincent who wasn't used to such behaviour. The council were right, humans were getting worse. Vincent patted his pockets and found the squashed packet of cigarettes and a half full lighter. It was pink. That didn't bother him. He lit one up and put it between his teeth, taking a deep drag. At least the kid wasn't wearing the merchandise any more. 

“Care for a smoke?” he asked Toby. He knew the boy didn't smoke but he thought if he was going to start educating him he ought to start somewhere. Vince found that smoking was relaxing, not that an angel could smoke properly. You needed lungs for that. Instead, the smoke was sucked in just to puff out again through one or the other of his nostrils. 

Holding out his hand, Toby smirked. Vincent passed him a cigarette. Toby stuck it in his mouth. The wrong way round. Vincent tossed the lighter over. Toby failed to understand how it worked. 

“It's just as well, lighting the wrong end's no use anyway.” Vincent chuckled in a low, menacing tone. Toby scowled. He took the cigarette out of his mouth and turned it around. It occurred to him that the other end would now be wet and probably harder to light. He held the lighter in front of him and looked at the instructions in the orange glow of the street lamp. He pressed his thumb against the metal cog. He pulled down. 

Toby could smell something strange about the angel and it was that he didn't have a scent of his own. He smelled of dusty streets and freshly cut grass, of the burnt biscuits his step mother insisted on making, of the school and the playground, of everything from Toby's daily life in fact. There were even people smells in there. Girl smells that reminded him of Laura and fainter, almost not there at all was... her. 

Surprise flashed in Toby's eyes as the lighter burst to life and his cigarette was lit. He could feel the heat of it across his fingers. The cigarette tasted like paper. He drew in a cautious blast of it and moved his hand away so he could exhale the smoke as he'd seen his friends do. Instead he coughed it out and spluttered a little. Seconds later, the cigarette was snatched away, broken in two and stubbed out on the floor. Toby goggled at the angel. 

“Lesson one: smoking kills therefore you are not to smoke!” Vincent declared. He puffed again on his cigarette for emphasis. “Do you think the concept of living is something you'll one day be able to understand?” He sneered. Vincent loved the powerful feeling of superiority and it was such an exciting new experience to actually be talking directly to a charge! He hadn't broken this rule before. 

“I understand it much better than you,” Toby said peevishly. Hypocrite. He was starting to think that he'd been crazy all along and his angel was nothing more than a demented loon in which case the class had been perfectly right to tease him. If Vincent had chosen that moment to walk away he might just have saved himself an awful lot of trouble. 

“Guardian Angels don't get lung cancer moron!” Vincent had changed his mind. He half hoped that he might get a mute charge next time so he wouldn't have to listen to their incessant rabble during the teenage phase. Maybe if he did well enough with this fool he'd be able to put out a special request, but the kid wasn't going to make it easy. “Okay, listen up. You've been telling people about me and that's not on, that isn't how it works, kid.”

“My name's Toby oh great and all knowing one.” Vincent glared. 

“I'll stop calling you kid when you bloody well grow up. I'm potentially standing under a great mound of shit thanks to you and that won't look good on your record either mind. If you don't play your cards right you're-”

“Going to hell?” Despite his tone, Toby was rather interested now. There wasn't much he knew about angels except that they were supposed to be beautiful and have long, graceful wings, neither of which applied to this man.

Toby didn't want to forget what the angel looked like this time. Okay. He's male, only about five foot six and he's intimidating. I bet it took a lot of effort for an angel to look like that. It seems real though. Maybe he's a rogue. He has dark hair, brown, like compost. Stubble. Can angels shave? His eyes are dark blue and his features are sharp and that's a hell of an ugly scar. On his face. It's raised and jagged, angel hospitals must suck.  His wings are large, feathery but grey. What happened to the white? They have a sort of purple- lilac – hue, almost like stretched pigeon feathers. If I describe him like this there's no way anyone will believe me.  

Toby realised this confrontation was what he'd been holding out for through all the pain of trying not to let go, finding out Laura knew something but not being able to talk to her about it, the conversations behind raised hands. Toby had a guardian angel. Maybe Faye was an angel too.

“Not hell, no. It's much worse than that. They destroy you, they stop you feeling, stop you thinking, you... you cease to exist. You're just not there any more and that's much worse than hell!” Vincent was getting himself worked up now. He grabbed the kid by the shoulders and shook him, his hands jumped to the neck, he squeezed, he pressed the boy's throat closed and then shoved him away. Toby fell on his knees and coughed heavily, he touched a hand to his throat. Oh man was that sore. 

“If you're not there any more I... I don't think it would matter.” Toby stayed where he was. He could feel the pressure behind his eyes and he didn't want the angel to see. Would the angel know it was there just by looking at him? Was there anything magical about these angels? His seemed just as human as any other man. Except with wings. Big stupid pigeon wings. 

“Get up,” Vincent said in a firm, clear voice. “I want to show you something.” 

“Is it a magic trick?” Toby cocked an eyebrow as he picked himself up and wiped his hands on his school trousers. 

“Something like that,” Vince said.

Chapter Six – Lessons in Life

Rule One: A Guardian Angel must not influence or interfere with the lives of humans other than their charge.

The local playground was only a short walk from the school and in a few hours it would be swarming with children; hanging from the monkey bars, pushing on the slide, screaming as the rusty roundabout threatens to break from its hinges. At this time though, it was peacefully quiet. 

Tobias was standing with Vince in the shade of some trees near the fence. They were watching a cross looking girl on the swings. Her pale hands strangled the ropes and her big, black boots made gouges in the wood chips. 

“That's Lucy, she's the class goth but skives a lot. I haven't talked to her since...” Toby's face went red and he scowled.

“I know,” Vince said. 

“You know? What the hell do you know?”

“Well for starters I know that the last time you talked to her was in year nine when you asked if you could sit next to her in maths-”

“It was English smart ass.”

“-and she said that she'd rather drown herself in blood and live on goat spit for the rest of her life and-”

“Who told you this?”

“-and then you said that was a contradiction because if she'd drowned herself she wouldn't be alive to drink the goat spit.” Vince grinned smugly and Toby didn't know what to stay. He stared at him with a deep frown knitting his brows together. Even Toby couldn't remember it so well as that. 

“Who told you this?” Toby asked again. 

“Nobody. I was there,” Vince said. “I'm your guardian angel, kiddo. I've seen you naked and believe me, it's not a pretty sight.” Toby gritted his teeth and glared. 

“Don't you angels have better things to do? So what? You get your kicks out of watching us be alive? Remind me to never die.”

“Give the boy a cookie, he finally gets it. This is what you have to look forward to so stay breathing and listen closely.”

“Listen closely to what?” Toby dug his hands in his pockets and looked back at the swings. Lucy was motionless now, her head deflated on her shoulder.

“The conversation idiot,” Vince said. “You're going to walk up there and say hi. I'll deal with the rest. First you're going to agree to something though.”

“And why would I do a thing like that?”

“It's in your best interests. If you want to carry on finding out about angels, you have to pretend to be normal.”

“You tell me the lingo and I keep my mouth shut. Is that it?”

“Yes. Unless we're alone or out of hearing, you're not to talk to me or let on that you can see or hear me.”

“Fine. I'll do it for now but I get to ask questions.”

“No.”

“Rather snappy for an angel. I wonder what the police will make of you criminals. Prying into people's lives, strangling innocent, defenseless boys. That's a whole heap of unsolved cases...” 

Vince looked ready to crack. The cogs in his brain were turning but they couldn't land on a way to make Toby agree. He always was a determined sod. 

“One question.”

“Every day,” Toby bargained.

“Fine. Now let's get started before she decides to leave.” Toby followed his gaze back to Lucy and frowned. She hadn't moved. 

“So this is a test?” Toby asked.

“It's a lesson,” Vince corrected. “I'm showing you why it is imperative that you don't mess with us. Angels are everywhere, kid. We don't sit on fluffy clouds playing harps all day. We walk around like human beings and we look like human beings.”

“Yeah, about that. Just how am I supposed to know when there's an invisible angel around?”

“Well you can see us now. You can-” Vince hesitated. “You don't see all of us?” Vince asked, clinging to a sudden hope. 

“I think I'd have noticed if there were other weirdos like you walking about.”

“You're sure? You don't see any of them?” Toby shrugged. “We have to be sure. We have to try this out, we have to-”

“Alright, I'm game but only if you'll answer me that question first.” Vince stole a look at Lucy but decided she wasn't going anywhere just yet. She was reading a book now. From this distance he couldn't see the cover. Probably Twilight.

“Ask away,” Vincent said. “I need a cigarette.” Digging in his pocket for the lighter, Vince pulled it out and unearthed the crumpled packet of cigarettes. He lit one up. 

“I thought you couldn't be addicted.”

“Now I never said that. Quit stalling, what's so important anyway?”

“Faye.”

“Ah so it is the girl! What's on your mind kiddo?” Toby sighed and leaned back against a tree. He could feel the steadying bark at his back. He rubbed his hand through his hair and looked thoughtful.

“How likely is it that Faye's... that she's...”

“An angel? Sounds crazy doesn't it. Well for your friend Faye I'd say round about... ninety nine percent. Yep, that should just about do it.”

“That high huh?” Toby's tone was bitter as he glanced away and straightened up. 

“You're wondering why she hasn't visited.” Toby nodded tersely. He did not turn around because he could feel the prick of tears at the back of his eyes. He hadn't meant enough to her. Trying to tell himself that he wouldn't see her was no good. Had it been the other way around he would have left signs, he would have written her letters or moved items in her room, he would have done everything and anything to prove his continuing existence to her. But then, he was in love with her. That made all the difference.

“There's a lot you don't understand about us yet.” Vince finished his cigarette and stubbed it out against his arm. He flicked the butt onto the grass. There was no mark on his flesh. Not even for a moment. 

“Like what?” Toby sounded sulky. Vince rolled his eyes and rested a hand on the boy's shoulder.

“She has to do six months training and then she'll be assigned a charge. Her first will be a good distance from here. She hasn't come because she can't.” Toby's back stiffened under Vince's hand. 

“Can you see her angel then?” Vince nodded toward the swings. 

“The chubby blond chick with the white dress and silver halo?” Toby asked. 

“Close enough,” Vince chuckled. “You'll just have to trust that there's an angel there. Now go say hi.”

“And get my balls kicked? Great.” Toby rolled his eyes but set out at a nonchalant stroll. As he neared the swings, he dropped onto the empty one and looked across at Lucy. 

“Hey, how's it going?” Toby asked. 

“Hello angel boy,” Lucy greeted. “Have they turned you over to the shrinks yet?”

Behind them, Toby could hear Vince talking but stranger than that, he could hear an unfamiliar voice responding. A male voice. He wondered if he turned around if he'd be able to see... except that probably wasn't a good idea. 

“One day for one kiss?” The voice was casual, lazy.

“That's what I offered,” Vince said. “The boy's been down of late. It would really perk him up.” Toby realised that Lucy was still waiting for a response. She'd tucked her book back into her bag. Probably trying to hide the cover from me. I bet it was Twilight. 

“I escaped,” Toby said cockily. “Crazy as they come, that's me.”

“Maybe you should kiss him,” the unfamiliar angel was saying. Toby thought he saw surprise register in Lucy's face. Could she hear him? “You find him attractive so why not. What have you got to lose?”

“Crazy as this?” Lucy asked, leaning in and gently pressing her lips against his. She drew back and blushed, standing up quickly. “Stay crazy, angel boy,” she mumbled as she hurried away. 

“He's gone,” Vince said a moment later, his words thundering into the silence. 

“She heard him,” Toby said. 

“Him? What happened to your haloed chick theory? Unless you heard him too. Did you see him?”

“I didn't try.” Toby's voice was soft, subdued. So that's what kissing a stranger feels like. Kissing Laura was never like that.

“Bad time to decide to obey, kiddo.”

“What was that supposed to prove anyway? That you can make us do things? That other people know about angels?”

“No,” Vince sounded frustrated. “Lucy thought his words were her thoughts. The human mind compensates, it makes it possible for us to sometimes influence humans. Another angel might try that on you. We're not supposed to but-”

“You might try that on me. How do I know you haven't already?” Toby threw his arms up in disgust. This world got weirder and weirder. 

“You're too aware of me. I tried, it didn't work,” Vince said. 

“Oh good. That makes me feel a whole lot better.” Toby said it sarcastically but it actually did make him feel better. In some strange way he trusted that his angel wouldn't lie to him. Angels were surely above lying. 

“This should make you feel better too. I've worked it out.”

“Worked what out?”

“You're going to have to be careful about talking to strangers. You're able to see and hear angels who are on the human plane.”

“The human plane?”

“Yes. When an angel wants to influence a human, to touch them or speak to them, they can't do it on the normal plane.”

“Normal. Right.” Toby rolled his eyes. Vince leaned against the metal frame of the swings and tried to explain.  

“It's like there's these two layers. There's the human one, that's on top, and the other one which is underneath. Most of the time we stay on the other layer. We can move objects and watch proceedings but to influence a human, we have to be on this layer, understood?”

“And you call them planes?” Toby asked. 

“That's right. Planes.” The voice that answered sent a chill through both of them. It was a strong, self assured voice and it belonged to an olive skinned female. She wore a long, white cloth garment wrapped around her curves like a toga and her hair was plaited into a circlet on her head. She approached from a thicket of trees, walking through the fence. 

The angel's features were dominantly Greek but her English was perfect. Her wings were magnificent with their glossy sheen and rippling colours. Red turned to yellow so seamlessly that Toby found himself lost in trying to pin-point the exact section where the next colour began. There were soft blues and lively greens woven in amongst the moonlight purple that seemed to be the canvas base. 

“Aldara,” Vince greeted her coldly

Chapter Seven – The Fallen Angel

Rule Five: Guardians Angels have a duty to prevent Guardian technology falling into the hands of humans.

Aldara examined Tobias critically. He returned her stare. While Aldara was trying to decide if Toby was going to be trouble, the boy was transfixed by her eyes. They were purple. Not the irises but the pupils, those small black circles each replaced with a glittering purple sphere. He wondered why Vince's pupils weren't like that. 

“I saved his life,” Vince said firmly. 

“Yes, I can see that,” Aldara murmured, holding up a hand when Vince opened his mouth again. “Come along then, surely you haven't forgotten your appointment.”

“I don't have one,” Vince growled. Aldara's eyebrow rose. 

“The council would talk with you. Bring the human.” The angel turned and her clean, bare feet stepped out into the dirty road. Vince grimaced and grabbed Toby roughly by the arm, following after her. 

“How much do they know?” Vince demanded. Toby scowled and tried to shake himself free but found that he couldn't. The angel's grip was like a vice. 

“Let me go!” Toby snarled. 

“How obedient is he?” Aldara asked. Her pace was quick but steady and she walked in a direct line, passing through buildings when they got in her way. Vince and Toby were forced to walk around. 

“Enough.” Vince supposed that holding onto the boy now was cheating so he let go of Toby's arm but kept a hand on his back, prodding him forward. “You know there's fewer souls we can use these days and-”

“Don't.” Aldara's white dress trailed on the floor and though the hem seemed to brush through the dirt of the streets it remained clean. Toby hadn't noticed that with Vince. Probably because the clothes Vince was wearing weren't completely clean. He hadn't seen Vince walk through any buildings either, all in all this new angel was proving the more impressive.

“It's always too bad when we lose a young one to suicide, really I was just doing my duty and-”

“Don't you ever stop trying to talk yourself out of everything all the Lording time!” Aldara was scary when she snapped. Toby shrunk away from her body which was suddenly in front of them, her face pressed right up against Vince's and her eyes narrowed. Vince shrugged and grinned. He felt more in control when others were on edge. 

“Will it work?” The grin was boyish and Toby frowned, suddenly wondering how old the angel was.  His dark hair was cut short and his blue eyes were often tired looking but his face was a youthful one. He dressed old. That was it. The trench coat had made him look older than he was but Toby supposed he was in his mid twenties. 

“No.” Aldara smoothed her face and set off walking again. Vince and Toby had to hurry to catch up with her. Vince was frowning a little now. Toby wasn't so sure he wanted to catch up but dawdling was out of the question. He hadn't expected Vince to be so strong. Was that an angel thing?

“I suppose that's two down then, do you think they'll let me keep the human.” 

“Hey wait, let you keep the – me? Let you keep me?” Toby stumbled but Vince kept pushing him, his eyes turned to Aldara. This was madness! Where were they taking him? To be punished for something Vince had done wrong? 

“I shouldn't think so,” Aldara said. Toby tried to make a run for it but Vince grabbed hold of his top, the navy material tearing as he fought for a hand-hold on his shoulder. 

“I'll have a better chance if the boy is seen to be obedient though?” Vince asked. Aldara nodded slowly. Toby scowled and wriggled out of the angel's hold. They'd stopped outside the entrance to a familiar building. The evening light allowed Toby to read the name on the old, swinging sign. The Fallen Angel. 

Toby thought about trying to run again but his arm was mildly stinging where Vince had grabbed him. The angel looked to be effortlessly alert. 

Staring at the building instead, Toby wondered if they would be going in there. The building was a brick one but the bricks were worn smooth in places and the windows were boarded up with wooden planks. The door was not. Toby remembered sneaking in as a child and not getting further than that first table before being spooked. Children were warned that the structure was unstable and they warned each other about the ghosts. The Fallen Angel was not a playground. 

“Don't delay,” Aldara chided as she pushed the door open with her hand. Toby cocked an eyebrow. 

“I wouldn't go in there, it's haunted you know.” Toby stayed where he was and Vince gave an irritable chuckle. 

“Bloody kids,” he mumbled before stilling himself visibly. Ducking, Toby tried to dodge the hand that reached out but Vince securely tucked it around the boy's shoulders and herded him inside. The room was dark and strangely hot, the heat compacted in the small space between the tables. The air tasted old. Vintage. Looks like a Victorian tavern. 

“We need a room,” Vince said. 

“Why does it have to be this one?” Toby asked. He dug his hands into his pockets as he looked around uncomfortably. He stared. It took a moment for everything in his mind to fall into place and in that moment, Toby believed in ghosts. There was no one sitting at the dusty tables but everywhere he looked there were floating glasses and cloudy, bubbling liquid seemed to be swallowed by invisible mouths. It's angels, idiot. They're invisible. So much for haunted. 

Standing at his side,  Aldara threw a few choice glances around the tavern and Toby realised he was probably drawing a lot of attention. He grinned and waved cheekily. “Hey there, how do you do. I'll have one halo cocktail to go please,” he said. He swallowed his tongue as Aldara squeezed his ear. 

“I see you've been instructing him in ill habits.”

Over at the dusty counter, where Vince was talking to himself, a key lifted away from the wall and landed with a heavy thud. It was large and rusty. Vince picked it up. 

“Leave it in the door, got it.” He thrust the key into his pocket and took hold of Toby's arm to pull him up a flight of stairs. The wooden steps groaned loudly under Toby's feet. It occurred to him that Vince and Aldara were able to climb without making any sound. 

“Relax, the staircase can hold one puny teenager,” Vince said. Aldara sniffed and pushed her way to the front, lifting the key from where Vince had stashed it with deft fingers. 

Aldara fitted the key into the lock and turned it with a decisive click. She pushed the door open and they followed her inside. Toby was mildly confused when Aldara took the key out of the lock, slotted it in from the other side and locked them in. He felt trapped and wondered if he should be frightened. Of what? Angels?

The room was large and just as dusty as downstairs. Toby wondered what they were trying to hide here that they had to make it so authentic looking. There were cobwebs in the corner, the window drapes were old fashioned and moth eaten, the small basin was probably once a luxury but to Toby it looked strange. He moved closer. There's no plug hole or taps. How did they – oh. Wash buckets. Toby made a face at the tin bucket on the floor. 

Yes. It certainly was authentic. Except, rooms that hadn't been used in a hundred years did not have clean sheets on the bed or clean glasses on the spindly, three-legged table. The black table-cloth looked quite out of place as well. 

“Allow us to proceed with the proceedings.” Aldara walked toward the table and took a small dagger from the belt at her waist. There were symbols carved carefully into the handle. She laid it gently on the black table-cloth. 

“Why does she have to talk like that?” Toby mumbled to himself. “Let us produce the production, let us reveal the revelation.”

“Quiet boy, let me do the talking.” Vince seemed deep in thought, his brow furrowed and his usually amused mouth turned down in a grimace. His eyes were hard and firm but he didn't look worried. That made Toby feel marginally better. 

As they approached the table, Toby looked down to where his feet had trekked footsteps along the wooden boards. Just his feet. No other trails that the eye could see. 

“What are those for?” Toby looked at the glasses suspiciously. He didn't expect to be answered. There were three, each tall and clear, half filled with a liquid. The first bubbled mildly and was black. Toby thought it might be some form of acid but tried to assure himself that it was only coke or perhaps Pepsi. The second also bubbled and was cloudy while the third looked safe. However Toby looked at it, the third glass looked to be holding water.

“Security,” Aldara explained crisply. “The third one is for you.” Toby was immediately suspicious. Maybe they had only made the third look safest, what would it do to him? Aldara had said that Vince couldn't keep him, the concept of ownership still sending ripples of fear down his spine. Would they kill him secretly and hide his body in the old, spooky pub? Toby didn't want to die if it meant being a stinking angel. 

“What's in each one?” Toby asked suspiciously. 

“I couldn't tell you,” Vince said. “Top secret.” Which means you probably don't bloody well know either.

Aldara had opened a cloth bag she carried at her waist and was drawing an interlocking design around the glasses, with a piece of chalk. There was a circle drawn over what looked like three interlocking petals pointing outward. Toby thought he'd seen the symbol somewhere before, but couldn't think where.

“Hey, isn't this witchcraft?” he asked. 

“It's a Celtic ritual,” Vince mumbled. 

“What's the dagger for?” Toby quietly took a step back toward the door. Aldara turned on him, letting out an exasperated sigh. 

“No harm will come to you from this, boy. We intend only to ascertain your humanity.” Well, wasn't that encouraging. 

“I want to know what I'm drinking!” Toby demanded. His voice was loud and sharp against the quiet, staleness of the building. Vince looked apologetically at Aldara with a grin splitting his face. Toby would have called the grin nasty but something made him think it was probably more unstable than malevolent. Aldara sniffed but gave him the slightest of nods.

“Sorry kiddo,” Vince said quietly. Suddenly Toby felt the angel grab hold of his arms. He struggled but was completely restrained. 

“Hey, hey! What's going on, let me go!” Toby complained. Aldara picked up the glass and Toby clamped his mouth closed, trying to turn his head away from her. But she cupped him under the chin with her free hand and help him still. 

“I do not want to make you drink this,” she said. “I would sooner not under-go the risk of you choking to death on it. But. I can see you're not going to drink it yourself.” Toby could see where this was going. She thought she could get him to open his mouth and then she'd pour it down there. No, he was going to keep his teeth clamped firmly together. 

Then Aldara pinched his nose and Tobias knew he was defeated. He held his breath as long as he could, then opened his mouth a crack to suck in the air but immediately felt the glass clink against his teeth as Aldara slid it in. After that, it was swallow or drown and less than five minutes later, Toby was a spluttering heap of boy and clothes sprawled across the floor. 

“A word, Vince. In the other room.” 

Chapter Seven New Ending

“Sorry kiddo,” Vince said quietly. Suddenly Toby felt the angel grab hold of his arms. He struggled but was completely restrained. 

“Hey, hey! What's going on, let me go!” Toby complained. Aldara picked up the glass and Toby clamped his mouth closed, trying to turn his head away from her. But she cupped him under the chin with her free hand and held him still. 

“I do not want to make you drink this,” she said. “I would sooner not under-go the risk of you choking to death on it. But. I can see you're not going to drink it yourself.” Toby could see where this was going. She thought she could get him to open his mouth and then she'd pour it down there. No, he was going to keep his teeth clamped firmly together. 

Then Aldara pinched his nose and Tobias knew he was defeated. He held his breath as long as he could, then opened his mouth a crack to suck in the air but immediately felt the glass clink against his teeth as Aldara slid it in. After that, it was swallow or drown and less than five minutes later, Toby was a spluttering heap of boy and clothes sprawled across the floor. 

“A word, Vince. In the other room.” 

Chapter Eight – The Soulless

Toby's head was starting to spin. Definitely not water. Whatever had been in that glass, they'd tricked him, he couldn't trust them. Tobias lurched to his feet and stumbled to the wall. He felt his way around to the door handle, before realising that it was locked. The key, the key. What had she done with the key? 

“Urrgghhhh.” Toby groaned and squeezed his head hard, hoping that might keep back the dizziness. Hoping it might help him think. The window. Could he jump out a window? He'd tried a building once already and that hadn't been so bad, but come to think of it there'd been an angel to break his fall. 

Toby took a  step toward it and tripped over his own feet. He hit the floor hard and then crawled, elbow by elbow to the other side. Pulling himself up, Toby fumbled with the clasp and got the window open, thrusting his head out to take deep breaths of the fresh air. Good, that was helping. Good, he could think. He could also hear something, voices. Voices traveling through from the next room across; they must have left the window open. 

“You can not change your mind, Vincent. This is not the time to be indecisive, we have acted already. The boy will testify against you if he is allowed to, the boy-” Toby didn't need to use many brain cells to know who the boy was. He was getting pretty tired of being the boy, the kid. 

“I know, don't you think I bloody know that already? But what are the council going to think, how can we pull this off. They'll want the body and we can't give it to them, we can't-”

“Everything is under control. We can not give the body to them, this is true, but we can show them it. That is not a problem.”

Tobias was having trouble making sense of their words, but he knew that for there to be a body, someone would have to die and it seemed to him the only one not being included in these secret plots was him. They planned to kill him. Aldara was in league with Vince and Vince with Aldara and whoever this council were, they were not getting his body. But how to escape? 

The key. She'd done something with the key. He'd watched them walk through that door and the key had to be somewhere, it had to be somewhere in this room. Toby turned from the window, clutching at the curtains for support but they ripped and came away from the old beams easily, depositing him on the floor. 

“Did you hear that?”

“He's just stumbling about. He'll be out soon enough.” Toby tried to remember. He could remember the key, small and gold in her hand. And the table with the folds of black silk. Gold on black, gold on black. Had she put the key on the table? Was it sitting there? 

“Vincent, he should already be out.” The table was just there, if he could just reach it, just get that key. 

“What do you want me to do, do you want me to- fine. I'll go check on the kid.” Toby was running out of time. But he was almost there. His hand was inches from the tablecloth and then his fingers brushed against it, his thumb stroked the side and he pulled. 

“It sounds like he's destroying the place. Is he always this troublesome?” The key was in his hand. But the door, the door was too far away and they were coming. The angles were coming. Th key was useless now. It was a good thing that Toby had a new plan. Or an old one, rather.

“No, he's quiet as a babe. Hes a little angel.”

“Good. We'll tell the council that he's trouble, then maybe they'll believe he tried to escape.” Toby pulled himself up to the window ledge. It was a big window, big enough to fall out of. But was there anything to stop his fall? 

Vince snorted as he came into the room and looked around. “Oh, you won't have to lie about that. The kid's a slippery one alright. I'd better get after him.”

____________________________

Toby rolled off the bonnet of the car and lurched to his feet. He had to run. He had to hide. No. It was almost dark out. All he had to do was keep his face hidden and walk. They'd be looking for someone running so if he just walked, one foot in front of the other, they'd never suspect it was him. So Toby walked. He made it down the road and halfway along a side street before he heard the footsteps behind him. 

Just walk on. Just-

“Toby.” He paused. He considered running for it but he knew he wouldn't get very far. 

“You're making a mistake, boy,” Vince insisted as Tobias turned around. 

“Oh yeah and how's that? Because it might just be me, but I'm pretty sure I just heard you and your lady friend plotting to kill me.” Toby was not stupid and he was not a pile of dust to be swept under the carpet. Toby was going to be, well he didn't know what he was going to be but he very much wanted the chance to find out. 

“You know, it's funny really.” Toby let out a short, heavy laugh. “I didn't even think I wanted to be alive but hell's balls am I going to let you off me. So stay back, don't come near me!”

“Fine, have it your way, boy.” Vince turned and started to walk away but Toby was suspicious. That wasn't how things happened. People didn't just admit defeat like that, or at least not people who were bigger than you and certainly more powerful on account of not really being people at all. 

“Yeah, you walk away, you-” 

“Angel?” Vince turned with a wry smile and took a step forward. Then Tobias saw them. They peeled away from the shadows like smoke, dark and insidious. Toby realised he'd been delaying. He could have kicked himself for being so stupid. 

“Go on, smile, grin. Give your big bad guy speech,” Toby huffed. Vince was really working that defeated look. His shoulders were hunched and he raised one curious brow before turning away. Then all at once his whole body went rigid and he let out an animal hiss, backing up. 

“Go,” he said softly. Then sharp and urgent: “Go, boy! Run. Now!” The first of the three wraiths turned, a head emerging from the fog that was darker still, but with eyes like moonlight. 

“If those things aren't with you-” Tobias swallowed hard. Just the presence of the creatures made him feel cold and isolated. If he had to put a name to them, the one that came to mind was demons. “Are they demons?” he asked. “You've got to be kidding me, there aren't actually things like demons, are there?”

The creature laughed, a sharp, hacking sound, like a person gasping for their last breath. “Demons,” it hissed. “Is that what we are?”

“Class is out boy. Do that running away trick you were so eager to try earlier.” 

“Stay, sir. This involves you too.” The wraith floated closer, its body moving like a miasma as it swept over Vince's head and advanced on Toby. Tobias didn't need telling again. He turned to run but felt a touch, cold and clammy on his arm. It wrapped around him like the coil of an eel and held him tight. Toby struggled. He grasped at it with his other hand, trying to pull it away. Tighter, tighter the shadow constricted. Toby pried his fingers underneath, crying out as it bit into them like a blade. Then suddenly another coil divided off the first and his hands were pulled apart, his body spread wide open. Defenseless. 

Somehow in the struggle he'd got turned around and Toby stared  up at the face  that confronted him. It was like nothing he'd ever seen before. The features moved, sliding up and down and rippling in and out of focus, but they were always the same. There were horns and a nose like a geyser, bubbling with smoke. The forked tongue flickered out, tasting the air.

“You might want to turn around now.” Toby could hear the smirk in Vince's voice and felt something very close to relief. Relief? The angel was only going to save his butt so he could take it for himself. This was not something to be relieved about.

But the wraith's face dissolved as it turned away. Then it hissed in anger and released Tobias to throw itself at Vince. “What have you done? What did you do?” Vince reached out to embrace the creature, but his hands grasped only smoke, even as the  tendrils coiled up his arms and about his neck.

“This,” Vince croaked. Tobias didn't stop around to see what angel mumbo jumbo Vince had worked on the other creatures,  or if it would work on this one. He turned and ran off down the street and behind him, a milky white essence seeped out of the angel. It gathered itself into a roughly Vince-like form and met the creature head on. The fight was brief and fierce but when it was over, Vince collapsed on the ground and there were no wraiths in sight. 

Aldara stepped out of the shadows slowly. “You always were a clever one, Vince. And so easy to manipulate.” 

_________________________________

This was not happening. Whatever had just happened, whatever those things had been – not happening. It was an elaborate dream or some crazy hallucination. Perhaps all of this was a dream. Perhaps he was sick, lying in some hospital bed at death's door for trying to jump off a rooftop. Even now he might be laid in bed, feverish and dying instead of fleeing from supernatural psychopaths. 

Toby breathed heavily as he charged through the playground, but he couldn't go on. Was it following? Were there more of them? Would they climb out of the shadows and descend on him like a tidal wave? But he couldn't go on. He fell against the roundabout, slipping to the floor as he sent it spinning with an aching squeak. Did they hear that? He didn't know and he didn't hear anything, except the drumming of his heart in his ears.

“Get up. Move!” Toby told himself. He pulled his leg toward him and pushed to his knees, then his feet. He teetered for a moment, gasping for breath as the playground spun before his eyes. The swings rose and fell. The roundabout revolved like a spinning top and to his left a wooden horse rocked back and forth on its springs. The wind  sounded like laughter. Was it them? Were they there, watching him? Tobias ran. 

He ran out of the playground and down the lane. He ran to the rhythm of his drumming heart and his heavy footfalls, slapping against the pavement. He ran to the heavy silence of the night, like a blanket draped over the town and there was only one place he could think of to run. There was ony one person he could trust. Oliver. 

Tobias reached Ollie's house and threw himself against the door, his fist coming down again and again. He would have shouted if he wasn't so out of breath. Fortunately for him, he didn't need to and as the hall light flickered on, he cast a frantic glance over his shoulder. The amber glow settled on the empty lawn and the quivering trees. Nothing. 

“Tobias?” Ollie's mother was a plump, jolly figure of a woman with auburn hair currently fixed in tight curlers and big, brown eyes that had a way of always looking concerned. 

“Can – is. Can I come in, please?” Toby leaned on the door frame for support as he spat the words out while gasping for air. 

“Of course, Tobias honey, have you run all the way? You boys, I'm sure it seems urgent now but couldn't it have waited until morning?” Her chiding was gentle as she stepped back into the hall, but Toby was embarrassed to realise that she was wearing nothing but her dressing gown and he could see the fullness of her breasts through the thin material. “Oliver. Oliver!” she called up the stairs. “You didn't tell me Tobias was coming over, Oliver!”

“I'm coming mum and I didn't tell you because I didn't know.” Ollie's head appeared at the top of the stairs wearing a sulky expression but as his eyes landed on Toby it quickly changed. “Let's go upstairs.”

Toby stayed where he was, leaning against the door, trying to catch his breath. 

“Do you want a cold compress dear, are you sick?” Ollie's mother advanced on him, putting a cool hand to his head but then Oliver was there, shaking her off. 

“He's fine, mum. We're just going to play video games, okay. Upstairs?” Ollie half dragged and half carried his friend to his room. “What's going on, Toby? Have you  finally flipped and gone stark raving bonkers?”

“Close the curtains.” Exhausted, Tobias sank to the floor and held his head to stop the room from spinning. “Turn off the light. Shut the door.”

“What's going on, Toby?”

“It wasn't water,” Tobias said with a short, hard laugh. 

__________________________________

Slowly. Think. Feel. Where was he, what sort of situation was he in? It felt cold; the room was cold, or he was cold. It was hard to say which. There was metal against his skin, chains? Vince twitched his arm slightly and listened to the scrape and rattle. Yes, chains. Which usually wouldn't be a problem, but oh no, he had to go and waste all his energy in that fight and now he didn't even have enough left to jump planes so he was stuck on the human one, wearing human chains. 

“You might as well open your eyes, Vince. I know you're awake.” Vince opened his eyes and narrowed them at Aldara. 

“You. You're- you're using the soulless? Did I miss a jump on the crazy train here?” He moved his eyes about the room, looking for clues as to where he was. The ceiling was low and the room was long and thin with a row of kegs at the far side ad steps leading upstairs on his right. Upstairs to The Fallen Angel. He was in the basement? And nobody got into the basement without the owner of the establishment knowing, Kaye saw everything with those suspicious eyes of his. Was this some sort of conspiracy then? “For hell's sake, the soulless! Who signed that death wish?”

“They're under control.” Vince raised an eyebrow at her. Under control? Like the soulless could ever be under control. If someone as much of a rule freak as Aldara was resorting to the soulless, it was very clear that nothing was under control. 

“This isn't just about me and the boy, is it?”

“How very astute of you, to manage to take your head out of the clouds for long enough to realise that the world is not always all about you.” Aldara pulled her hair forward, wringing it out in frustration. 

“Okay, what's the deal then? And why am I in chains?”

“To prevent you from attending the trial.” 

“Come again?”

“This isn't one you can talk yourself out of, Vincent and I can not let you hand yourself over to her. She will not have you!”

“Your concern is killing me.” Vince raised one manacled hand to his chest and then slammed it down against the stone floor. “Now why don't you try explaining the part where I can't attend my own trial?”

“I do not need to give you explanations. Stay, rest. Pray that we get to the boy before they do.” 

“You know, I've never been the praying sort.”

“I know, Vincent. I know.”

__________________________

After the story had been told, Ollie's eyes were as big as saucers as he tried to take it in. 

“Look man, the angels thing was fun, but-”

“I'm being serious.” Toby desperately wanted Ollie to believe him. If his best friend didn't believe that any of it had happened, then who would? But Ollie didn't look like he was coming around any time soon. 

“Demons. Really, Toby? I mean it's cool that you've got all this imagination and that's really going to work out for you, but I just think you need to see someone about this. I mean, is this a... is it a...”

“Is it a Faye thing?” Tobias knew exactly what Oliver had wanted to say. In his darker moments he'd even asked it himself, he'd wondered if his head wasn't just going crazy for the lack of her. For the want of her. Sometimes the thought of not seeing her again... aw shit, now he was crying. Ollie was going to think he was right and  who was Tobias to say that he wasn't? 

“Yeah, that's probably it. It's just-” Toby took a deep breath and glanced up. Then he stared. He felt all the breath drain from his lungs as he stared and stared at the angel. He was standing there, behind Oliver. He was small and child-like with golden curls and blue satin clothes. He was standing just to the side of Olivr and as Tobias watched, he stretched up to whisper in his ear. Then his eyes darted to Toby and his gaze was intense. He was staring straight at him and- realisation passed through the angel's eyes even as Tobias tore his gaze away. 

“They're real,” Tobias said  flatly, feeling sick to his stomach. After everything he'd been through, he was ready to wish that they were just a figment of his imagination. He really, truly was. Too bad the world wasn't listening just now.

“Toby. Please. You're starting to sound like you want locking up. This is just-”

“You want to go downstairs and get your friend a drink.” Toby's head jerked up at the unfamiliar voice and he stared at the angel in alarm. 

“No don't-” 

“Don't what?”

“Don't go and get me a drink. The angel just- you were just-” Tobias jumped to his feet, his arms flailing about. “He wants to be alone with me, don't leave him alone with me.” Toby tried to make Ollie understand. He had to. Then the angel turned to him. He stepped forward. Toby stepped back. 

“Look, I think I should get my mum-”

“No. He's just tired. Just a drink of water, he's just tired and upset.” Toby eyed the angel suspiciously What game was it playing now? Toby didn't know but he didn't want Oliver to get his mum. He narrowed his eyes at the cherubim before giving in. Fine. The angel was only pint sized anyway, Tobias could surely handle him.

“No, look forget I said anything, buddy. I'm just tired. Look. Could I get that glass of water now?” Toby forced a smile and waited until Oliver's footsteps had retreated across the landing before laying down his rules. 

“If I vanish from here or get my head kicked in, he's going to know that something's up.” The angel didn't say anything for a moment, he just stood there, staring at him. Toby was stating to think that his friend would get back before the angel had even said hi, but apparently angels liked to skip the niceties. 

“It sounds like Vince is in a lot of trouble.”

“So? What do I care about that? I just want you angels to leave me alone. I haven't done anything wrong!”

“What you have done does not concern me. Unfortunately, it does concern the council and I would not be fulfilling my duty if I did not take you in. Please understand that it is not my intention to harm you.”

“Harm me? And what are you going to do? Would you like me to kneel down so you can strangle me?” From what he'd seen so far, the angels weren't much more than human. They had wings and didn't need to breathe. They could walk through walls as well. But the cherubim still had to get him through the door. 

“Personally, I will do nothing. But please, it would be best for you if you go quietly when they come.” Then the angel turned away and he was gone. 

______________________

Vince didn't know how long Aldara had been gone for before she returned again. 

“I  could use a drink,” he called out, his chains dragging on the floor as he shifted on to his left side, hiding his hands from view. 

“Your comfort is not my concern,” Aldara replied. 

“Is that why you took away my smokes?”

Aldara sniffed haughtily and then perched herself on the chair. “They're bad for you,” she insisted. 

“How can anything be bad for me? I'm sure this feels like old times to you, Dal. But there's a big difference. I'm no longer breathing!”

“You're also talking back.” Aldara crossed her legs, her white dress sweeping over the floor. She observed him quietly and then let out a soft sigh. “You know, I am sorry-”

“Don't.”

“Do you need another century without talking about it?” She pressed her lips together tightly. 

“Let's start with two and see how we go from there.” Inwardly Vince cursed himself. This was not going well. He needed her to talk to him so he could manipulate her into letting him go. Which was not going to work if she walked out. As much as he hated to admit it, Vince needed her. Again. Their record suggested this would not go well. 

“Wait. Dal I'm sorry, I'm-”

“Pretending to apologise so I'll let you go?” Vince cringed. “When are you going to realise I'm older and wiser than you, Vincent? When will you understand that I am doing this to help you, that I am doing what is right.”

“I know what your idea of right is.”

“I did my job.”

“Exactly.”

“I did my job and if you had done yours, there wouldn't be the need for any of this... this untidiness!”

“No. It would be a cut and dry case. My charge would be dead and I'd be out of luck.”

“Your charge will soon be standing trial for your crimes. The other- the people I sent after him have come back. They lost the trail.”

“Why don't you explain something then. If the boy is going to be on trial instead of me, what am I going to do?” Vince knew what he was going to do. He was going to escape and get to that trial and defend himself. It wasn't fair, stopping a man from going to his own trial. It wasn't civilised. 

“You are going to trust me,” Aldara said. 

“Trust you?” Vince snorted. “And what would you have me do?”

“I would have you listen to what I know and go in there armed with the knowledge. I would have you work with me for once. Don't play her games, Vince. What she has planned is going to get you killed.”

“A guy can only die so many times, Dal. But then, you'd know all about that.” 

Chapter Nine – While Humans Sleep

Toby did not sleep well that night. He was allocated a sleeping bag to spend the night on his best friend's floor but his sleep was troubled before he'd even begun. The floor-boards squeaked underneath him and a crack of moonlight stretched into the room, its fingers creeping closer to his head. When sleep did come, he dreamed of shadows seeping up through the floorboards and winged people hemming him in. Every turn he took, there was something else reaching for him, grabbing for him, until he was backed up to the edge of the hospital roof and his only option was to fall, fall, fall. Tobias jerked awake in a cold sweat and stared around the room. 

But he wasn't at Oliver's anymore. Toby sat up slowly and wriggled out of the sleeping bag before kicking it to the corner of the room. Where was he? What was he going to do? How was he going to escape? 

He could feel his brain working at ninety miles an hour, but the room wasn't giving him anything to work with. It was sparse. It was about as big as a shoe box and contained little more than a desk and a chair. There was a window, but that was covered over with a solid, metal plate. Was this a cell? But he didn't understand why a cell would have a desk and not a bed. 

“Hello?” Toby called out. “Hey, angels! What's going on here?” Maybe he should have taken the time to think this through, but he couldn't see anything in the room that would be of use to him and the door was surely locked. He hadn't actually tried it yet, but-

Tobias crossed slowly to the door. He reached out to take the handle in his hand, round and shiny like a bed-post knob. He turned it slowly and with a click the door opened. Toby didn't think twice. He stepped out and flattened himself against the wall, looking left and right up the hallway. Empty. The strange thing was though that everything was on a slant. The floor leaned down to the left and up to the right, what crazy person had built this place? Tobias decided to take the easy route, afterall, down meant out, right? Just a few short floors and he could be outside and hopefully somewhere familiar and not somewhere crazy like underground or outer space. 

Five floors later though and he was starting to have his doubts. He hadn't seen anyone yet. He'd passed so many doors and kept expecting them to open, but it was eerily silent and the numbers on the doors did nothing to ease his worries. Currently he was looking up at 15314. He was also starting to understand the pattern. The previous floor had been numbers in the range of 15401 to 15427. There were twenty seven rooms on every floor and he was on floor one hundred and fifty three. On every floor there was a row of elevators. He was  starting to understand why. 

Toby was also starting to realise one horrible, disheartening fact. There was no building this high anywhere near where he lived and he should know. Few people could claim to having searched for high buildings that would be suitable for suicide but yeah, Tobias was one of them. 

One lift or one hundred and fifty three floors. When put like that, it really did seem like the lift would be the safer option. And maybe he'd blend in. With that many floors, there had to be a lot of people living here and no chance that everyone knew everyone else. So Toby would just blend in. He'd ride the lift down, get off at the ground floor and worry about where the hell he was once he could actually see the street. 

It seemed like as good a plan as any so Toby followed the hallway down until he came to the row of lifts. He pressed the nearest call button and waited. 

“Wait!” Toby felt his heart leap against his chest as the silence was broken for the first time since he woke up. He spun away from the wall and stared at the boy streaming toward him. Toby's first thought was 'sonic' except the spiky hair was plasma green instead of blue and he admittedly looked more like a modern day punk than a 90's cartoon character. 

He was fast though. Toby hadn't even got down to the next floor before he felt a sharp pull on the back of his shirt and was deposited on the ground. 

“Alright, take it easy!” Toby huffed. 

“Did you not read the letter?” the green haired boy asked. “It was on the desk. It had your name on it!” He waved an envelope in front of Toby's face that did indeed say Tobias Cole in official looking lettering. 

“Well I guess I missed it,” Toby grumbled. “I didn't know it was the practice of kidnappers to leave letters for their victims.” Although now that he came to think of it, he had seen some pretty awesome films, like the saw series where the kidnapper communicated through notes. Oh shit. He really hoped this wasn't going to be anything like that. 

“Aren't you... don't you want to open it?” Toby realised that the boy was still holding the envelope out to him. “I'm Jason, by the way. Or I was. I don't know if we change our names now or not, you know, what with us being dead and all.”

“Oh, yes. That.”

“I mean, it might just be me, but I'm finding it really weird so far. Is this what you expected it to be like? I thought there'd be more fire and-”

“Actually, I don't think I'm dead,” Toby said hopefully. He certainly didn't remember being killed and he'd have thought he'd have noticed something like that. He took the letter though, slightly cautiously and stared at his name on the front. 

“You don't know?”

“I don't feel dead,” Toby ventured. Then he tore into the envelope and pulled out the sheet of paper, reading it over quickly. 

“Oh, you've got a summons to the court!” Jason exclaimed. “That's so cool! I haven't been up there, yet, but I guess you did something really bad or-”

“I'm not going,” Toby said, screwing the piece of paper up. “I don't suppose you can tell me the way back to Coventry?”

“Is that top side? If it is, you're going to have to get one of the angels to drop you off. Unless you've got one of those token things. I've seen people using them on the teleporters downstairs so maybe you could get back that way. And look man, good luck okay? But I've got to shoot off now.  I'm not supposed to be late to class.” While Jason was speaking, the elevator had arrived and he quickly slipped inside, even as he finished his sentence. 

“Where do I get a token?” Tobias made to enter the lift after Jason but the green haired youth pushed him back and he fell with surprised 'ooof' to he floor. “Hey, what did you-”

“From the council,” Jason called as the doors closed, leaving Toby alone once again. From the council. Oh yeah, like he could jut stroll up to them and ask for one. As Toby got to his feet though, he realised he wasn't alone. Two men had rounded the corner from the higher  floor and were advancing on him. 

“There he is, hey! You! You're going to be late for the trial!”

“Late, really? Couldn't I skip it all together?”

Chapter Ten – The Trial

Fact Twelve: The Guardian Angel Council reserve the right to strip a Guardian Angel of their immortality. 

This was beyond a joke. Toby felt like he was having one of those dreams where you found yourself on stage but didn't know any of your lines. It was also kind of cool though. Here he was, surrounded by angels and he was the star attraction to the show. They clearly didn't get out enough. 

“Is that how they dress these days?” 

“He's awfully tall isn't he? Are you sure he's a child?” 

Toby cast his eyes about the room. He'd never been in a court before and he wasn't sure that one back home would look like this. It was beautiful. The ceiling was a mirrored dome, held up by pillars of white marble and the room was hexagonal. The floor tiles were hexagons too and he tapped one with his foot to hear the ring of glass. If he stomped down hard enough, it would surely crack. This room wasn't made for humans. 

Why then was he there? That was the question really. 

“Quiet!” Toby moved his attention to this last speaker and was surprised to find a little girl in the court room. It was hard to judge her age. She couldn't be any taller than his six year old sister and yet she had the faintest sign of breasts filling out her girlish figure. Toby wondered if she was the one who was going to judge him. She was sitting on a pedestal, in a glass box, not much taller or wider than herself.  She wasn't the only child sized figure in the room, but she was the only one not free to move around. Well. Other than himself, flanked by his shiny new guards. What happened to unlocked rooms and open invitations? 

The room was silent. The little girl was looking up at him with big, curious eyes. “Is this the part where I speak?” Toby ventured. The guard on his left struck him hard across his back, causing him to double over. 

“You do not speak except when questioned,” the little girl said in an ominous tone. Then suddenly she clapped her hands together and squealed. “Oh I do love a good trial, it's such a shame that Vincey had to miss it!”

“We have people out looking for him, wherever he's hiding-”

“Did I say you could talk?” The girl crossed her arms over her chest and glowered up at the man. Personally, Toby didn't think that she was very scary. 

“N...n... no, miss. But I only thought, I mean everyone knows how you care for-” 

“Quiet!” There was a loud sound like the crack of thunder and every member of the court room took a step back. Okay. That was weird. Were the sound effects for his benefit or- weird. Toby wasn't sure what was going on there. It told him one thing though. Vince's absence was a sore spot. Tobias smirked as he considered how he could use that to his advantage. 

“Mah-say-kah open the trial.”

“As you wish, 

“You are being tried for your Guardian Angel's crimes of-”

“Wait. So, I'm being tried for what that idiot did wrong? Because the way I see it, you've got the wrong guy. I didn't do anything wrong at all.” Toby wondered if they'd let him go home now. If he convinced them all this was just some case of mistaken identity, maybe they would. And hey, he was feeling generous, he wouldn't even press charges, if they just gave him one of those token things and sent him on his way. 

“You're not on trial for what you've done. You're on trial for your Guardian Angel's actions,” Masika insisted. 

“But that doesn't make any sense, I'm not responsible for him. I'm my own person and I shouldn't get punished because he decided to save my life. Which I might add was completely against my choice.”

“I see.”

“Bored now,” the little girl said. “Do get on with it.”

“After reviewing the evidence-”

“Wait, what evidence?” Toby spluttered. They were reviewing already? That was not how it was supposed to work and where was his lawyer anyway, didn't he get a defense? 

“Don't interrupt. After reviewing the evidence, this court finds Tobias Cole guilty of having knowledge above and beyond his station. The court is forced to sentence him to be recycled, as per the the law of precedent. The court is deeply regretful of this decision an wishes another option were available.” The court didn't sound very regretful. 

There was silence for a moment and then an old man with greying hair and a long bead started and got quickly to his feet. Or quickly for an old person at least. If he'd been alive, which Tobias strongly suspected he was not, the movement would have broken half his bones. 

“Oh yes, yes. Very regretful certainly. Has the court considered a plea bargain?”  

“Perhaps. What would  you suggest is appropriate?” Yeah. Like this wasn't rehearsed or anything. The man wrote something down on a piece of paper and passed it along to Masika who barely even glanced at it before turning to address the room again. 

“It is agreed. The council offers that the plea bargain should he choose to accept it, is to undergo special training, here in Heaven-” Toby couldn't help himself. A nervous laugh ripped out of his throat and he stared around him with a new amazement. 

“Heaven? This is your heaven, you have got to be joking.” Masika turned her steely gaze on him and looked to be about to withdraw her standing offer of super special training and whatever else it was going to be. Then the doors swung open with a smooth swish. 

“Hey, I hope I'm not too late for the party?” Vince paused in the doorway to light a cigarette and Toby saw that he'd done away with his trench coat and casual shirt and was in fact wearing a suit. The room responded with silence.

“Vince,” Masika said dryly. “And where have you been?”

“Oh you know, doing this, doing that. I got a little tied  up. Literally actually. You really need to keep a closer eye on these subordinates of yours; Aldara had me in chains, you know?”

“I see. The matter will be looked into. Much has been decided already, Vince. And agreed to.” Masika seemed to take a cruel pleasure in her words, strutting up and down the front of the court room like a soldier on parade. 

“Care to fill me in?” Vince didn't seem fazed. Toby almost felt proud. After seeing how sneaky and despicable the other angels were, he was starting to think that at least Vince had been threatening to his face. 

“Your charge was about to agree on a deal with us.” Masika shot him a glare and Toby kept his mouth shut, shuffling uncomfortably. He didn't want to agree to the deal. He also didn't want to be recycled though. 

“Yes, I expect you're sending us after the missing angels. That's very unorthodox.” There was a stunned silence and Masika looked momentarily taken aback. She quickly recovered though. 

“The situation is unorthodox,” Masika replied coolly. Vince nodded and a slow grin tugged at the corners of his face. He lifted the cigarette to his lips and took another pull, blowing the smoke out across the court room. 

“Alright then. You need us to go in there and investigate. You've already sent the special ops I presume?”

“Of course. They proved... inadequate.” Vince nodded at this and crossed to the front of the court room, coming to a stop not far from Tobias. Toby refused to look at him. They were not by a long way alright. Just because he'd found people to dislike more than Vince, did not mean he was suddenly going to get all chummy with his Guardian angel. 

“And what makes you think I can do any better? Pardon my ignorance, my Lords and Ladies, but from what I've been told, this mission is a one way trip. You had better have something good to offer me.” 

“Your human presents an interesting opportunity. We haven't sent a human yet,” Masika explained. Great. They were basing his chances of survival on the fact that they hadn't sent a human yet. Maybe they should  try a monkey or a hamster, for all the difference sending him was gooing to make. 

“Why mine?” Vince demanded in a quiet, grating voice. He took an aggressive step forward but visibly stopped himself from going any further. He threw his cigarette down and ground it out with his foot but when he stepped away, the ash, the butt and all evidence that the cigarette had existed were gone. 

“As for what we intend to offer you...” Masika flashed her teeth in a smile that would have put vampires to shame had they actually existed. 

“Bored now,” Eithne intoned, pushing up off her seat. She crooked her little finger at Vince who strolled forward quickly; he seemed much more eager to talk to her directly. Vince stepped up  in front of the girl and slid to one knee. He looked up into the child's blue eyes. 

“You're funny Vince,” Eithne said. “I like you. But you also make me mad and I can easily crush you. You can make me happy or mad. If you make me happy I will forget about your mistakes. If you make me mad you will not be alive to make more mistakes.”

“And what about the human, Eithne?” 

“I don't like humans knowing about us. Don't you want a better one? We've melted down some old souls recently, if you make me happy I could make you a new one. You could even have a girl again-”

“No,” Vince snapped. “I mean... no, thank you. I would like to keep this one.” Toby frowned. 

“I'm not a pet you know. I do have my own life to be living.” Toby scowled at the angels. Eithne blinked at him, she seemed to have forgotten that he was still in the room. “And I think I should get something too.”

“We could make you and your family rich,” Eithne suggested airily. “Wouldn't that be nice.”

“No!” Toby growled. Vince turned around to stare at him aghast. Toby didn't care. He stepped closer to the glass and glared defiantly at the young girl. “I want to be made into a Guardian Angel.” 

“Whatever would you want that for?” Eithne asked. She sighed noisily and crossed her arms. “I made you a much better offer than that.”

“I lost a... a friend and I don't want to get older than her,” Toby explained. “That is how it works isn't it? You stay the same age you died at?” 

“Yes.”

“Then that's what I want. Please.”

“If that's all you want...” Eithne gave a little shrug and grinned. “Well I'm sure you can't make a worse angel than Vince. Fine. And what do you want Vince?”

Chapter Eleven – Close the Curtains

Rule Ten: A Guardian Angel must not harm other Guardian Angels.

Vince had been in a sour mood since their meeting with the council. He was going to die. He just didn't know how yet. He'd thought of attempting an escape but the council could track him and at least with the mission he had a chance. Guardians going missing. That was crazy talk.

“What are you thinking?”  The illusion of Eithne tilted a fuzzy head to one side as she swung her fuzzy legs against the desk. Vince found it disorientating to see them pass through the wood and quickly re-directed his eyes to her face. 

“I'm wondering why you're sending me,” Vince admitted in a grumbling tone. “I thought you liked me.” Eithne giggled and jumped down, attempting to throw her arms around him. For a moment he felt a cold embrace as the air mimicked her hug but she quickly got distracted and dashed to the window. 

“Silly Vincy,” Eithne chided, climbing on to the windowsill. She stood up and placed her hands against the closed shutters.

“No,” Vince said. 

Turning around to pout at him, Eithne protested: “But I hadn't even asked you yet! You can't turn me down without me asking.”

“It's a hell of a lot quicker,” Vince grumbled. 

“Won't you open them just this once?” Eithne asked. “Just the tiniest crack so I can have an incy wincy peek?” She held her thumb and fore-finger up, bringing them close together and smiled coyly, flicking her hair with her other hand.

“No,” Vince said. With an exaggerated sigh, Eithne came away from the window and stood beside his chair.

“You're no fun!” she complained. Vince went back to staring at the photos on his desk while the girl hummed an irritating tune. “So do you think there's a pattern?” Eithne asked almost as many questions as Tobias.

Vince wasn't any closer to answering this one than he had been an hour ago when she presented him with the documents. It didn't make any sense. Vince didn't understand why anyone would want to kidnap these particular angels.

“No I bloody well don't!” Vince snapped.

“Well I do! Look harder!” Eithne urged. Vince wondered again if there was something she wasn't telling him. The child did so like her games. Child. That probably wasn't the right way to think of her. Eithne was like no other child that had ever existed.

“Tell me about this barrier again?” Vince suggested. That was the most puzzling part of it. A barrier extended across an entire town that was keeping the council from looking in. If it could block Eithne's reach, it must be powerful indeed. 

Where did that sort of power come from short of traveling back in time and harnessing the old magic? There was something very strange going on and Vince thought he knew who was behind it. Picking up one of the photos, he looked into the eyes of the man. They were open, friendly eyes matched by a carefree grin. The face was awkwardly ugly with large, buggy eyes and a flat nose. 

“But I told you already!” Eithne huffed. 

“It doesn't make any sense,” Vince grumbled. Placing the picture in the centre of the table, he spread the others out. All missing. All disappeared before the barrier went up. Since then it seemed the kidnappers had been content with not taking anyone else, though there had been the special agents of course. Maybe that had been enough to satisfy their ridiculous appetites. 

“Maybe they've turned cannibal,” Vince snorted. Eithne gasped and stared at him.

“You're a genius! They're eating guardians to make them more powerful!”

“Uh... right. Would that actually work?” The little girl shrugged and sat cross-legged on the floor. She began to plait a small section of her pale hair and continued to look at him. Vince could feel her eyes on him even when he turned away. 

“Different ages, different towns,” he mused. “All from England. That might be significant. ”

“They didn't want to travel too far,” Eithne said. “Or maybe English flesh tastes better, yum yum!” With a sudden sweep of his arm, Vince cleared the desk of photos and notes, his fountain pen clattering to the marble floor.

“I think I've had enough,” Vince decided. 

“Oh good! We can play a game now.” With a resigned sigh, Vince wished he was human and could complain of feeling weary. Lucky Tobias. The boy was probably fast asleep by now. Vince wondered if anyone had remembered to feed him. 

“If you win, I'll make your human a present!”

“In that case I think I'll lose.” Vince flashed her a grin and she giggled.

“You'll like this present,” Eithne promised. “But it will take me three days to make.” Three days? Vince didn't relish the thought of rushing to his death so anything that bought him three days to prepare was worth fighting for. 

Chapter Twelve – The Halls of Heaven

Fact Eleven: A Guardian Angel trains for six months in The Halls of Heaven before being assigned their first charge. 

“And what's outside 'heaven'?” Toby asked relentlessly as he shoveled a spoonful of cereal into his mouth. There was now a bed squeezed into the small room and the dark haired  youth was sitting on the edge of it with a breakfast tray on his lap. Standing awkwardly in the doorway was Jason, the lanky boy with the green hair. 

Jason was a modern angel, not yet half-way through his training and still getting used to being dead. Around his neck he wore a silver collar with black spikes and he had a bar piercing his eyebrow. His ears were filled with black rings. 

“Oh it's just wasteland out there, nothing of interest at all so naturally we're all very interested to go and see,” Jason answered. 

“Then why don't you? What's with all the closed shutters?” Toby lifted the bowl to slurp the last of the milk and then gulped down his orange juice. He was worried about when he might be fed again. They'd neglected to give him any dinner the night before and this felt like a very late breakfast. 

“Those are to keep miss Eithne from seeing out. Better that she think it a wasteland,” Jason explained. Toby frowned and looked up at him. 

“You guys just don't do simple huh? So you're saying it's not really a wasteland?”

“I'm saying you're not allowed to open the shutters. What's actually out there? That I don't know but I'll find out when my training's up. Why are you so interested anyway?” Jason held his hands out for the empty tray. Toby clung on for a little longer. He wasn't done being fed answers yet.

“I don't know. It just seems like there's not much to do around here, don't you get bored?” 

“I spend much of my time in The Halls of Heaven completing my training.” Jason reached out to snatch the tray but Tobias pretended not to notice and held it out of reach. 

“Ohhhh, right. With the other trainees. How does that work then? I mean, there must be an awful lot of you, people die every day.” Jason frowned. He hadn't expected the human to be so nosy. He made another grab for the tray and at last succeeded. 

“It's just the people from England who end up here. There are other halls like this of course.” He turned away and started to leave the room but Tobias called out after him:

“Hey! Do you think you could show me around?” Jason didn't answer. Toby flopped back against his pillows and smiled. He was going to find her. It was only a matter of time now. 

__________________

Downstairs wasn't as crowded this morning and Toby paused to look as he passed the row of gateways. Seeing them inactive was a lot less impressive, they looked just like ordinary stone arches for people to pass through. 

Walking on down the hallway he wondered where he could go next. There were only two options: the stairs he had come down or the lift. Where were the hallways then? This was the bottom floor, the stairs didn't go any further down. But maybe the lift? Maybe the hallways were underground. 

Pressing the button, Toby waited but just as he was about to step into the lift he felt an iron grip on his arm. 

“Hey, let me go!” Tobias complained, twisting around to see his attacker. “Oh. It's you.” 

“Taking a morning stroll, hmm?” Vince inquired. 

“She's here isn't she?” Toby asked. “Faye's here and you didn't tell me!” A few inquisitive angels looked their way but most were hurrying away, going about their own business. 

“It's not like that,” Vince said. 

“You're keeping me from her!”

“No. Kiddo, we're not. I'll take you to see her but you have to understand that people change. Not everyone makes it through the process the same as they were before.”

“You mean she looks different?” Tobias asked, the volume of his voice dropping a little. “Because I don't care if she looks different. I – she's my friend, Vince. I have to see her.” 

“Looks are only part of it. That's not what I meant. Why don't we go find you some coffee and-”

“No! I want you to take me to see her and you can make your excuses on the way.” Vince clenched his teeth but pushed the button for the lift. 

“Fine!” he snapped. They rode the elevator down in silence, broken only by the chime of the doors as they reached the underground. 

Tobias stared intently at the many angels they passed who watched him curiously in return. He could feel his heart closing in tighter and tighter until there wasn't room for any other emotion but the desire to see her again. There wasn't even room for the anger he felt toward Vince. 

“Which way?” Toby asked. Vince approached a woman seated behind a desk and talked to her in a polite murmur before heading off down the hall. He led Toby through a series of doors and then stopped outside of one and stood back. 

“Her room,” Vince explained. “She's taking time for private study.” Tobias had stopped listening. He raised his fist to the door and knocked very gently. His hands felt very clammy and his throat was dry. He didn't know what he was going to say. 

“Hello?” The door swung open to reveal a curvy girl with tendrils of long, black hair and an elfin face. A face that had once been so healthy and tanned but was now paled and marred by a bruise. Faye turned her eyes, on Toby and then looked up at Vince. Toby felt like the wind had been knocked out of him. He couldn't get the image of her eyes out of his mind, so  dark and dilated like, like at the hospital.

“Why is he here?” she asked simply in a soft but firm voice. “I'm studying.”

“He just wants to say hi,” Vince explained gently. Toby nodded dumbly. 

“Faye,” he said. “I... I've missed you.”

“Really? How nice!” Faye gave him a little smile and then frowned when he didn't leave. 

“What's with the collar?” Tobias asked, his hand falling short of the silver band with its red spikes. He remembered the one Jason had worn and realised he'd seen its replica around the necks of many a guardian angel since coming to heaven.

“Do you like it?” Faye asked, patting it with her hand. Tobias noticed that her second nail was still broken. “Pretty isn't it?”

“Uh... very nice,” Toby said, hurt by her lack of attention to his visit. 

“Come on kiddo,” Vince tried to steer him away. “Why don't we get that coffee? You'll have a couple of days to get to know the new Faye and after that, maybe an eternity.”

“The new Faye?” Tobias asked numbly. Faye went back into her room with an absent smile, still touching her collar. Vince placed a steadying hand on Toby's shoulder and led him back to the lift. 

“What's happened to her?” Toby asked.

“Some people hold on to life too hard,” he explained. “They leave part of themselves behind and we're only able to capture a rough impression of their mind.”

“Will she recover?”

“Not fully. Sometimes there's a little change here and there but it's unlikely that she'll regain any sense of attachment. She isn't going to feel anything for you, Toby. You might want to think about asking Eithne for something else.”

Chapter Thirteen – More Than a Game

Rule Two: A Guardian Angel must not influence their charge to sin.

“I did not cheat.” Vince was sitting in a conference room across from Andy and another male guardian. His chair was padded, a rare luxury in heaven, and the desk was pulled up in front of him to display pages of writing torn carefully from his note-pad. The script was neat and easy to read. Eithne was standing behind the desk, hands on hips and a very sour expression clinging to her face.

“Unless I'm mistaken you so very much did!” Eithne stomped her foot but being only an illusion, it made no sound. She wasn't often very good at remembering the sounds.

“Then you're mistaken.” Vince shrugged and went back to making notes.

“Nuh uh! You cheated!” Eithne slapped her hands on to the desk, disturbing his concentration. Andy coughed nervously and stuttered when Eithne's gaze swung to him:

“M...m...may-be you made a... uh... mi... mistake, Vince.” Eithne turned back with a smug smile. 

“You did!” she agreed. “I know because you can't even roll a one with two die. I checked.”

“There. You shouldn't have won then.” Andy seemed to have rediscovered his confidence but closed his mouth sharply as if he wished he hadn't spoken. Eithne could be unpredictable.

“Does Toby still get his gift?” Vince asked coolly. 

“Maybe I don't want to make it for him now. You're going to have to beg me.” Vince put down his pen and met her eyes with his brown, most soulful entreaty. 

“Please?” 

Well that wasn't very hard. 

Chapter Fourteen - 

Rule Seven: Guardian Angels must not involve themselves in relationships with humans.

Other scenes: 

Chapter Ten Point Five – Training Begins

Toby had held some hope that the training was going to be about teaching him some angel magic or showing him how to tell the pointy end of the sword from the blunt end, but so far it had been nothing of the sort. In fact, it seemed  very much like school. He attended a small class of twenty of thirty people, all of them different ages, but all of them new to being dead. 

Jason as the most senior of the class was in charge of showing him around. 

“This floor is ours then?” Toby asked. 

“And the one below. We live on this floor and we go to lessons downstairs, you won't really need to go anywhere else in the building so don't let the number of floors intimidate you.”Toby smiled to himself  at that. Oh he was going to be searching the other floors, alright. He was going to find Faye. He knew they were hiding her here somewhere and he fully intended to find out where. 

“Alright, lead on then.”

“Lead on?”

“Yeah, like show me the canteen and stuff, I'm sure they've told you to show we where the toilets are and the-” Tobias faltered as Jason's face took on a horrified expression. 

“Well we don't, uh... you do get that we're dead, right? We don't sleep, we don't eat and we don't go poop.”

“Sounds pretty sweet.” Toby thrust his hands into his pockets. “What about your human guests, though? You must have facilities for-” Oh. Jason's face said it all. 

“I'll, I'll talk to someone. I don't think we have human guests all that often.”

“And until then? Seriously man, what if I need to take a shit, are you going to give me a doggy bag or something?” Toby shook his head in frustration and they followed the slope of the hallways in silence for a moment. It didn't really bother him that he might have to shit in a bag or pee in a bottle, but the idea of not getting food was certainly a worrying notion. 

“Well, this is our class,” Jason said at last as he led the way inside. Toby was really not understanding how these  rooms worked. By all rights all the desks should be sliding down to one side, since they were sitting on a slanted floor, but instead they sat there, motionless. They weren't chained down or bolted in or anything. 

“What am I supposed  to be learning then? Is this the class on how to stop your charges from committing suicide?” Toby didn't understand how guardian angel training applied to him in any way. It just didn't make sense. How was this supposed to arm him for the task ahead? 

“Uh... no. We'll just be studying the handbook I guess.” Toby raised an eyebrow. These guys  had a handbook? He'd like to know where Vince was when they were handing that one out. 

Jason took a seat near the front and Toby chose one at the back. The green haired teen was alright, but Toby just didn't want everyone staring at him like he was some star attraction at the zoo. He was hoping that they weren't all going to know immediately that he wasn't like the rest of them. 

Then the class started filing in. Tobias stared at a dark haired woman whose face had been ravaged by burns, her skin peeling back from the lacerations even as she smiled and giggled at something her friend had said. Her friend wasn't in  much better condition himself. He was older, by a decade or three and his skin had sagged into wrinkled crevices. He looked like little more than a skeleton with a few sheets of flesh pulled tight across the rib-cage. 

“Hi!” Toby jumped and turned to find a girl of thirteen or fourteen slipping into the seat next to him. “You're new. I know because I've seen you around before, up there I mean.”

“Oh.”

“You used to be friends with my brother's friend, I say used to because it's kind of hard to stay in touch once you're dead. Butt that's okay 'cos we'll be friend now. I'm Ashlin Laura and you're Toby, like the dog from The Wizard of Oz.”

“Actually, I think that was Toto.” Toby didn't think he recognised the girl at all. She was slightly chubby with her fine hair pulled back by a red hairband and she was wearing a pretty, crimson party dress. 

“Hey, you're not wearing a collar, how come-”

“Miss Ashlin.” The girl turned  quickly to face the front of the class and Toby moved his gaze in that direction more gradually. So. This was their teacher for the day. He looked like your average homeless man, wearing a tattered coat and worn, fingerless gloves. He was bearded and bedraggled looking and he didn't have a set of wings, unless they were folded under that coat of his, which Tobias supposed was possible. 

“Today class, we have an exciting phenomenon.” The drawl of his voice suggested that he was anything but excited and his gaze was flat as he turned it in Toby's direction. “A human has joined our class.”

“And what are the rest of  us?” a boy snickered but he fell silent as the teacher turned to glare at him. 

“The rest of you are dead,” the teacher declared in a flat, matter-of-fact tone. There were sharp intakes of breath and eyes turned his way and Ashlin's were the widest of all as she stared at him with open jealousy. What? It wasn't like it was his fault that they'd all snuffed it and he hadn't. Besides, if Toby was successful on this mission, he'd soon be joining them for real so he figured he might as well pay attention to whatever lessons it was they were supposed to learn. Maybe that was why they'd stuck him in this class. Maybe the special training was something separate altogether and would  come later. Yeah. That made him feel a bit more hopeful. 

“Well, let's not be disturbed any longer. Eyes front, class. The boy's had his five minutes of fame.” The teacher picked up a book and Toby looked around awkwardly as students started reaching into rucksacks and shoulder bags for their own copies. Fine. He didn't need to see a copy anyway. This guy clearly didn't want to teach him anything and suddenly Tobias had lost his appetite to learn. Toby started to stand, planning on slipping out of the classroom and finding something else to do, but the teacher had other plans. 

“Ah, yes. If you just move your desk along, boy. Shuffle it up next to miss Ashlin and you can share her copy of the handbook.” Toby turned to the small girl and she gave him a sulky glower as he halfheartedly moved his desk along. He slouched back into the seat and gave the book a vague glance. 

“You didn't tell me you were alive,” Ashlin sulked as they were instructed to open the handbook to page fifty four. Toby could see with a glance that this wasn't going to be of any interest to him. The heading said it all really: 'How to influence your charge.' Which might be very nice to know once he was actually dead, but it wasn't going to do him any good against the angels he was being sent up against. At least, he hoped that they were angels. 

“You didn't ask.”

“Well I thought it was obvious. I would have thought you'd be bragging about it. Oh look at me, I'm alive, I'm not dead and buried like you people. I can go home to my family and-”

“Ashlin! Stop talking!” the teacher glowered in their direction for a moment before resuming the lesson. Toby couldn't be bothered to pay attention. Instead he let his mind drift, thinking about his plans to find Faye and rescue her from this place. Could he do that? Did he have to die to be with her? What Ashlin had said was starting to get to him; he hadn't really thought about what he'd be giving up. To not be able to go home and see his family; annoying as they could be, Toby suddenly felt awkward at the thought of never playing football with his dad again, never chasing his sister up the stairs. Tobias felt a lump building in his throat. He'd not be able to hand out with Ollie and the guys at school or play sport with them or spend summer vacation cycling down to the park. 

He'd never have another birthday. Time would just stop and he'd be sixteen forever, never moving forward, never growing up. Could dead people even have sex? They seemed to have physical bodies but Toby didn't know and he didn't want to die before finding out. 

“Look, uh... Ashlin?” The girl peered at him from under a fringe of pale hair. Her eyes were an intense pale green and Toby almost swallowed his question. Whose sister was she? That hair...

“Look, I'm sorry, about... well no I'm not. I can't help being alive.” That hadn't come out quite how he'd meant it to and he could see in the narrowing of her eyes that he should have said something else. He should have tried harder. “No, wait! That came out wrong. What I meant to say is that I'm sorry you're dead and-”

“You're no good at this are you?” Ashlin asked. “It sounds like an elephant gave you lessons on how to apologise to people. But, fine. I suppose if you really mean it.” She turned her head toward him a little further and tipped it on to one side, looking up at him. Toby couldn't help noticing how smooth her skin was and how pale and creamy it looked against her pink lips, like strawberries and cream.

“Yes, I do!”

“We'll talk after class,” Ashlin whispered, her head suddenly spinning away. Toby turned to look front again but zoned out. He didn't know what the plan was yet, but he really didn't like the idea of being a Guardian Angel. It sounded like too much hard work. 

Alright. Vince thought that hadn't gone too tits up. It hadn't gone well either but he was reasonably sure he hadn't been played. By either side. What Aldara's game was he didn't know and Eithne's was as clear as gutter water. Still. He had his wits and his ass was intact or near enough. He still felt weak as a human but he wasn't going to let on that he'd not be shifting planes any time soon. Or that Aldara was playing around with the soulless. That would be his wild card, yes sir. 

“What are you thinking Vincy?” Vince knew he should be used to it by now but he still jumped at the close proximity of Eithne's voice. He hadn't heard her coming. He hadn't smelled her or seen her and that was because she'd just blinked into being, literally. It wasn't the real Eithne of course since the child was trapped back in the court room and he was riding the lift down to his new quarters. She looked real enough though and she was certainly real enough to give him a fright. 

“I'm thinking you know more than you're telling me. It seems like everyone knows more than me, did I miss some sort of introduction to 'The world's ending, please attend'?”

“Yes. We picked sides and everything, but since you were late, you're going to have to be on the bad side. There isn't any space left on ours.” Another game. Sometimes Vince thought that was all women did; played games and tried to manipulate men. Well it wouldn't work on him. For one, he didn't even know what direction she was trying to push him in and for two, he was stone. Vince was not a man to move at the whims of women. 

“Oh so you're on the good side, hmm?” Vince reached the room he'd been given and pushed the door open to see where he was going to be spending the next thirty days and thirty nights of his life.

“As always! I am the good side, Vince. And you're not ever going to stop me from, from-”

“I think that's part of my speech? Look, Eithne, I'm tired. Why don't you go play or something, I'm sure there's lots of important work to do, helping people and stuff.” Vince realised his mistake as soon as he'd said it. 

“Play! You think that's what I do here? You think that's what I've spent the last seven hundred years doing? Playing?”

“I think it's been a bit longer than that, Eithne.” The little girl huffed but showed no signs of leaving  the room. Not that there'd be signs if she decided to go. Sometimes she'd make the noise of a door slamming, when she wanted that extra affect, but generally she just turned her attention elsewhere and her projected image went with it. 

Vince crossed the room to the desk and thumbed a thick pile that was sitting there. “What's this?”

“A present,” Eithne mumbled. “Not that you deserve it.”Vince ignored her criticism, thinking it was probably a present he wouldn't like. He remembered Aldara's warning that she would try to trick him and picked it up uneasily. 

“YWS dropped it off,” Eithne added. Vince groaned inwardly and thought about throwing it against the wall. What were Yesterday's Wings of Salvation sending him? Did he want to find out? No. Probably not. 

“Aren't you going to open it?” There was a petulance to her voice and Eithne's bottom lip jutted out as she glowered at him. “It's just their research, Vince. On the case. Sometimes you're such a loser.” Vince wished he was human. Not for the first time he wished for an excuse to get out of an unwanted situation. Living people had it so easy. They could say they had work or family or that they needed to sleep; there were a hundred and one things that a human might need to do which involved not opening mysterious files. 

Vince opened the file. He took a seat at the desk and tried to ignore Eithne as her image blinked out and appeared again, sitting on the desk, legs swinging. Eithne's illusion moved as quick as thought and was so attached to her subconscious that Vince wondered how much control she really had over it. Sometimes he thought it seemed so very almost human. 

It wasn't after class that they talked or the next day or the next. In fact, Ashlin just seemed to disappear. At first Toby shrugged it away; he had other things to be concerned about. Like Faye. He'd started searching for her but it seemed like a hopeless cause; there were just so many rooms and so many angels. He hadn't even seen Vince, not since the trial and he'd felt sure the angel would be checking in on him. Not that there was much too check in on. This 'special training' was none existent, unless it was a lesson in patience, in which case it wasn't going very well at all. 

Toby started at a knock on his door and got up to answer it. “Oh, Jason.” He moved back to let the other boy in and took up his seat again on the edge of his bed. Jason stayed standing. 

“You weren't in class earlier,” Jason said in an accusing tone. Tobias shrugged. He'd been looking into classrooms, a thing he couldn't do if he was having to sit in one. “You're not having second thoughts are you?” The dark youth's head shot up and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. Why was Jason so interested in him all of a sudden? Was he spying for Vince, was that way the angel hadn't been around? 

“No,” Toby insisted. But of course he was. It wasn't even a case of second thoughts, he was past that already and on to third and fourth thoughts. Namely: how was he going to get out of this? 

“Well, good. Because we're all counting on you, y'know? This is really serious. This could be the end of the world as we know it and-”

“Your world,” Tobias corrected in a sulky tone. The way he saw it, if anything happened to this world or plane or whatever it was, then his would be left alone. There would be no more angels getting involved with human problems that they just couldn't understand. 

“No, the world,” Jason said. “There is only one you know. This is just a little power centre and anyone who gets control of it can turn off all the lights.” Toby was too surprised by Jason's eloquence at first to take in the words. Then he heard what he was actually saying. 

“Okay so some crazy guy is trying to take over the world. Like I haven't heard this story before.”

“Except it's not a story.” Toby wasn't so sure. He didn't know who to trust or believe anymore and he just wanted to go home and pretend that none of this was happening. Hey, he had a good imagination. He could sit in his room, put some music on and leave the saving of the world to someone else. 

“What did you want anyway?” Tobias asked, not even bothering to keep the irritation out of his voice. Jason held out a folded piece of paper. 

“Ashlin gave me this.” Toby almost asked who Ashlin was but then he remembered. A heart shaped face and eyes grey like the storm. And a half remembered smile with the sun flashing through her hair. 

“Toby.” Tobias blinked and the memory was gone. 

“Uh, yeah. Thanks.” He took the piece of paper and unfolded it carefully, reading the short message. Meet me at the training hall. 

Vince stood across from Toby and gave him an awkward nod, finding it difficult to meet the boy's eyes. The young fool. He didn't even know what he was giving up. But helping Tobias could mean forsaking the world. And the kid had made his choice. He thought he loved her. Bloody idiotic if anyone asked him. 

“How's it going kiddo?” Vince asked as he closed the door behind him. “You lost?” Yeah. Like that was likely. Knowing the boy he was probably looking for something, a way out or- her. 

“Yeah, I am actually,” Toby said. “I thought you could maybe tell me how I get to the bathroom.” Vince wanted to kick him for his insolence but couldn't help but feel slightly amused. The kid had spunk at least. It was a damn shame, it was. 

“How's the training going?”

“Good, yeah. I think right now we're studying how angels tie their shoe laces. Fascinating stuff.” 

There was an awkward silence as Toby stuck his hands in his pockets and Vince turned his thoughts to the mission ahead.

“Uh... I wanted to ask something,” Toby admitted. Vince raised an eyebrow. Why was he not surprised. 

“This... well this plane thing. How does it work in comparison to Earth? I mean, we're in a little time bubble or-” Vince frowned, not entirely sure what the kid was  asking  so h stayed quiet and waited for his to elaborate. “I mean, it's Monday back on Earth now, but here it's-”

“Monday.”

Tobias blinked and Vince could read the surprise on the kid's face. What had he thought? That this world was in a time bubble or something? 

“But that means I should be at at school? That means I haven't been home for days, that I haven't- that. I can't just disappear! People will notice and then what do I say when I go back, 'Oh yeah, I was just living with these angels for a month. No big.”

“Back?” Vince frowned. “Tobias, this is your death; it's already begun.”

It was first break and Laura was feeling that the group was smaller than ever, she didn't think there'd ever been so few of them sitting on the grass behind the bike shed. It was weird. It was hard not to think about their absent friends when it was so quiet, when the awkward pauses broke through where she felt sure Faye might have interjected with a sentence or maybe Tobias would have picked up the line of discussion. Toby. Where was he? 

“What did his dad say?” Daniel asked, stretching out on the grass. 

“He's got no clue where he could be. He gave me all this bullshit about how Toby was probably at his aunts or something but we all know Toby thinks she's a crazy old bat.” Ollie shook his head. “No. I tell you, there was something wrong. He was acting weird.”

“Yeah but Tobias has been acting weird a lot lately,” James argued. “He's been cuckoo ever since, well you know.” The group nodded universally except Laura who watched them with disbelief. That was it? Just like that they were willing to write this off as strange behaviour? 

“But don't you think he'd have told us, huh? Don't you think he'd have said something. Toby doesn't just make plans and not be there. I mean there was that time when we were in Junior school and-”

“Alright Laura, we get the idea,” Daniel said flatly. 

“She's right though,” Ollie said. “Toby tells us things. He might have run off without telling his parents or taking his stuff. That I can understand. But he would have told us. And the way he was acting the other night, I think he was seriously scared.”

“But  angels?” James snorted. He turned his head toward the rest off the group, the sun catching in his thick, blonde hair. “Please tell me you're not ready to believe that rubbish.” Laura shifted uncomfortably. She  thought she was but she didn't want  to say anything. It was crazy. It was not something any sane person endorsed and she liked to think that she was an intelligent, sensible young woman. An intelligent and sensible young woman who just happened to believe in angels. 

“No,” Oliver said calmly. “But I do think someone was chasing him that night and it sounds insane, I know. But our friend is missing and I at least am going to do my best to get him back.” He looked around the group meaningfully, meeting all of their eyes in turn. Daniel was the first to look away. 

“Look. It sounds fun and all, but I've got a match to train for. Coach wants me in tip top condition and-” he shrugged. “I don't think chasing angels was exactly what he had in mind.” Daniel stood up and gave an apologetic shrug then looked awkwardly at James. Laura's eyes trailed off in his direction too. James had been Toby's friend since forever. 

The blond haired youth sat silently for a moment then stretched like a cat before climbing gracefully to his feet. He scooped his rucksack off the floor and swung it on to his shoulder. 

“Well?” Laura demanded. “Are you abandoning us too? I thought you were a better friend than that but fine, walk out on him when he needs you most. Ollie and I will find him. And then he'll know who his real friends are.”

James smirked and held a hand out to her. Laura looked up at him with confusion. 

“Well come on,” James said. “If we're going to help him, we can't very well do it by staying here.” Laura smiled and took his hand. 

“Where to first then?” Ollie asked as Daniel retreated from sight. 

“We should start at your place.” 

The training hall was empty when Tobias got there. It was a big, open space much like his sports hall had been, but instead of the floor being marked by paint, it was smooth, cold stone. Tobias had walked past it a lot; it was hard not to since  he hall was located in the centre of the building and and had a floor on almost every level. He'd never been inside though. He wasn't even sure what it was used for. 

“Hello?” Tobias called out, stepping further into the room. It was lit by a dim amber glow that left shadows  in every corner. Shadows where anyone could be hiding and in fact it wasn't long before Ashlin stepped out of them. 

“Boo!” she said, startling Tobias who almost fell over his own feet. She laughed and twirled away from him. “Do you know who I am yet?” Ashlin called as she disappeared back into the dark. 

“No,” Tobias admitted, trying too follow her. “Why don't  you tell me. Hey! Where are you?” It really was impossible to see in the hall. Tobias surmised that there must be another set of lights but where the switches were he had no idea. 

“I'm over here” Ashlin called, surfacing again. She hovered at the edge of his sight, the shadows tugging at her small frame, slithering over her blue jeans and pink cardigan. 

“Who are you?” Tobias asked. The question had come and gone frequently over the last week but that made it no less fervent. 

“Think,” Ashlin told him. Think? He'd already thought. Ollie had one sister but she was like four and very much alive the last time Tobias had checked. He'd never met Daniel's family. The boy lived the other side of town. “Daniel's sister?” Tobias supposed she wasn't much younger than him so maybe he would have seen her at the school gate or something while wavingn goodbye, or maybe she'd gone to their school. That would make sense. Perhaps Danny had even introduced them briefly.

“No,” Ashlin said, wrinkling her nose. “He's an idiot.” Toby wasn't really going to disagree with that. Daniel was fun to have around but not someone you'd want to cheat off during an exam. 

“Give me a clue?” Tobias asked. This was starting to feel really surreal. Here he was talking to the dead sister of one of his friends. It struck him as one of the more crazy highlights of his week. “How long have you been dead?” 

She smiled. “Four years,” she said. It's my anniversary coming up. That didn't give Toby any more clues but he could  work with it. 

“Four years, that would make you... eighteen?” Weird. It was easy to forget that nobody here  was as young as they seemed. He'd started to just think of everyone as timeless but a few like Ashlin felt different somehow. 

“And a half.” 

“Then you'd be- an older sibling.” Now he remembered. “Oh.”

Being away from the human plane did strange things to you. It made you lose track of time, it made you realise what a foreign concept time was to the dead. You didn't sleep, you didn't eat. Oh sure there had been classes during the early days but since then your life revolved entirely around your charge and it was only through them that there was any sense of day or night. Night was when your charge was sleeping. Day was when you were following them around. 

Here though, with the exception of Toby, there weren't any humans. There was no sleeping, no eating and no clocks. Vince had never noticed that before. He didn't wear a watch either. Here, time just did not exist. 

“Vincey! Time's up!” The angel was snapped out of his reverie by the familiar voice of Eithne. She was sitting on his desk again. 

“Don't do that,” Vince objected.  

“Would you rather I knocked?” Eithne grinned and then dropped down to the floor and held her hand out to him. “Time's up!” she repeated. Vince wasn't sure what she meant. He knew thirty days certainly couldn't have passed so soon, though it sometimes felt that way. But Vince knew that in his experience the days were always longer than you remembered. 

“I think you may have forgotten to fill me in on where we're going.” He didn't take her hand. He knew already that it would feel vaguely off, not quite the right temperature, not quite the right texture. Eithne's memories on what a hand felt like were incomplete and it was a disconcerting experience. 

“Stop being a baby,” Eithne complained, seeming to read his mind. “Come on, I have to show you the present. Have you forgotten already? I went to such a lot of trouble to make this!” Vince had forgotten. Not  that he was going to admit that but he really had put all thought of the gift out of mind. It was insignificant beside the renegade angel. 

“I just didn't expect you to have completed it so soon,” Vince quipped. The little hand was still held out toward him and with a sigh he covered her fingers with his. Eithne beamed up at him. 

“This way!” she chimed before setting off at a run and passing straight through the door. Vince felt the pull of her hand as she tried to drag him through with her and came crashing up against the obstacle. 

“Oh, sorry!” Her voice called from behind. He took a step back to open the door and she passed through in front of him. 

Eithne led the way up to her room. For a moment the illusion girl and the real girl stood blinking at each other before the first blinked out of existence. 

“I decided to build it up here,” Eithne explained. “People so rarely come to visit so I knew nobody would see it!” Vince wondered if that was meant as a reproof but he nodded his head. 

“Alright, what have you got for me.”

“For Toby,” Eithne corrected. 

Faye was sitting behind her desk when Tobias pushed the door open and walked in. She looked up at him with a quizzical glance. 

“Oh, what are you doing here?” Toby stood and looked at her for a moment. It had been such a long time since he'd seen her that he hadn't known how he'd feel but he felt the little tug in his guy that just seeing how sexy she was always set off. He smiled and she returned it with an uncertain movement of her lips. Had she even forgotten how to smile? She didn't look happy to see him. 

“Well,” Toby said. “Do you remember how I said we used to be friends?” Faye nodded and this time she really smiled. 

“Oh yeah! You said that you and me and the red haired girl were friends. I remember. I like her.” Toby grimaced and moved further into the room, surprised when she shuffled up to give him some  space on the chair. 

“Well-” Toby ran his tongue over his lips nervously. “Well I thought we could talk more about that. I thought I could help you get your memory back.” Faye gave him a blank look so he tried again. “I want us to be friends again and I thought if I helped by filling in some of the details then maybe  you'd want that too.”

“Oh, okay then!” Faye looked up at him expectantly and Toby felt something in his gut drop. It wasn't her. It looked  like her, right  down to the cute little freckle below her left eye, but somehow even the expressions didn't belong to her. They were one moment too stiff and then the next too free and easy. Faye had never been free with her smiles. 

But that could be re-written. He was  thinking about this wrong. This was Faye. The essential parts of her were here, they were jut a little jumbled and if she seemed nicer than before, then perhaps that was because her exterior had been done away with. This was pure Faye. This was the young and vibrant Faye and just looking at her made him want to run his hand along her smooth, pale neck. 

“Well. Laura, the red haired girl. She was really jealous of us. Yeah, she was really jealous of what we had, but you were okay with that because she was your friend and you're such a nice- well you're a really good person.” Was this right? Could he really make his own Faye? Like one of those build your own bears, choose the parts that you want to keep and dispose of those you don't? The new Faye was looking puzzled. 

“Why would she be jealous of us?” Faye asked. “I don't think I understand.”

“We were dating,” Toby said. He could feel the excitement bubbling in his chest, he was really doing this. This was really happening. Faye's eyebrows shot up in an expression of disbelief that he recognised so well that Toby just couldn't help but laugh. 

“Dating?” Faye wrinkled her nose. “Does that mean we have to like kiss and things?” She looked up at him with her big, blue eyes and Toby just wanted to hold her. He could feel hr skin so close  to him, closer than they'd ever been when she was  alive. She felt real. She felt like a living breathing person. Would her lips taste like Laura's? Toby didn't think so. Laura always tasted of caramel because that was the flavour of her lip balm and she was always putting it on. He didn't know what Faye would taste like but he dipped his head closer, his lips lowering toward her skin. 

Faye pushed him away. “I don't think I'm ready for that,” the dark haired girl said in an apologetic tone. “I mean, I've only just found out we're dating. Are we still dating? If you die... did I break up with you?” She gave him a puzzled frown. Toby thought with a jolt of guilt that this new Faye was a lot less assertive than the last. Was this wrong? But it would make her happy, right? He could make hr happy. He could be so good to her and she'd never know what her life was like before or how different it was or that she wouldn't have ever given him the time of day. 

“That's okay, we can take it slow. I'm sorry, Faye. I don't even know what I was thinking. It's just- it's been so long since I've seen you and I've just missed you and-” Faye was smiling now. “What?”

“You said you missed me,” Faye said with a small giggle. She pressed herself into his body, nestling her head against his chest. “I think I like to be missed,” she said with a soft sigh. So Toby set about telling her everything. He told her about Laura and about school. About what life was like living in their little town. He told her what he knew of her family and when he didn't know an answer or couldn't remember, he made something up. Faye was delightfully eager  to learn and Toby thought things were looking up. 

Vince didn't like the way things were going. He'd heard about the boy's visits to his dead girlfriend and he did not think this was a healthy illusion for the boy to be holding. The boy thought he had a win win situation, oh Toby could see it. He thought he could just do this one thing for Eithne and then he'd get to spend the rest of his life with his girlfriend. Poor, naive little sod. What he hadn't considered  was that they might not be coming back from this mission, not as bodies or spirits or anything. These angels weren't just disappearing. They were gone. Off the grid. 

Vince liked to stay as positive as the next person but for all he knew, the renegade had found a way to destroy the soul. 

“Hey, how's the research going?” Harry asked as he came walking down the hall from the other side. Vince shrugged. 

“There's not much I can find out,” he admitted. “We're going in blind, mate. I don't know who to expect and I don't know what to expect.” He grimaced. 

“Sounds pretty rough,” Harry consented. “How's the boy getting on with the device?” Vince smiled. That part at last was good news. He would have given Eithne a thousand kisses for the little gem. 

“It works like a dream,” he said. “Even I can't tell he's there when he's using it. Of course, I'm still thinking we should have waited before giving it to him.” That was the only issue. The kid seemed like he was down with the plan, but giving a perception filter to anyone who had even the vaguest possibility of running off was not a good idea. All the kid had to do was put it on and walk out into the Wasteland. Of course, there wasn't anyway he was getting back to Earth at least. He didn't know how to use the portals afterall. But that wasn't going to keep him from being impossible to find if he decided to disappear. 

“Perhaps so,” Harry consented. “But from what I've heard he'll not be going anywhere without that girl of his.” 

Vince grunted. He remembered himself what it was like to be in love, but he also knew how I felt to be afraid to die. If Eithne hadn't assured him the perception filter only worked for humans, he would have been tempted to take it  for himself. But. This was something that had  to be done. And Vince had his reasons for wanting to save the world. Yes, he had his own girl to be thinking of. 

“Well I have to run. It's almost day time out there,” Harry said, checking a big, silver watch on his wrist. Vince nodded. He remembered what it was like to have a charge to get back to. 

“Alright, I'll see you around. Keep your ears open for me, okay?”

“Will do.”

This was it. Toby knew how everything was going to work now. He had it all planned out, right to every last detail and it was finally time to tell Faye. He felt a little guilty about leaving it so late but his girlfriend was so impressionable, that he  really couldn't take the chance of her divulging the  plan to someone else. 

Tobias knocked on her door. 

“Come in!” Faye called cheerfully. Toby stepped inside, closing it carefully behind him and then was pressed hard against the door, the handle jutting into his back as Faye launched herself at his chest. 

“You haven't been in days!” Faye whined. “I was going to come and find you, but I thought what if you came by my door while I was looking for you? Then I got so worried!” Tobias gently pried her away from him and led her to the desk. He sat down and pulled her onto his lap, loving the feel of her warmth against his skin. 

“I had to make some plans.”

“Plans?” She looked up at him in confusion. 

“Yes. We're leaving here,” Tobias explained. 

“Where are we going?” Faye shrank back from him, her big blue eyes going wide and scared. “I like it here. I don't want to go anywhere. Can't we just stay here and be happy?” 

Tobias wasn't even sure if they were happy. He liked Faye. She was really nice and she was smoking hot. But sometimes it just felt like she wasn't even there anymore. She had good days and bad. There were days when he caught her looking at him with the same expression of disregard as she used to. It was weird. Instead of making him feel panicked, those were the times when he wanted her the most. That slight down turn of her mouth, the eyebrow crooked and the slight sneer at the corner of her mouth. 

“Do you remember that dangerous mission I was telling you about?” Faye nodded. 

“Angels are going missing,” she said. 

“That's right. And they want to send me out after them.”

“They're sending you away!” Faye tangled her arms around his neck, cutting off his airway. She pressed her body against him, her small breasts rubbing against his shirt as she tangled her legs about his. Toby tried to push her gently away. 

“Yes, but that's why we're going to leave. Tonight. I've got it all planned, all you have to do is come with me. Do you think you can manage that?” Toby tipped her head up toward him so that her eyes were level with his. Faye forced a small smile. “That's my girl.”

Laura's head was spinning. “Wait. You're telling me that you knew these angels were real all along?” She blinked at James. She couldn't decide if she was angry or relieved. Knowing that the angels were real and having it confirmed made her feel as light as air. But finding out he'd know about them made her feel so angry. 

“Yeah,” James said, smirking. Laura just wanted to kick his head in. He was so smug and so annoying! And so- urgh. There just weren't words to describe how she felt about James right now. 

“But when he was telling us about them and you let him think you thought he was crazy and during the campaign and- and everything! I bet he felt like shit when he thought he was the only one who saw them. He must have thought he was going crazy, just as crazy as I've felt and you could have stopped that? You could have told him that you understood and knew exactly what he was going through!” James shrugged. 

“Yeah, but then I was still hoping all of this could be avoided,” he admitted. “It isn't my fault that Toby just wouldn't let it go. Anybody else would have just passed it off as a one time crazy event. As just a residual effect from trying to off himself.”

Trying to- Toby would never do that. Why would Tobias ever do that?” Laura gave him a worried look. Surely he wouldn't? Toby was so cool and popular, he wasn't unhappy, he wasn't- she would have known if he was sad! And she knew he felt bad about the whole Faye thing. Laura had felt bad about that too. Even now she felt guilty about thinking of it in those terms, she felt guilty  that all these events had piled on top of each other so much that she hadn't even remembered until yesterday that there was going to be a funeral! That made her feel bad. 

In answer James just shrugged and turned to walk away. Laura walked quickly to catch up with him. 

“Okay so what does your angel want us to do again and why did you have to tell me? You said that you didn't want to tell me so why did you?”

James gave her a sheepish smile. “It's a loot to keep to yourself,” he admitted. “And I knew how much easier it would be if you just knew. If I could just tell you what we needed to do instead of having to make things up.” He gave her an awkward smile. James actually looked very nice when he smiled. Laura wondered why he wasn't nice more often. 

“Oh,” she said. “Well. What do you need me to do?”

“You're not going to like it,” James warned. “It seems Tobias has got away from the angels-” Laura let out a cry of glee and clapped her hands together in delight. 

“Oh but that's brilliant isn't it, isn't that a good thing? So all we have to do is find him and bring him home – but we'll need to hide him. We can't hide him at mine because my mum would freak – she thinks Toby is dead, I heard her talking to my dad about it and-”

“Laura-” Laura looked abashed but couldn't keep from feeling excited. “Laura, we have to convince him to listen to them. They need him Laura. The world is in trouble and Toby's the only one who stands a chance at saving it. He's the only one who has had the training, who knows what needs to be done or how to do it. And he's trying to run away from that duty. We need to make him see sense Laura.” 

The small red haired felt a sinking feeling in her heart. But she didn't want Toby to have to fight this. That didn't seem fair. She took a deep breath though and nodded. “Then I want to be there,” Laura said. “I want to be able to help him. I mean, if you're right then if Toby fails we're all going to die anyway.”

James nodded. “That's all you need to do.”

Tobias couldn't believe it. It had been so long since he'd seen a familiar face that this felt like a dream but there they were, James and his  angel. Toby's eyes had got so used  to seeing angels now that he  didn't even have to look close to pick her out. 

“James,” Toby said with a grin. At his side, Faye gave a cheery little wave but otherwise seemed disinterested. James wasn't looking too pleased to see them. Toby didn't understand. Maybe it was the surprise, maybe James was angry with Toby for disappearing without telling him anything. Thinking about it, Tobias supposed that he'd be pretty mad too if he'd thought one of his friends was dead only to have them turn up and call a casual hello. But that was okay. They were going to be able to work this out. 

“Toby,” James said dryly. 

Toby wasn't sure how this was supposed to go. He was sure though that your friends were supposed to be more pleased that you weren't dead. He was also pretty sure they were supposed to be surprised. Especially when they'd attended the funeral and seen the body of one of said friends. Shit. This was not looking good. 

“Yeah, you're probably working out that I'm not here completely by chance.” James smirked and reached into his pocket. Tobias felt his palms start to go sweaty but what the blonde boy pulled out was just a packet of crisps. He popped one into his mouth and crunched down. Toby felt his stomach rumble. He'd almost forgotten just how hungry he was. 

“Then why are you here?” Tobias croaked. He didn't think he had the energy to run. He didn't even know if he had thee will power. So many days walking through that wasteland. So many days with no human contact other than Faye, no food. No water. Tobias had thought more than once that he would have been relieved to find the angels had caught up with him and even now, when he was so close to succeeding, when his house was just around  the corner. He didn't feel as much despair as he had out there. 

“Just to pass on a message,” James said. “Crisp?” Tobias was too hungry to be suspicious and reached for the packet gratefully, even more happy when Jams abandoned it entirely to him. Tobias felt the edges of the crisps sharp against his cracked and parched mouth and he soon realied that however hungry he was, his thirst  was a more imminent problem. 

“Do you- His voice rasped. “Water.” 

