CHAPTER 1

The sand tickles my bare feet, and I giggle splendidly. The sun is scorching my head, and it’s so hot that I have to put my hands protectively to my face. The smell is lavender and freshly mown grass, although there is no grass or lavender in sight. The waterfall ahead of me is splashing water on the rocks surrounding it; but the rocks don’t mind – the sun is their friend, and it takes the coldness of the water away. All around me I hear birds singing; but I cannot see them.

I smile as a bug crawls up my leg, and I flick it off with surprisingly cool fingers. It disappears in the sand; leaving me alone. This doesn’t bother me: I like solitude. I raise my hand, and the birds stop singing: I am in control. A slight breeze loosens my hair, and I feel free. 

I’m finally here.
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I am finally here!

I woke up alarmed, trembling in my own bed. This beautiful place was more than just a dream - I could feel it in my bones. I had reason to worry: this was the third time that I had dreamt about this place, and the sixth that I had been there. It was becoming uncontrollable now: during the day I would just slip into it, fall gently like a carefree feather into the softness of the sand. I felt afraid. Each time I went there I was always there for a little longer: and every time it seemed to be more and more of an effort to come back home. 

My father used to tell me of a land like this: a beautiful land where fairies, princesses and dragons lived. He described the heat so vividly: I used to be able to feel it beaming down at me. He described the grass, always full of early morning dew. There was no grass where I went now, though the smell lingered in the air. 

My father died when I was four.

I’d missed him at first, and I could tell that my mother still did – but little by little I began to forget him. We didn’t keep any photos. The only things that I remembered were those wonderful fairy tales: so beautiful that I drew the place multiple times; but could never get it right.

Clenching my hands together tightly to control the shaking, I slowly ventured downstairs to eat breakfast. My mother was by the table reading a newspaper, a cup of coffee in her hand. She worked as a psychiatrist; a depressing job at the best of times. Today I decided to take this as an advantage: and told her of the place that I had been going to more and more recently over the past month. When I’d finished, she smiled – but I could see sadness in her eyes – which somehow worried me even more. I stood up abruptly, too eager to escape her powerful emotions to remember about breakfast.

It happened again in maths. The smells always came first: so beautiful and beguiling. So powerful were these smells: they had more power than Kings and Queens and Presidents; the power that I didn’t even know existed. I tried to resist: but it proved impossible, as if the smells were the singing Sirens from Greek myths. I let myself fall, gently, gently; like [image: image2.png]


a snowflake in the breeze.
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It is exactly the same as I left it: and, afraid of the silence, I put my hand up to show the birds that they can sing again, that I don’t mind. They start again immediately, making me feel happy. I smile as a warmth surges through me: the warmth of music. I notice a feather dancing in the breeze, and look up at the cloudless sky. There are still no birds in sight. I look at the sandy ground, and notice a footprint that is not my own. I squat down, puzzled, and touch it with my finger. It is definitely there. My skirt brushes lightly on the sand, and I stand up – looking around for somebody, anybody, who might have made the footprint. I can see no one.

I looked around me, confused. I was back in the classroom, and the teacher is teaching as if nothing had happened: well, perhaps it hadn’t. I looked at the clock – a mere two minutes had passed by – even though where I had been it had felt like hours had passed. I needed to know if this was real: I simply needed to know that this wasn’t going on in my head, that I wasn’t going mental like old Ronny who visited my Mother’s clinic every week. I suddenly had an idea.

I slipped my hand along my skirt until I found the rim. I lifted it high enough underneath the desk for me to see, and there, sure enough, were a few grains of sand. I gasped. So this was happening. I started trembling, and people began to look around. 

“It’s… nothing…” I managed to stutter, while the class started sniggering. I let the teacher’s comments pass with a little shake of my head, and looked across at Lola, my best friend – I called her Lo. She smiled at me, and mouthed something. I didn’t catch what she said, but nodded anyway.

I spent the rest of the maths lesson thinking of a name for this place. Really, it was just a distraction to stop it from being too real, but I tried not to think about that. What name would suit such a place? Beautiful, intriguing, yet so very frightening…My Father had called his fairy tale land Hie – though I had never found out why. I liked the name - it was a mystery – and reminded me of the far off, distant language that my Father always described whenever he talked about the land. It was the language of the dragons. Hie. I smiled. 

At break I went to find Lo in the toilets, where she was washing her hands. I smiled at her reflection. She smiled back.

“Hey,” I said, trying to keep the corners of my mouth from drooping.

“So are you going to tell me what that weird gasp was about in maths? You looked really confused!” she laughed.

“Yeah, sure.” I said, trying to keep my voice confident. I knew I would have to tell her about Hie. Maybe she could help me, at least tell me what I looked like when I went there – did I just looked spaced-out, was there just the empty shell of me sitting at my desk, drooling? The thought frightened me, and Lo sensed it.

“Hey, what’s wrong? Are you going to tell me or what?” she said, her reflection frowning. I gathered up my courage, hoping with all the world that she’d believe me.

“It’s just… It’s just that I go to this place sometimes… Hie: I’ve been going there more and more… and today I found evidence that it existed.” I murmured, my confidence slowly slipping away as her face grew even more confused.

“Woah, slow down! Hie? How strange is that? And what evidence anyway?” she said, trying to sound jokey but instead sounding rather shocked. She turned to face me. I couldn’t stop now.

“Firstly, Hie isn’t a strange name,” I growled, angry - it was the name that my father had made up and I wouldn’t let anyone criticise it. I continued when Lo said nothing. “…and it’s not too hard to understand: I drift there sometimes, and I could tell you about it all day it’s so nice. Basically when I went there in maths I touched the sand with my skirt, and when I came back there were grains of sand on my skirt that weren’t there before!”    

By the time I finished I was almost shouting. Lo looked put out – as if she didn’t know I was capable of shouting at all.

“Okay, daydreamer, so you’re saying that you go to a place called Hie – and the sand on your skirt is evidence? Well, I think you’ll need a little more evidence then that. Last year I sat down on a chair that was covered in sand – when I got up it was all over me. Sand is almost impossible to get rid of!  I understand where you’re coming from – but… you know…” 

“You don’t believe me.” I finished off her sentence for her, almost wanting to cry. Well, what else was I to expect? It sounded weird, and she was right about the sand – it was hardly evidence. It seemed I was the only person who believed in this: I was, after all, the only person who had been there. Why me?

 Maybe it was in my genes. 
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“Anyway, didn’t you see Hannah falling asleep it geography? It was hilarious!...” Lo just didn’t seem to understand that I wasn’t in the mood for talking. It was nearing the end of break, and she had seemed happy to leave the awkward ‘imaginary’ Hie untalked about. I, on the contrary, couldn’t seem to think of anything else. Then there was that smell again… the Siren smell. I let myself fall. Seeing as Hie was the only place I could think about, I might as well be there. I let all my worries slip.

The birds are still singing, but their songs are now becoming tiresome. I decide to stop them for now. I put up my hand. They stop. I look down again at the footprint. There are now two, next to each other as though they could never bear to part. As I stare at the soft, white sand more appear, slowly at first, but then faster and faster. One by one they come, making a trail of footprints leading all the way down to the distant mountains. I do not know what to do. I look around; silence. There is nobody: but I know that there is somebody - somebody walking, far, far away. I begin to follow them, leaving the [image: image5.png]


waterfall, the rocks, and the untouched sand behind. Leaving behind the Hie I know. 

I found myself in science, Lo sitting next to me. How much time had passed? I looked at the clock: ten minutes. What confused me the most was the fact that I had been following the footprints and, at the same time, walking to science. It was as if my soul was planted in Hie - and while I was there, a robot with all the right controls replaced me. I looked at Lo. She looked back at me, a look of confusion plain on her face.  

“You looked so spaced out just then – I was getting kind of worried!” she frowned. I wondered whether to tell her that I had been Hie again, but she figured it out before I had a chance to tell her.

“You were in that Hie place again weren’t you?” she looked at me oddly. I nodded. 

“Well, I’ll just have to distract you so you won’t go back there!” she tried to make light of it, but I could tell that it was troubling her.

“Look – don’t worry about me,” I whispered.

 “I’ll be okay, just don’t tell anyone else about it because they’ll think I’m a nutter!” I tried to laugh but failed. 

“You already are one!” she gave me a friendly nudge, and everything seemed to be alright again: for the moment, anyway.
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After school we all went to the park: Lo, Anna, Jaz and me. I was having the most fun I’d had in ages, and was myself again: the person I had been before Hie. I was laughing so hard I couldn’t stop, and didn’t care that everyone was looking at me. I didn’t know why I was laughing, I just knew that I was happy, so stupidly happy, that I just didn’t care. But then, midway through my laughs, I smelt the Siren smell. I stopped laughing and looked around me, hoping, wishing, that it was just the lavender bush to my right making the smell; which was so horribly similar to the Siren smell. My friends began laughing at me, for acting so strangely. Everyone except Lo. She knew my secret. I ran out of the park, slipping in and out of Hie. I didn’t want to become robot-like in front of my friends, they’d suspect something was up and I didn’t want that. I could hear Lo running after me, but I didn’t want to talk to her. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I ran and ran until I emerged in Hie, breathless.

I am finding it hard to breathe. I try not to think too hard about being here, in Hie. I decide that it is normal that I should be here, and tell myself not to worry. I carry on following the footsteps – which have multiplied so much since I was last here. I want to catch up with the footsteps, see if I will be able to finally see whom they belong to. I run, leaving everything behind. I run and run and run, until I am sure that I can’t run anymore. I notice that the faster I run the faster the footprints multiply. I stop to breathe, feeling the sand, a little thicker here, that sticks to my sweating feet. I carry on running, following the footprints; running to the mountainous boulders ahead.
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I run.

I emerged from Hie, still running. Running and running, until I found myself in front of my house. Lo wasn’t following me anymore, but I found millions of texts waiting to be opened on my phone. I opened the first: ‘Where r u? why did u run away? Hie??? Pls call me’ I scrolled down, and counted at least twelve texts from Lo – and then one caught my eye: it was from Mum. I opened it. ‘I’ll be back about ten in the evening – friend’s party. Sorry forgot to tell you. Dinner in fridge. Try not to go to that imaginary place while I’m gone – don’t want another client!’

 But Mum, I thought, you don’t know how hard it is to resist. 

I am here again, still running after those footprints. I finally become closer to them, getting closer and closer and closer. They are slowing down now, so once again I can see them appearing, one by one. I walk slowly alongside these prints, looking at the empty space where I should be seeing a person. Suddenly the footsteps stop completely, and with them so do I. A figure is now becoming visible before my eyes. It is beautiful, so beautiful. I think it is a woman but no matter how hard I look at the features they always dissolve. Perhaps it’s the other way round: the harder I look the less I see. I let my eyes relax, and see a tall lady, almost glistening, with amazing pale blue eyes. She looks at me and opens her mouth. I want to touch her – but something stops me.

She has an unmistakable pair of wings. 

CHAPTER 2

The shock of seeing those wings took me straight out of Hie, back to where I was standing, dazed, in the middle of the corridor. I would have done anything for somebody, anybody, to just tell me that this land didn’t exist – but I knew that it wouldn’t happen. Hie existed: and it was trying to tell me something – I could feel it in my bones.

I could feel it in the way that the Angel had looked at me.

Angel. 

Now things were getting out of hand. I so wanted to believe that she wasn’t what she looked – but all the signs were pointing to the obvious. The glistening, the sudden appearance, the wings – the wings! I wanted to scream – what could all this mean? I knew that there was only one answer: to go back to Hie and find out for myself – but it was never that easy. I couldn’t go to Hie: Hie had to come to me. 

I spent a restless evening pacing the floor of my room, thinking. Just thinking. I hoped that this place wasn’t Heaven, I didn’t want to die. Not yet. It worried me that I was going more and more: that I was slowly disappearing out of my world to theirs.

Who were they anyway?

Was this place really Heaven, or was it in another world?

Was I the only other person in the whole entire world who went to Hie?

Why me? Why me?
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The smell. The Siren smell. I didn’t want to go back there, I was afraid  - but I didn’t have a choice. I let myself go.

The lady with wings is still looking at me, and I have a feeling that she is trying to tell me something but for some reason cannot. I stay where I am, gaping at her beauty – and put out a hand to touch her wings. I need to know if this is happening: I need to know. They quiver at my touch, like flames dancing around a fire. It feels like a warning, and I take my hand away – still warm. I find an overwhelming need to say something, and say just one word:

“What?”

My voice sounds small and out of place: the landscape is too big, and the person standing next to me has too much power. I want to say more, but as soon as I open my mouth again the lady puts one finger on my lips, and keeps it there until I close my mouth again. Her finger is cool: yet warmth surges through me. It is the touch of an angel.

Suddenly, she speaks – looking at me right in the eye.

“No, do not speak, Natalie. It is not good for you to speak here.” Her voice is like honey, sweet and musical: her words melt in my ears – and leave no trace. It seems very difficult to remember what she just said. I want to ask her who she is, what she is, and how she knows my name: but an invisible force is stopping me from saying a thing. 

“I will explain everything when we get to a safer place: this place is more dangerous than it looks. Just follow me.” she says, and I realise that it is more a demand than an option. She looks down at me, and I look up at her. In her eyes I see pity: and in mine she can probably see fear. She takes my clammy hand into her impossibly cool one. As we start walking to the boulders beyond, I wonder whether I am doing the right thing.

“It will be ok,” she says, as if she read my mind “just follow me. Oh, and one more thing” she looks straight ahead “please don’t touch me again, it’s really annoying.”
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Despite myself, I smile. 

I came back to find myself standing up, my hands on my desk. I checked my watch – ten past nine. I had first entered Hie at around eight fifty. That meant that I had been there for at least twenty minutes. Twenty minutes! That was a record. I began to shake: it was true, I was going there for longer and longer each time. Soon I would be gone for so long that people would start to panic. The thought worried me.  

I hoped more than anything that I wouldn’t have to go back there tonight – give me a break, I thought. For God’s sake just give me a break!  

Suddenly, the doorbell rang. I ran downstairs, grains of sand falling out of my shoes. I looked through the spy-hole on the door: and there, looking rather disproportional through the glass, stood Lo. Just what I needed: someone to distract me from all this. I opened the door and Lo stepped in. 

“Hey,” she smiled “just thought I’d check on you – you were acting really weird earlier.” I rolled my eyes.

“Tell me about it” I said “Sorry about that, it wasn’t under my control.” It was meant to be a joke, but we both knew that it wasn’t. Lo didn’t smile.

“Listen, Natalie – what’s going on? I don’t understand…” she said, putting her hand on my shoulder. I didn’t like the way she looked so concerned.

“It’s just that place I told you about – but don’t worry about it – let’s just have some fun! It’s a free house for another…” I looked at my watch and groaned. “For another five minutes… mum’ll be back soon.”  

“No matter. I have to go home anyway to carry on doing that project for geography. Miss said that if I don’t hand it in tomorrow I’ll be crucified.” Lo said, turning back towards the door.

“You’re sure you don’t want anything – coke or something?” I asked, not wanting Lo to leave me alone. 

“I’m sure, thanks anyway. Look, how about we all go for a meal or something on Saturday? You look like you need to go out - plus I can invite my cousin! I know how much you love him…” We both burst out laughing: I’d seen her cousin, Teddy, only once before: and even though he was the same age as us he looked at least five years younger. 

“Shut up!” I laughed, as Lo took hold of the door handle. She smiled.

“There, you look good now. When I knocked on the door you looked kind of weird.” 

As she was leaving her eyes caught sight of the sand traces on the floor, but she didn’t say anything. She walked out, not quite smiling any more. 

Mum didn’t come back in five minutes: or even in an hour. I turned on a movie, and watched it until midnight. She still hadn’t come back. I went to bed, but I didn’t go to Hie. I didn’t even go to sleep: I just lay there. It was about four in the morning when I heard a car pull up on our drive: and the slamming of car doors. I heard the front door unlock, and with relief, heard Mum’s footsteps trotting up the stairs. I opened the door of my room, stunned by the bright light of the hallway. Mum looked surprised to see me.

“Where were you, mum?” I shouted angrily.

“Sorry, sweetie. I didn’t know you’d be so worried! The party was amazing, everybody crashed out on the floor. I thought about staying but seeing as my phone ran out of battery I wouldn’t have been able to tell you. I had to walk all the way home! See, I came home in good time just for you.” she smiled and swayed slightly. I noticed that she was very red. 

“Four in the morning – you call that good time?” I screamed, running back into my room.

I wasn’t that angry as such about her coming home so late – it was something else that was bothering me.

Why was mum lying about walking home; when I knew for a fact that she’d been taken by a car?

Either she was confused and drunk or there was something else going on: something else that mum didn’t want me to know about. 

[image: image10.png]


I just hoped that it wasn’t the latter.

I am still following the lady with wings. She is taking me far, very far – further than I’ve ever been in my life. I know I should be feeling tired by now – but I feel fine, not a trace of breathlessness is in me. It must be the reassurance of her cool hand on mine. The lady turns around, and smiles at me.

“Almost there,” she says, so reassuringly that I wonder why I ever felt afraid in her presence.

 Suddenly, in the distance, I see a large temple. It is so beautiful that I feel dirty in comparison. It is surrounded by a delicate lake, which glistens in the sunset. There is no one else around.

“Is this it?” I ask, unable prevent a gasp. The lady looks at me impatiently, and nods quickly. She then raises her finger to her lips, and I can see in her eyes that she is telling me: warning me, to be quiet. I nod vigorously to show that I understand, and we walk silently to the temple.

It is even more beautiful up close: there are birds darting around it, singing their songs. Finally, I can see the birds. The lake looks so welcoming that I have to resist the urge to jump in, fully clothed. The lady slows her pace a little, and waits until I am standing right next to her. We look at our reflections in the lake together: her reflection is shimmering, but I cannot tell if it is her body or the sun producing the light. My own reflection is very small in comparison. Eventually, the lady with wings lifts her hand, and a small bridge appears in front of us, leading to the temple. I notice that as soon as she raises her hand the birds stop dancing.

She takes pulls me along the bridge carefully. When we reach the other side, she still doesn’t let go of my hand – and I wonder if she thinks that I will run if she lets go. The door of the temple is approaching now, and the closer we get the more roughly she pulls me along. A thistle that is growing out of the sand scratches my ankle, and draws blood. I try not to notice that there is blood trickling down my foot, landing in little droplets on the sand.

Finally, we are there, looking up at the closed door. The lady lets go of my wrist and give the door a gentle knock.

“We have arrived,” she says very quietly – as though it were a secret. She waits until a scrap of seemingly blank paper slides out from a crack in the wall a few meters away, and pushes the door open. 
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I look around me and scream.

I was woken up by my alarm clock, ringing and ringing. I turned it off quickly, and slipped out of bed, yawning hugely. I began to get dressed, and only then noticed my ankle: red and sticky with blood. This was what I would call evidence: though I didn’t need the evidence anymore. I knew that Hie was real - all too real – even if I was the only person who believed in it.

Mum was still sleeping by the time I left for school. I wondered whether to wake her up, but decided against it. I was still angry with her, and I couldn’t stand to see her faking her innocence. I decided to speak to her later, and walked out of the house, slamming the door.

School. Hardly the nicest place to be - especially when you have sport the first lesson. I was running around, trying to dodge the ball as usual, when Lo noticed my ankle, still stained with dry blood. She stopped pretending to be interested in the game and pointed to my ankle – asking with her eyes what had happened. I cursed myself for wearing shorts: but at the same time was glad that she had noticed; maybe if I told her the truth she would believe me. I mouthed back one word to her questioning eyes: Evidence. Straight away, she pointed to the girl’s changing rooms - and we both slipped out of the dreadful game. Lucky for us the teacher was busy embarrassing someone by telling them how not to hold the ball. 

I knew Lo would understand.

Once we were in the changing rooms I began to feel regretful: what if Lo thought that I had inflicted the scratch myself, and made up Hie as a cover story? What if she thought I was out of my mind and told somebody? 

But it was too late now, and Lo was looking at me curiously, waiting for me to begin.

“It’s evidence,” I said plainly, shrugging my shoulders. I didn’t know what else to say.

“So what happened?” Lo asked, obviously not satisfied with my answer.

I explained to her what had happened, that I had been pulled along by a lady in Hie and had got caught on a thistle. I didn’t mention that the lady had wings. 

“How can you be so sure that this wasn’t just one of those dreams where you end up hurting yourself, and thinking of it in your dream-like state as something else?” she asked. 

“Seriously,” I said angrily, “I think you’ve been listening too hard in psychology lessons. Anyway, I know this is real! You just don’t want to admit it: you want to ignore the fact that you keep on seeing things that make it true!” 

Lo caught hold of my arms and held me down. I realised with embarrassment that I had been shouting at the top of my voice. 

“You’ve got to calm down.” Lo murmured, looking me right in the eye. “Listen, I do know you wouldn’t make this up. I know that you’re probably telling the whole truth, and you don’t know anything better yourself. I just think that… you know, you should forget about it a bit – think about it as a half-asleep kind of place, and try to carry on living your life here. Please, do this for me.” I noticed that she had a new kind of sadness in her eyes.

“Sorry Lo, I shouldn’t have –” but I couldn’t finish my sentence, for the smell had come to haunt me again. “No, not now! Please, no!” I screamed, vaguely aware of Lo’s voice:
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“No, don’t do it again, please, Nat, please…” 

I scream and scream and scream: for what I see inside the temple is more terrifying then anything I have ever seen.

There are snakes: millions of them - slithering, hissing, biting… 

I wonder what they are all doing here, and why the lady has taken us here, towards a certain death. I remember the lady’s words: Going to a safe place. 

I shudder, backing away from the treacherous animals. Suddenly, the lady turns to me and puts her hand over my mouth. 

“Be quiet!” she hisses angrily. “The only thing these Loufs respond to is screaming, and trust me, you do not want to see an angry Louf!”       

“Louf?” I whisper, vaguely recognising the word.

“If anyone should know what a Louf is, you should.” she says, making me feel about two millimetres tall. I try to remember where I last heard that word. 

After about ten seconds, it all comes back to me. In his fairy tales, my father spoke about a plague of snake-like creatures – Loafers, he called them – who destroyed Hie a long time ago. He never told me how the plague ended, but this must be it. They had been all been herded here. 

No wonder no one ever came here.

I look up at the lady, to tell her that I understand – but she has her back turned to me. It takes me a moment to realise that she is talking to somebody else – a man, by the sound of it. This must be the same person who was expecting us, but no matter how hard I try, I cannot see him – or hear what he is saying. I tread the floor carefully, trying as hard as I can not to step on a head or a tail – and when the man is finally in my eyesight I gasp.

He is small, smaller than I am, but still completely proportional: wings and all. You could say that he was beautiful, for the word ‘handsome’ seems too rough to belong to him. His features are perfect; turquoise eyes, full lips and a doll-like nose. He is extremely pale: too pale - and I know that it isn’t the light that is making him so... ghostlike. His voice is low and musical, and he is wearing all white. There is something about him, though – just a small glitch in his otherwise perfect eye, that warns me not to trust him. Suddenly, he looks up.

“This must be her,” he says, and I realise that it is more of a statement than a question. Before I get the chance to nod in reply, the lady speaks.      

“Yes, this is Natalie Foster. She appears a little confused, and is demanding an explanation. Can I tell her now…?”  She looks at the man as she speaks, as if I am not even here. 

“Tell me what? –” I say, trying to interrupt the look that is passing between them: a look that is unreadable yet so unexplainably dangerous… but it appears as if nobody has heard me. When the man starts speaking, he is looking directly at the woman. 

“We have to tell her sooner or later, but best to do it later. How about you answer any questions she might have for the time being, and then we can… tell her of The Situation.” My eyes flicker from hers to his: her eyes are softer, pity creeping into them – but his are hard, unforgivable, and I have to pull my gaze away before they can touch me. 

Suddenly, the lady puts her hand on my wrist: and once again I feel that angelic touch which I am unable to resist. I look down at her slim fingers, but very soon realise that this was a mistake: I forgot about the snakes, and now a whole new fear creeps upon me, making me swallow too quickly and begin to choke. The lady looks at the man, who nods. She puts her hand on my throat, and I immediately, amazingly, stop gagging for air. I clear my throat a couple of times, and then speak.

“H-how did you do that?” I ask, amazed yet frightened at the same time. I heard that angels could do that: and if these were angels, then where was I?

“I will explain,” the lady says – reading my mind. She gestures to the man, who promptly leaves through a side-door, which I only notice now. I feel more confident without him here, and with confidence comes curiosity. The lady sits down on a chair that has Loufs for legs, and I sit on the one opposite, for I do not have a choice.

“You start,” the woman says softly. “Tell me what you want to know, and I will try to answer honestly. After this we will speak of The Situation, but please do not question me on this because I’m not allowed to tell you.” 
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I am horribly confused.

Lo was shaking me like crazy, and I didn’t know if she knew yet or not that I was out of Hie. 

“Lo…” I whispered, aware that my voice was quivering. She looked at me, and let go of my arms. I noticed that she had left large, red finger marks on them. 

Lo looked me in the eyes, and breathed a huge sigh of relief.

“You really scared me.” she said, her eyes wide.

“Sorry,” I murmured. “How long exactly was I gone for?” I was dreading the answer: I knew that it would be longer than the last time, but how much longer?    

“About… thirty five minutes?” Lo said, confirming my fears. “But you know what scared me most? It was… it was the fact that every minute that went by, you got a bit… lighter, and just before you woke up you were… almost opaque. I know it sounds really weird but I took a picture on my phone to show you.” 

This wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Lighter and lighter? What if I went for so long that I disappeared all together? I tried not to think of that.

“Look,” Lo said, showing me the picture on her phone.

I gasped: it was true. In the picture, I was sitting, looking dazed and staring into space. But I could see that my clothes were slowly fading, and my face was, too. 

“Lo, am I still fading or have I stopped?” I asked, quivering. 

“You stopped as soon as you came out… but you should’ve seen yourself – I was about to call the teacher!” Lo’s voice sounded high and panicky, but before I could warn her never to tell anybody when I was in that state, everyone came in from sport.  I was glad that no one had notice mine or Lo’s absences, but annoyed that our conversation had been disrupted. I knew that Lo was usually reluctant to talk about Hie, and I wondered if she would deny its existence once more - even though she had actually seen me, with her very own eyes, slowly disappearing into it.

I knew now, even though I didn’t necessarily want to, that I would just spend my days waiting - waiting for Hie to come to me, to give me answers, and, in return, to steal my life.
CHAPTER 3

Mum was waiting for me when I got home. 

“Hey, how are you? Good day?” she asked, trying to be friendly. 

I wasn’t having any of it.

“Mum, you better tell me who drove you home last night.” I said, fearing the answer. I watched mum’s expression turn: at first she looked petrified, but quickly tried to cover it up by forcing a smile.

“Sweetie, I already told you  - I walked home.” she said, trying to laugh – but failing miserably.

“Mum, listen. Yesterday, four at night, I heard a car coming up to our house. Next thing I know you’re home. It’s a bit obvious who’s lying, isn’t it?” I snapped, a little more loudly than I meant to. Mum looked really hurt, and I found myself feeling sorry for her.

“Sorry I said that – but can you please tell me what’s going on?” I said, a little more softly. Mum looked at me.

“I will tell you,” she whispered. “I promise.”

I decided not to argue any further – I didn’t want to make mum want to break her promise. I would just have to wait, and hope that Hie wouldn’t take me away permanently in the meantime. 

Going up the stairs, I began to feel weak as the Siren smell came back to me. I rushed to my room so that Mum wouldn’t notice, and sat on the chair by my desk - carefully
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checking the time. I could do nothing whilst I was uncontrollably falling but wish and hope that I would come back home soon.

The lady is still looking at me, waiting for my first question. I don’t know where to start – and therefore begin with the easiest and most innocent question.

“What is your name?” I ask.

“Athenia.” she answers, and waits for my next question.

“Who was the man?”

Her tone hardens.

“That was Koufer, the owner of this place. He lives here.” She puts her head in her hands.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“I’m not allowed to get angry, but it’s really hard. It’s regulations from The Book.”

“The Book?”

“Yes, the new ruler of this place – Rees – introduced it.” Athenia says his name as if it is dirt.

“Who’s Rees?”

“He stepped into power in 2002, and Hie’s been going down since. Please don’t tell anybody I said that…” for a moment she looks scared, but then she grows attentive again.

“So this place is called Hie…” I whisper, startled.

“Yes, I gathered you already knew that.”

“If you don’t mind me asking…” I say, extremely curious for the answer “What are you?”

“What do you mean?” she asks, looking frustrated.

“I mean, you’re not like me… you’ve got wings.” I realise that I am blushing.

“Oh, right. Yes. I was wondering when you’d ask. I’m actually part of the GS.”

“GS?”

“Yes, Guardian Squad.”

“So… what do you guard?”

“Humans. Clumsy Species.”

“You’re a guardian angel?” I ask, petrified.

“I would hardly say I’m an angel. But you could say that, yes.”

“So is this Heaven?” I am shaking so much that Loufs are falling off the legs of my chair.

“Heaven? You mean where people go when they die? God, no! We don’t know much more than you do.”

“Do you die?” I ask.

“Not like you. We die if we’re in an accident or something, but not of old age.”

“Do you act like the angels that we imagine, walking behind people and stuff?”

“No, not at all. We used to, but then people started noticing and we had to stop. We work with technology now.”

“So why do some people claim that they can see their guardian angels?”

“Well, they can kind of. We’re a bit like stars – you can only see the stars in the sky that are long gone. People are basically seeing what was there about ten years ago.”

“What kind of technology do you use to protect us?”

“We’ve each got computer monitors, that we’re supposed to keep with us at all times. Each of us is connected with at least five people, and each time there’s trouble an alarm signal sounds up. We can see on the monitor what is happening, and we can stop it by calling upon the PS, Police Squad, who work for us. They appear human in every way – which they are, really – they were just born here. If one of your people is in trouble, you need to call upon them and they can usually stop it. Simple.” Athenia sighs, something that tells me that her job is far from simple.

“Does anyone guard you?” I ask, feeling sorry for her.

“No. Life’s like that, I’m afraid.” She puts her head in her hands again, and groans. “If Rees finds out I’m doing this, he’ll kill me.”

“Doing what?”

But before she can reply, Koufer walks into the room, his expression thunderous.

“That is enough, Athenia. I thought that you said you would only answer a few questions. We simply must explain The Situation.”
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He turns to me, and I have a feeling that whatever he says next will change my life forever.

I shuddered, almost angry that I had been take out of Hie at such a crucial time. I looked at my watch – fifty minutes had passed. Oh dear Lord, I must have been almost invisible. I couldn’t believe what I had just learnt, and I played the conversation over and over in my head. I knew that I would never look at a policeman in the same way again, even though I was sure that only a few must have been working for the GS. Guardian Angels – I couldn’t believe that I actually knew the truth now. I didn’t know whether I should tell Lo or not, but I decided against it for now. I needed to believe it myself first, and, more importantly, I needed to know what The Situation was.

Once again, I found myself just waiting to go back to Hie.

I ventured downstairs, still a little dazed. When mum saw me she looked concerned and asked if I was all right, but I lied and told her that I was fine. She obviously didn’t believe me. 

“Something’s been bothering you, Natalie, and I want to know what it is. Let’s make a deal. You tell me what’s happened, and I’ll tell you what I was doing in the car yesterday.”

At least she had stopped denying it, but I was still reluctant to tell her the truth.

“It’s nothing Mum, I’m just tired.” I said, almost regretting saying it.

“No, It’s not nothing. Come on. Tell your own mother.” She looked me right in the eye, and held my gaze. 

I broke.

“Mum, you know that place that I told you about that I keep on going to…” I whispered, feeling embarrassed. 

Mum nodded, but, as I’d noticed before when I talked about Hie, her eyes were more sad than worried.

“I’ve been there again. Millions of times, and it’s getting weird. Things are… happening.”

“Like what?” she asked, though her expression told me that she knew something more than she was letting on.

“People. Angels. I keep on going there, mum.”

She looked at me, expecting me to explain, but I couldn’t. Not now – it sounded too bizarre. 

“Sorry, Mum, I can’t say anymore than that. It’s to…” I couldn’t finish my sentence.

“Scary? Bewildering? Bizarre?” she finished for me. I nodded.

“Something like that, yeah. Now, can you please keep your part of the deal?” I asked, hoping to divert from the subject of Hie. 

Mum opened her mouth to speak, but just then the doorbell sounded. She paled, and murmured something before rushing to the door.

I heard voices outside, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. There was mum’s voice, and the unrecognisable voice of a man. After a few minutes, the voices came closer as they entered into the hallway.

“…haven’t told her yet.” I heard mum saying.

“Tell her now, then.” the man said in a low, grumbling voice.

I froze in my chair. If this was what I thought it was, then this day would not end peacefully. 

All too soon, they entered the kitchen. I turned my head reluctantly from the chair where I was sat, and saw mum, still pale, with a man who looked in his mid-thirties, with an unshaven beard and scraggy hair. I would have looked away in disgust if mum hadn’t started talking.

“Natalie, this is… Mike.” she said, very quietly.

I stared at her in response, and then my fears came true. Mike took her hand.

“Your Mother should have already told you, really.” Mike said, his voice rough and croaky.  

I don’t know if it was the shock or my willing to escape from this world that brought back the Siren smell, but it didn’t matter. Things were going on in Hie and I had to find out what – I was almost glad to leave behind the awkward and embarrassing situation that had presented itself to me so suddenly.

[image: image16.png]



“I hope you understand,” Koufer explains, “that this information is extremely important, and I will not repeat myself.” He sounds so much like a schoolteacher that I find it hard to believe that he is actually a guardian angel.

“Yes, sir.” I say automatically, and I see that Athenia has to swallow a laugh. She looks away, embarrassed.

“Right, let’s get started. Athenia, have you got the slides?” he says, looking at her with a disapproving expression on his face. I realise that I am not the only one he treats like a naughty pupil: even though Athenia is at least thirty centimetres taller than he is.  

“Yes, Koufer. The slides are ready,” she says, giving me a look that tells me that we are together on this one. I smile.

“Then let’s get started.” Koufer says, sounding excited. I realise that my fists are tight little balls, and that I can not loosen them. Athenia stands up, but gestures at me to carry on sitting

“This is a very grave issue, and we need your help.” he begins.

“My help?” I utter, unable to contain myself. Koufer flashes me a look so dangerous that I freeze.

“Please do not disturb me. The Situation, as I was saying, is something awful. It concerns the whole existence of Hie, not just Athenia and I. Of course it is only natural that we ask your permission, first. We press you to agree, for the good of Hie, for the good of your father.”

“My Father? But he’s dead!” I exclaim, more confused than I have ever been in my life. After a brief pause, Koufer continues. 

“I’m afraid that I this is not entirely true, Natalie. We need to know if you’ll agree to help us, and then we will tell you everything: but if we give you all our information and you refuse your task, then we will simply have to eliminate you on the terms that you know too much.” Koufer says, unfeelingly.

“You mean kill me.” I say, my voice dangerously low. I want to scare this man - he has scared me enough today – and I want to get my revenge. It makes me feel better that Athenia doesn’t like him either.

“Don’t say that.” Athenia hisses, looking directly at Koufer. “If you scare her, she’ll never agree to help us.” She turns to me. “Basically, what we’re saying is that you either choose to help us, or you don’t. Can you do that for us?” Her eyes are pleading, and I know that there is only one answer that I can possibly give.

“I guess you don’t leave me with much choice.” I shrug my shoulders. “I’ll do it, I’ll help you. Please just tell me what’s going on!”

Koufer looks at Athenia, and they both nod. My future is in their hands.

“Let’s start by telling you about your father.” Koufer begins, looking at Athenia – who projects a picture of my father on the wall with some kind of modern technology. Seeing his face again affects me more than I feel it should, and I have to fight back tears. In the picture he is working on something on the computer, smiling as if he’d been remembering some kind of joke.

“You should remember him, of course. He disappeared when you were around four years old, am I correct?” Without waiting for a reply, Koufer carries on at a rapid pace. “You were told in your vulnerable age that he had died. But think about it, do you remember a funeral? I think not. The fact of the matter is, he already knew too much. We had to take him out, before he could confess. He told you about Hie in a fairy tale fashion, but he told your mother the truth. The night he told her, we took him here, using the police forces that I’m sure Athenia told you about.” He pauses, allowing me to ask a question.

“How did he know too much? I don’t understand…” In reply, Athenia flashes up a new picture: one of a baby wrapped in white blankets.

“This baby is your father.” Koufer informs me, as if I was stupid. “He was born here, as part of the GS squad.” Koufer puts his hand out to stop me gasping in bewilderment. My father was an angel? It is too much to take in. 

“Yes, your father was born a Guardian.” He says, in reply to my train of thought. “However, as your father matured, he began to ask questions. He began to question the society of Hie, and he got crazy ideas of making a revolution. We knew this was bad, and the only way out of it was to eliminate him: but it was, and still is, against regulations to kill Guardians. It simply cannot be done. One day, a man called Rees had an idea. He told us that if we gave your father a transformation to make him look more human, and planted him on Earth, he would not remember a thing. He would simply live the life of a human.” I watch as a picture of the man who I suppose is Rees flashes up on the wall. I notice that he is sitting on a throne; his eyes giddy with power. He appears extremely fat, and not even his wings are visible under his bulk. I take an instant dislike to him. 

“Of course, nothing is that simple,” Koufer continues, oblivious to my fixation of the picture of Rees. “At first, it went well. Your Father was found lost in a street, claiming that he didn’t know who he was or what he was doing there. Which, of course, he didn’t. He was placed in a mental institution for two years, the same institution, so it happens, that your mother was working in.

“She spoke to him every day, and finally from some corner of his brain, he remembered something about us. He told your mother the little he remembered, and, being firm friends by now, she believed him. Once that happened, she vowed to get him out of the institution: he wasn’t mad, she claimed, just in need of love. So the story went as any usual love story should: he got married, had a child. But for some reason your arrival to the Earth triggered his memory: he kept on remembering things, more and more. He told you those fairy tales to help bring back those lost memories, and when he finally remembered everything, he told your mother. We realised that it was a danger for Hie if he told any more people, anyone who might care to believe him. It is easier to get here than you might think, and we just couldn’t risk it. 

“So, that night, we took him back here. He begged with us, to take him back home to his little girl and wife: he missed you so much Natalie, I hope that you understand that. We held him in a place where he couldn’t escape: or so we thought.

“Now this, my dear girl, brings us to The Situation.”

CHAPTER 4

“…know you’re in shock, honey, but please talk to us.” I heard mum say. She sounded very far away. At first, I though she was talking about what I had just been told about my father, but then I realised that she had no idea I knew. She was just talking about her and Mike – how unimportant it seemed now!

“Mmmm.” I mumbled, looking at the floor. What I really wanted to ask was how long I’d been in Hie for – to know if I’d appeared to fade at all. I couldn’t ask, though, Mike was still there, standing awkwardly behind the chair in which my mother was sitting. Mike looked at me as if I’d killed a million snakes and thrown each one at him. In simpler terms, he despised me. I thought of the saying I’d heard once:

“The eyes are the windows to the soul.”

If that was true, then Mike had more hatred in him than anyone I knew. 

“I’ll go.” he said eventually, finally reacting to the glare that I had pressed on him non-stop for the past five minutes.

“No, please stay!” mum cried, reaching for his hand behind her back. “She will talk, she’s just being stubborn.” I looked at mum in disgust, and turned my glare on Mike again, this time sending the anger-levels to one hundred percent. It worked miracles.

“Sorry, Katie, but I need to get to the laundry place before they close. I’ll come soon, maybe Wednesday, I promise.” With that, Mike backed out of the room, still looking at me. 

“What’s wrong with you Natalie? Why did you have to do that? Can’t you just be happy for me for once?” mum spat, rested her head in her arms. She looked younger than I’d ever seen her, like a college student who had just broken up with her boyfriend. 

“Sorry, mum.” I felt obliged to say it, even if I didn’t mean it.

“You’d better be.” mum murmured, and lifted her eyes to me. 

“How long was I sitting like that, by the way?” I asked, trying to sound causal.

“What, you mean sitting like a rude tomato? I don’t know… about an hour or so. Didn’t you notice Mike and I asking you to go for a walk with us? You were being so rude, and when we came back you were still sitting there, like a pale chicken.”

“Sorry” I mumbled again, my mind on the fact that I’d been in Hie for a whole hour. I wondered if once I’d started helping the Guardians with The Situation of theirs, I would be gone for days and days at a time. I hoped not. I didn’t want to be taken to hospital or anything – they’d never believe where I claimed I’d been – they’d send me to a mental hospital like my father. 

My father.

 I only thought about it for real now: he wasn’t dead, not that I knew of anyway. I realised that there was a huge gap in my life: funny I should only feel it now that I had heard of his existence again. I let a few tears escape my eyes.

“Natalie, what’s wrong?” mum asked, more softly this time.

“Dad…” I whispered, tasting the word. I’d never really said it before.

“Oh no… I didn’t realise his death still hurt you so badly. It hurts me too, sweetie, it really does – I’m not ever going to forget him.” I kicked away the anger that came creeping upon me at her lie of dad being dead, and instead gave her a hug. 

“Mum, I know more than you’re telling me.” I whispered softly into her ear, but she pretended not to hear me. I knew she was pretending because as soon as I’d said it, she burst into tears. This subject obviously hurt her more than I’d ever thought: Hie had brought her to my Father, but it had also taken him away. I was starting to pull away from the hug, but mum pulled me back.

“Just be careful.” she whispered back into my ear. “I don’t want to loose you too.”

It was as if she’d never said it: after the hug I had gone upstairs and turned on my computer, and Mum had switched on the TV. But mum’s words circled my mind still, making me feel dizzy. I wondered if I should have turned down my offer of help: but it was too late now, and I told myself that I didn’t have much of a choice anyway. It wasn’t as if Hie would simply disappear if I’d refused: I knew that it would haunt me until my last days. It was for the better, I told myself, that I had chosen to help them. But the issue was - what exactly had I chosen to help them with?

I didn’t want my mother to be alone, without me or my father.

But she wouldn’t be alone, I told myself. She had Mike now, but he was a poor substitute for my father: my father who was born an angel, and captured by his own kind. I didn’t believe for one minute about his ideas of a big revolution in Hie: from what I knew of him he was the gentlest man in the world. Something wasn’t quite right: and I was going to make it my responsibility to find out what it was.

I dug my head into my arms, and began to think.
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I find myself face to face with Koufer once again.

“Are you listening, Natalie? I am about to tell you of The Situation.” Koufer tells me, his voice louder than it should be. I watch Athenia lay a hand on his wrist, an act that makes him jump.

“Koufer, maybe I should tell Natalie about The Situation. It is a personal matter, and I am better at handling these things.” she says seductively, looking at me with a secret smile.

Koufer shrugs her hand off, but doesn’t resist.

“Just as long as you tell her what she needs to know. No details, please. We don’t have a lot of time.” he says, and edge to his voice. 

Athenia nods, and begins to speak.   

“The Situation is a serious matter, but I think that you know that already. Since you know now about your father, this will be easier for you to understand. So, as you already know that night ten years ago, we took your father away. The people Hie put him in holding in the most secure place possible, where they were sure that he wouldn’t escape. However, three weeks ago, this all changed. The guard turned his back for one minute, and when he looked back into the cell, your father was gone. There are witnesses who claim that they saw a man running in the direction of north, but no one knows for sure where he has gone.” Athenia pauses to take a breath, and I take this as an opportunity to ask a question.

“How do you know that my… dad didn’t go back to Earth?”

“That’s the problem: we just don’t know. But my best bet is that he’s still in Hie: if he’d come back to Earth he’d have gone straight to you. Look, I know that Koufer didn’t want me to go into details, but let me tell you a little something.” She leaned towards me, her skin smelling like honey. “The guard, who is a friend of mine, told me that every single day he went into your father’s cell, he always asked the same question: “When can I see my wife and daughter again?” He really cares for you, and I think that’s why you can help us.”

“Anyway,” she clears her throat. “Back to The Situation. Normally, we would just send our police forces to look for him, in Hie and Earth. But when Koufer personally went to see Rees and ask his permission, he objected to any searches. His excuse was the fact that if we pulled out police forces, then the GS would be for nothing. If not for the people who intervene, who would be there to save your own precious lives? This is all true of course, but we – Koufer and I – believe that your Father is more important than a few of our people – he’s a threat to society, and we fear that if we let him run, far more people will be hurt than just a few civilians. Think about it: if your father kills three members of the GS, then that’s at least fifteen people dead. Do you understand just how important it is to catch your father?” Athenia says, almost shouting by now.

I feel angry: these Guardians are treating my father like some kind of criminal, someone who doesn’t have feelings. I realise that these people are only being nice to me because they need to use me to find him, for their own good.

I reach forward and smack Athenia in the face.

She is shocked at first, and I watch with satisfaction as her pale cheek turns red. Before she can open her mouth, I start shouting.

“You’re using me! You dirty liars – you think my father’s some kind of a criminal? Well I’ll show you what’s criminal!” I smack her face three more times, frustrated that I am being so protective of the father who I haven’t seen in ten years. The frustration makes my anger worse.

“If you want me to look for my father, find him at last, and take him back to a prison cell, then the deal’s out! You’ve made my life hard enough – I won’t help you – whatever you say! To actually risk going against the rules to catch someone who isn’t even dangerous… ” I pause to take a breath.

Koufer, who has been standing next to Athenia the whole time, surprisingly does nothing to stop my outrage. Athenia is extremely red, and is looking at me with hate in her eyes. She turns to Koufer.

“Can you sort her out while I calm down a bit?” she says, her voice shaking.

Koufer nods, and we both watch Athenia go and sit in the corner of the room, Loufs crawling up her legs. She puts her head in her hands. 

“You shouldn’t have done that. Not getting angry is very difficult for us, and watching you in full outrage is even harder. I will leave you two minutes to calm down, and then we shall simply have to think of a deal – we give you something and you help us in return.” Koufer says, keeping the same tone of voice that he uses for every emotion that I’ve ever heard him speak in.

“Your two minutes will start now. No more silly outrages until you have heard what we can propose to give you, alright?”

I look at Athenia, breathing a little more softly in the corner.

“I guess I don’t have a choice.” I say, not for the first time. 

I begin to gather my breath and think more positively. 

It is harder than I thought. 
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I found myself still sitting by my desk, the computer very much on. It was now pitch-black outside and I realised that I must have been in Hie, listening to people treating my father like a criminal, for at least an hour and a half. I felt too weak to be angry about their cutting words now – I was exhausted, actually. All I wanted to do was to curl up in bed. I heard knocking on the door of my room, and I sat up. Mum came in without me answering.

“Hey, you look really tired.” she commented, much to my annoyance. I didn’t need people telling me how terrible I looked on top of everything else.

“Thanks.” I muttered sarcastically waiting for mum to be the next to speak. I wasn’t in the mood for talking – especially not now.

“Anyway, sorry to disturb you. I just wanted to let you know that Mike’s coming round for dinner tomorrow. He really wants to get to know you, I think you should make an effort.” she said, twiddling with her thumbs behind her back. 

I groaned.

How could I ever explain to her that Mike wasn’t even half of the problem? That I was going to search for my real dad, with some kind of a deal? 

How could I ever tell how very frightened I was?

Mum must have interpreted the distress in my eyes as meaning something quite different.

“Make an effort.” she enthused slowly and clearly, before slamming my door shut.

Five minutes later I crawled into bed gladly. Well, as gladly as anyone can on a Sunday night, with a whole week of school to look forward to. As I was going to sleep, I thought one thing to myself, over and over: Hie is a thing of the daytime now, not of the night. If I can sleep with dreams tonight, then everything will be all right. This lolled me to sleep as good as any lullaby, and it seemed to have worked miracles - for that night was the first night in a week that I didn’t go to Hie: I went to sleep.

I dreamt about colours, lots of colours, which slowly came apart - one by one. Once all the colours had sorted themselves, I saw an image of my father, so very vivid that I laughed. I ran up to meet him, but instead ripped through the stone wall where his picture was projected. I began to cry, but then the moss around the walls formed one massive word: HOPE. 

When my alarm woke me in the morning, I felt happier than I had: if not entirely happy, then at least less disturbed. I got dressed in a hurry, my ankle wound from the thistle now almost healed. I went to wake mum up with a cup of tea, and was even more contented when she gave me a genuinely warm smile. Perhaps she had forgiven me for how ‘rude’ I had been to Mike – or maybe in her dreamy state she had forgotten all about it. Either way, it felt nice to be on good terms again. I hurriedly packed my school bag, and left the house hoping that only good surprises would come my way today.

The day started off well: I got ten out of ten in my maths test, got invited to the most popular girl in the class’ birthday party, got a smile from one of the nicest boys in our year, and best of all, I forgot all about Hie. 

It was my fault, really, that the day ended so badly. Even though Lo was the fist to mention it, I was really the one who carried on the conversation, who spoke of Hie without fear, as though it didn’t exist. What else could I have expected?

It was the end of the day, and Lo and I were beginning to walk home. 

“You’re so normal today!” Lo exclaimed, a smile on her face.

“What’s that meant to mean?” I asked, though I already knew.

“You know, no spacing-out, no more of that bloody place Hie…” she laughed, though there was a slight edge to her voice. She was obviously worried that by mentioning it she would turn me into the worried, twitchy self that I became every time I spoke of Hie. I could see the obvious relief on Lo’s face when I laughed.

“Yeah, I know. It’s so stupid – I can’t believe I keep on getting so worried about it! I mean, seriously, the GS squad…” I stopped when I realised that I hadn’t told Lo about the latest of what I had been told in Hie. She looked at me questioningly, so I began to tell her everything – making a joke about it all. Joking about their serious faces, my gullibility, my silly anger, their weird names, their fear of the leader Rees, who looked so stupid…  It felt so much easier joking about it when I hadn’t been there for so long, when it could seem more of a myth than a real place. There was another reason why I was laughing at it all – but I didn’t like to think of it. Joking about Hie was covering up my real feelings – my absolute fear and confusion.

I studied Lo’s face carefully throughout my recount. Her expressions were varied: sometimes laughing with me, sometimes looking so serious that I wanted to smack her hard. By the time I’d finished, she looked very confused.

“Right… that’s weird…” she said, lost for words.

“Yup.” I smiled, trying to laugh. Perhaps it hadn’t been the best idea to tell her everything – she’d surely think I was deranged now, especially since I told her all about what I had been told about my absent father. We turned the corner, and Lo looked worryingly relieved to see her house. 

“See you, then.” she said quietly, opening her door quickly without turning round.

“Bye,” I said, as the door slammed shut in my face. I walked a few steps before tripping over the lace of my converse. As I sorted myself out and tied my lace up, I heard Lo’s voice in her house.

“Mum!” she called. “Mum, come down here a minute. I need to tell you something about Natalie!” 

Damn it, I thought. Damn, damn, damn.

I ran all the way down the street, being enveloped by the irresistible smells of Hie.
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“Alright, time’s up.” Koufer says commandingly, glancing at his silver watch. “It’s up for you, too, Athenia. You’d better get yourself together so that we can propose something together. I think she likes you more than me – she might actually listen to you.” 

I groan inwardly, wanting to hit Koufer for acting as if I am deaf. I restrain myself, however. I know that it would be dangerous to have an outrage again – dangerous and embarrassing. 

I watch as Athenia slowly rises from the corner, never taking her eyes off me. She walks over to Koufer slowly, not even bothering to shake off the Loufs that have gathered all over her legs and chest. 

“What kind of proposal were you thinking of making?” she asks Koufer warily. She has obviously had enough dose of human behaviour to last her a lifetime – however long a Guardian’s lifetime might be.

Koufer doesn’t reply, turning to me instead. 

“I can offer you money. Hundreds of thousands of Gups – or, in your words, pounds.” 

His words sting me – money is not something that I care for – and if he thinks that he can persuade any human in the world with money, then he doesn’t know humans at all. I do not reply to his preposterous suggestion, just glare at him. I find it difficult, however to look into his eyes – they hold too much power – too much judgement. I quickly look away, trying with all my might not to look at the Loufs. 

“Is that too little for you? Any amount you want, I’ll give it to you.” Koufer says, putting a thick layer of softness in his voice. I’m not, however, convinced - and, on seeing my hateful glare, Athenia steps in. 

“Maybe she doesn’t want money,” she says, and I find it hard not to be beguiled by her beautiful voice. I have still not forgiven her for treating my father like a criminal, but she is a lot easier to like than Koufer. I look into her eyes pleadingly, and, on seeing this, Koufer turns away – embarrassed at the fact that Athenia is right. I don’t want the money.

“Natalie, we can offer you money – but seeing as this does not seem to appeal to you, we can offer you something else. How would you like guaranteed, twenty four hour protection for your friends and family? We can put more of our police squad in their areas.” Athenia says softly, her voice so charming that I am almost tempted – but there is only one thing that I want, and I will not give into anything else.

“No,” I say quietly. “It would be selfish to take away police forces from other people and put them all in my life. There is only one thing that I want, and I refuse to help you if I don’t get it.”

“What is it?” Athenia asks nervously. Koufer cocks his head slightly, and I can tell that he is listening. 

“I-will-only-do-it-if-you-give-my-father-back.” I say clearly, pressing on every word - making sure that I am understood.

“Ridiculous.” Koufer says immediately, without turning around.

“Absolutely. The whole point of this operation is to put your father in jail, where he cannot hurt our society or yours.” Athenia says, looking at me with stern eyes. I feel a surge of anger, sadness and disappointment.

Suddenly, with a gust of wind, the temple door opens - and in comes the tallest, most terrifying man that I could ever imagine. 

“Actually,” he says, so loudly that I jump in fright. “That’s not such a bad idea.” He has such a musical voice that I feel a shudder falling quickly down my spine. He is wearing all black, and has an American accent - and if not for amazingly white wings and face that is so beautiful that it is hard to memorize, he could be anyone: a singer, an actor – a king. The Guardian steps towards me, and before I can cower back, her takes my small, pale hand into his and shakes it with such strength that a sharp pain runs up my arm.

“It is nice to meet you at last, Natalie. My name is Cyth, and I am your Guardian.”   
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I realised that I had seated myself on a wall at the end of the road, which was good – for I was sure that if I had been standing I would have fallen over in shock. My heart was beating rapidly: and it wasn’t just the running that had created the thumping in my chest. I felt strange, out of place. I hadn’t been to Hie in over a day: and going back there had put me in a state of confusion. It hadn’t helped meeting my guardian angel – he was not at all as I had expected him. It was all too strange: things weren’t meant to happen this way. Humans weren’t meant to know what I knew: and I found myself feeling burdened instead of privileged. I would have done anything to go back to my old self, the self that didn’t believe in angels, other life in the universe. If Hie was even in the universe. 

“Are you alright, love?” somebody asked me. I didn’t bother looking up for the fear of my pale face giving away the real answer behind my false nod. The lady walked away, and I stood up, checking my watch. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that only twenty minutes at passed: perhaps my strong emotion had shocked me out of the place.

Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. Why did I feel like I knew nothing, when I probably knew more than everyone else in the world?

CHAPTER 5

The dinner with Mike proved to be an embarrassing and awkward affair. Embarrassing, because of the looks that he kept throwing at my mother – looks which were simply wrong. Awkward, because of the glares that he kept throwing at me: which were completely visible under my mother’s watchful eye. 

“So,” mum said, as soon as Mike walked through the door. “Who likes lasagne?”

“Me.” I said weakly, not wanting to offend her.

Mike gave me a glare.

“Sit down, Mike. You must be tired after your concert.”

“You do concerts?” I asked, trying very hard to sound casual. Really, I was quite impressed.

In response, Mike gave me a glare.

“Yes, he’s a part-time drummer.” mum muttered, trying to cover the awkward silence. When she got up to take the lasagne out of the oven, Mike couldn’t take his eyes from her. I stared at him in disgust, and, on feeling my look, he turned and glowered at me with his dirty-looking brown eyes until mum came back to the table.

“Mike, how much would you like?” she asked, her voice sweet and sugary. It didn’t affect me: angels had much sweeter voices; but it affected Mike, obviously.

“It looks delicious, my sugar-plum. Why don’t you give me the whole pan full?” 

Mum laughed, while I wondered how she could find something so lame so funny. 

As she served me he stared at her in such a way that made me want to kick him: he had only known her for a few weeks, and he was already looking at her like he owned her. A bit of lasagne got stuck in the pan, and consequently mum was serving me, her back to him, for an awful long time. His eyes, so full of hatred directed at me, made me actually kick his shin hard under the table. Luckily mum didn’t see the pain on his face – or then I’d have been in trouble. Mike glared at me harder than ever, until mum sat down and began to notice. Her eyes flickered nervously from me to him, until I finally decided to break the silence – staring at Mike all the while.

“Mmmmm. Lovely lasagne, mum. Thanks.”

“Glad you like it!” mum said, looking at Mike expectantly. I could tell that she was thinking that he was the one being rude now. I wished it would stay that way, but unfortunately, it didn’t.

“Absolutely g-o-r-g-e-o-u-s, darling. It’s fantastic! You should enter the cook’s competition.” Mike said, seemingly forgetting about me. Mum grew very red, and a conversation too quiet for me to hear began to erupt. I pushed my plate away, not quite hungry anymore.
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“Thanks,” I muttered, and ran upstairs. Mum didn’t even seem to notice me leaving. 

“I-it’s nice to meet you too, Cyth.” I say, more out of politeness than truth. In reality, I’m absolutely petrified.

When Cyth entered, both Athenia and Koufer had frozen. That makes three who are frightened of my Guardian. 

“As I was saying,” Cyth says, addressing the whole room and unnecessarily raising his voice in the process “Natalie’s idea is not a bad one. If this is the only way she will help us, then let it be.”

Koufer clears his throat.

“B-but Cyth, you are the leader of this o-operation. It was you who told us how d-dangerous this man is.” he says, obviously feeling extremely small and vulnerable in front of such a large man.

A flicker of annoyance shows in Cyth’s eyes, but seeing what affect this has on Koufer, my Guardian forces a smile.

“I told you that he was dangerous here, not on Earth. If we give him his family back, and warn him that if he tells anyone about Hie, we’ll take him back here, he’ll be sure to keep his promise.”

Both Athenia and Koufer nod, and Cyth turns to me. His very look makes me want to jump into a corner and stay there – but I manage, with much trouble, to maintain my position.

“Natalie, this is very important. We’ll give you back your dad; just help us get him out of Hie. The problem is we don’t know where to start looking. Do you know where he would go?” Cyth asks in his beautiful voice, that makes me want to kiss him yet strangle him at the same time. 

“Urm… well you know him better than me, that’s for sure.” I say, attempting a glare at Cyth - which results in me having to stifle a scream. I never knew that it would actually hurt to stare at ones Guardian. I quickly look away, this time not caring that I am staring at the Loufs. Cyth pretends that he hasn’t seen my glare, and carries on waiting for a response. I try to think.

“When… dad talked to me about this place, I remember him telling me about a castle, a huge castle, where the good trolls hid when they were being chased… I think it was called ‘Derber’ or something like that-” 

I am interrupted by Athenia.

“Derver! You must mean Derver. Derver Castle is the biggest place here, he can’t have meant anything else.” she says in a rush. 

“Yes, yes, of course it’s Derver. But Natalie, what makes you so sure that he would hide there?” Cyth asks inquiringly. 

Athenia looks annoyed at not being given credit, and proceeds to push her head into her hands – the usual practice when she gets angry or frustrated. I turn away from her and look at Cyth.

“I don’t know if he’d hide there, but it’s the only place he mentioned that I remember. It makes sense – maybe we could give it a try…” I say, trying to sound confident. Cyth looks unconvinced, but says:

“We might just give it a try. We don’t have any other leads – I think it would be best to start straight away.”

Suddenly, Koufer is standing right next to us.

“C-Cyth, you’re sure this is a good idea? F-following a fairy-tale?” he asks, looking as displeased as ever. The way he says ‘fairy-tale’ makes me angry – he makes it sound like something that can’t be trusted, something for babies. Cyth must sense my anger, for he puts his large hand onto my wrist, making me feel warm all over.

“Koufer, this isn’t a good idea – it’s our only idea. Please take that into account.” he says sternly, making Koufer turn and walk back to the far side of the room.

After a minute’s silence, things begin to happen. Athenia lifts her head out of her hands; Koufer gets up from his chair, and Cyth lifts his cool hand from my wrist.

“I’ll call Christopher.” he suggests, and Athenia and Koufer nod.

“Who’s that?” I ask, confused. 

“He’s a member of the PS - Police Squad. He’s just finished his training, and will be going down in a few days. I think we’ll find it useful having a member with us – just so long as we don’t fill him in with the details, because he might refuse to help us.” Cyth explains impatiently, obviously bored of having to explain everything to me. He turns his back to me, and takes out the smallest, thinnest phone I’ve ever seen. 

Suddenly, I hear a very loud beeping noise. I jump, startled. Surprisingly, Koufer, Athenia nor Cyth seem to have the same reaction as me. 

“W-what was that?” I ask, turning to Athenia for Cyth is already speaking on the phone. 

In reply, Athenia produces a machine the size of a book out of a large pocket. It is like a computer screen, and I rush over to see what it is. 

On the screen, I see five separate pictures, each one owning different face - one of which has a warning signal flashing on it. I realise that this machine must be the technology used by the Guardians to help us. I look closely at the flashing picture, for, even though it is blurry, I recognise the face.  

Lo. 

I am too shocked to speak, and watch in silence as Athenia presses the image with her thumb until a live image comes up. My stomach tightens as my eyes skim over what is happening: I have to keep myself from crying out. Lo is crossing a road, not noticing that a car is coming quickly her way. I watch in horror when I see that she finally notices, her eyes wide with terror… and just as it is about to hit her at full speed, her Guardian touches the car slightly. All of a sudden, there are police men in front of it, stopping it from hitting Lo directly. The car slows a little, and Lo seems unhurt, just shaken. Her Guardian touches her head slightly on the screen, and I see Lo give a faint tremble at Athenia’s touch. Athenia puts the computer screen back in her pocket.

“Y-you’re Lo’s Guardian…” I whisper, unable to take in what I just saw. Did Cyth do the same for me when I was ever in trouble? It is a nice thought.

“You know Lola? How strange. Out of all the people I could be a Guardian to!” Athenia says, sounding more human than ever. It is hard for me to forget that, even with their wings and unexplainable beauty, these people have emotions too.

“Thank you for saving her.” I say, my voice still barely more than a whisper. Athenia looks at me in surprise.

“You don’t need to thank me – it’s my job. It’s nice, though, to be thanked once in a while. Thank you for that.” she says, her smile warmer than ever. 

“What happened to those police, who stopped the car?” I ask, suddenly remembering who really saved my friend.

“The PS are invincible, trust me.” she says carefully, something that tells me that she has seen otherwise in her days. I decide not to question her on that, and instead ask her if they – the police squad - are visible to the human eye.

“People might catch a glimpse, but normally the police members are too light for the human eye. You could only see them because the screen is special – allowing you to see everything.” she responds, quite happy to be answering my questions once again. I wonder about apologising to her about attacking her, but decide against it - I worry that the mention of it will make her angry again. 

Cyth, who has now got off the phone, interrupts our conversation. 

“Christopher says he’ll meet us down the road.” he says, sounding relieved. 

“Wonderful,” Koufer says, still managing to sound unhappy. 

“Shall we leave, then?” I ask, more than happy to be leaving this cold, damp place which is crawling with Loufs.

“Yes,”

“Yup,”                         
Cyth, Athenia and I all look at Koufer expectantly. We are very ready to leave. 

“You go ahead,” Koufer says casually. “I’ll lock up. It’s my place after all, can’t leave it unguarded.” We all nod, and without another thought, leave Koufer to lock up.

As we are heading back across the river, Cyth takes something out of his pocket and hands it to me.

“It’s a key,” he explains. “You can get to Hie with it. Every time you leave this place it slows things down a bit, and it takes us quite a bit of energy to get you here. If you find time, turn the key three times clockwise into thin air, and then say your first name. You should find yourself where you left off. Understood?”

“Understood,” I say, already deciding never to use it unless necessary. Unfortunately, I was in the company of angels. 

“You have to use it,” Athenia says, a little more loudly than necessary. “You’ll never find your father if you don’t.”

Alright, I answer in my mind. This is for you, dad.

Both angels on either side of me smile.
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I was sitting on the second to top step, my mother sitting next to me, holding me.

“Mum?...” I whispered, wondering what was going on.

She turned to me, and I only noticed then the tears streaming down her face.

“Mum, what’s wrong?” I asked, my own voice quivering. “What is it? Is it Mike?” I hated seeing her in this state, and I wished I hadn’t been so sour to Mike now. I realised how selfish I had been. Mum wiped her cheeks.

“No, sweetie. It’s not Mike – it’s you.” she said, fresh tears pouring down her cheeks.

“What do you mean?” I whispered, though I already knew.

“Three hours, Natty. Three hours. You were almost… invisible. I thought I’d lost you.” she sobbed. I put my arm around her.

“I came back, though – didn’t I?” I said, very, very quietly.

“Please don’t leave me,” she cried. “This wasn’t meant to happen.” 

I put my head on her shoulder, and only then became aware of something pressing hard in my hand – the key. It looked like any ordinary house key, apart from a small label on the side written in delicate script. I took the advantage of mum looking away to read what had been written.

Natalie, remember to turn this key three times clockwise and say your name to enter Hie. We will still bring you here ourselves as usual, but remember to come whenever you get the chance – for your Father. See you soon,

Cyth. 

I stroked the beautiful handwriting and slipped the key into my pocket. I knew that I would have to use it, but I was also frightened. Even though I would still be taken there with their power, it would be up to me to come on my own free will. I had to choose between leaving my mother, and finding my father. Hopefully I would be able to find my father before it was too late, and I left my mother, my world, behind me. The thought frightened me even more, and I stood up quickly before I could even begin to get tempted to tell my mother everything – to tell her that I was helping the people of Hie. If I told her, I knew that she’d forbid me from going – and more guilt on my conscience was not what I needed. 

“I’m going to bed now.” I told her, before she could stop me. She mumbled something, but I didn’t hear it. I went to the bathroom and had a shower, washing off all the days’ events. I began to fall asleep as I brushed my teeth, but tried to resist the comfort of unconsciousness. I knew that I would have to go back to Hie tonight – Athenia, Cyth and Koufer would be waiting for my return. I walked out of the bathroom feeling horribly guilty – but I knew that it would take a lot more to make me change my mind than guilt.

Mum was still sitting on the stairs, so I helped her up and told her to go to bed. She looked awfully tired – the worry-lines around her eyes making her look old.

“Don’t worry, Mum. I won’t leave you forever. I promise.” I whispered, hoping that I sounded convincible enough to help her sleep.

I just hoped that I wouldn’t break that promise – but I realised with heart-breaking certainty that it was a risk that I’d have to take – because I definitely wasn’t giving up on Hie until my job was done.  

The key didn’t work at first – either I had turned the key the wrong way or my voice had been too soft, too shaky. After the failed attempt I was tempted to just give up and crawl into bed, but I didn’t let myself - to give up now would be to give up on something that I might never see again: a father. I gripped the small, hard item tightly – being careful not to crease the note that Cyth had written me. I looked at the key, willing it to work – and proceeded to turn it clockwise three times as I’d been told. I then whispered my name, slowly and clearly this time – making sure all the while that mum couldn’t hear me. I waited five seconds, ten seconds. Nothing happened. But then, just as I was counting the twenty-fourth second, something strange happened – I saw all the colours of the universe, coming up to meet me. The colours were separating me and Hie, which was waiting on the other side. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood, and waited. 
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“Well done!” Athenia is saying, looking genuinely impressed.

“It must have been a hard decision to make – coming here.” Cyth says in a calm voice, making me feel slightly less afraid. 

“Yes,” says a sudden voice from behind us. I jump, my heart picking up again. Athenia puts a hand to my wrist, and I feel the familiar delicious warmth crawl up my arm.
“It’s only Koufer,” she says, a hint of amusement in her voice. I turn around, and sure enough, there is Koufer, standing as small yet as dangerous as ever. Even when he laughs, it sounds like a threat.

“Shall we carry on?” Cyth asks impatiently. “Christopher will give up on waiting if we are not there to meet him in two minutes.” Without waiting for a reply, he hurries on – and we follow him promptly.

Christopher, is, of course, waiting for us. My first impression of him is beauty: he is astounding, beyond belief. I know that he is not an angel but he could easily have wings on his back. I feel like I want to rush up to him, hug him, as the sense of familiarity rushes suspiciously into my soul. I feel I should know him: but of course I don’t – he belongs to another world. His eyes, when they see me, narrow slightly in suspicion: and I wonder if he is feeling the same as me: or if he is just confused at my very human presence. Either way, his eyes make me blush: they are a dark shade of blue, speckled with turquoise: exactly the same shade as those of my mother. Perhaps this is why I feel so... familiar with him. His hair is a dark, coconut shade of brown – and it is hanging on his forehead in a perfectly messy fringe. He parts his naturally cherry-red lips, and begins to speak in a low voice; one of authority, yet not without music. 

“Here you are at last, Cyth. This must be Athenia and Koufer,” He nods in the direction of the two Guardians, but I notice that he doesn’t quite take his eyes off me. “And this… this must be Natalie.” he says, and as he says my name, his eyes leave mine, and he looks down at the sandy ground.

“You are probably wondering what I called you for, and what we are doing with this... human.” Cyth says, looking quite wary of having to explain things. Christopher lifts his eyes, but this time they turn to Cyth.

“Yes, I was wondering exactly that. I think that you owe me an explanation.” I am in awe at how Christopher can speak so calmly with Cyth: the Cyth who scares his own fellow Guardians. I wonder how old Christopher is – my first guess is around eighteen - but he could be a lot older: it was hard to tell with those who came from Hie. 

“Yes… sorry about the lack of information and the short notice, Christopher.” Cyth says, in reply to Christopher’s question. “We are looking for this girl’s father. He’s escaped from where we have been holding him – and we need Natalie to help us find him.”

I study Christopher’s reaction carefully – a million emotions distort his face, and I don’t know why. He covers his unexplained emotions with a question.

“What is the name of the man we are searching for?” He doesn’t sound very interested in the answer.

“Charlie Foster. Have you heard of him?” Cyth says. In response to his question, Christopher shakes his head and looks away, his eyes suddenly dead. 

After a brief moment of silence, Koufer raises his voice. He strikes me as being incredibly impatient.

“Shall we leave, then?” he asks, addressing Cyth – who is obviously the only person who he respects. Before Cyth can reply, however, I suddenly realise something.

“How on earth are we going to get there?” I ask, hoping with all my might that it’s not one thousand miles away and we’ll have to travel all the way on foot. Athenia looks at me, obviously not liking the fact that she is the one to have to tell me.

“It is far, and you cannot walk the whole way. The easiest and fastest way to get there will be to fly.” On seeing my puzzled face, she carries on. “Of course, you will be in between Cyth and I, whilst Koufer supports Christopher. You might prefer it if you keep your eyes shut.”

No matter how many times I’d wanted to fly, I find myself dreading the experience. My only hope is that motion sickness will not claim me before we even set off five minutes into our travels.   

“We’re almost set, then?” Christopher asks, once he is gripping Koufer’s wrist tightly and I am doing the same with Athenia and Cyth, who are on either side of me. Unlike me, Christopher shows no signs of disturbance in this. He looks completely calm about the whole ordeal – yet there is something in his eyes that tells me that he knows something… I just can’t put my finger on what.

“We are,” Cyth says, in reply to his question “but we must explain something to Natalie before. As you are well aware, she has not been involved in this… practice before.” There it is again, that little flinch on Christopher’s face when my name is mentioned. I study his eyes for answers, but on seeing my gaze, they switch off – turn dead. I decide to put all my concentration on finding my father… and flying. I turn to Cyth, waiting for the explanation on the ‘practice’ of flying. 

“Well, Natalie. Prepare to feel… exhilarated. I’m sure this will be a very new experience for you. It might be a bit like going on a roller coaster, actually. I am going to count down from three, and then we will take off. Please try not to let your stomach flip… we find it very difficult to deal with sickness of any kind, seeing as it doesn’t happen to us. When we fly, you won’t be in control – so whether you are in Hie or not, we will be flying anyway – regardless if it is just your shadow or your actual self that we are carrying. Now, if you are ready…” Cyth says, looking at me expectantly. I nod meekly, for I don’t really have a choice. “Three… Two… One… GO!” he shouts, his voice so loud that if my hands were not so tightly gripped on Athenia’s and Cyth’s I would have covered my ears. And suddenly…

Suddenly we’re up, in the air, flying. My stomach does flip, but luckily ‘it’ all stays in. Beside me, Athenia and Cyth are beating their powerful wings with such amazing force that even before we hit the skies my hair is being blown from my face. I have to close my eyes for the force of the air entering them is enough to make them explode. I force my mouth shut as well – there’s too much air blowing my way. I cannot contain it. Slowly, very slowly, we become a horizontal shape: three figures: only two visible, with their beating wings. I quickly open my eyes and look to the side, to see Koufer, wings spread, with Christopher besides him, his eyes open. He catches my gaze and smiles, very slightly. I am physically unable to smile back. We carry on at such a speed, and it takes all my effort to keep my stomach in. Motion sickness. Already. 

After two minutes of absolute exhilaration, my heart slowly, impossibly, slows down – even though my mind does no such a thing. I slowly become aware of the ache in my hands, which are now white from gripping both Guardians’ wrists so tightly. I try to ignore the pain, and distract myself with trying to hear what Athenia and Cyth are murmuring to each other about. I am amazed that with this speed, this force, and their distance, they are still able to hear each other. No matter how much I strain my ears, I cannot catch a word. I close my eyes tight, and slowly the nausea fades. Only one thought is now pounding through my blood, over and over: Do not let go. Because I know that if I let my hand slip, not even my own Guardian can save me.

CHAPTER 6

The next week passed very quickly: I only went to Hie went I felt I needed a rush of adrenaline; a bit of excitement. I’d had no idea that, even with such speed, I would be flying for so long.  Mostly, I stayed out of the strange land, catching up on my own life, letting those around me believe that I really had finished going there: that it was in my power to stop going. Which, of course, was all untrue – but I didn’t feel like being selfish anymore, making other people suffer because of me. I even started worrying about things that didn’t matter anymore: which made me feel good: made me feel human. For instance: when I couldn’t find my favourite grey top for Annie’s birthday party (the most popular girl in my class) I threw a fit – so unnecessary, but it just felt so good.

Which brings me onto my next subject: Lo. Ever since that day that I had told Lo everything about Hie, and had overheard her telling her mother about it, she had been avoiding me. She would speak to me, but not out of will: more out of need. We still walked around together at break and lunch: but something had changed. Something important - something that made us inseparable. Telling her about Hie had been like putting an acid to our bond: which was slowly eating it away. It was as if she was  avoiding me because she didn’t want to make it so very hurtful when Hie had eaten everything that had ever held us together away… Of course, I’d tried to confront her, many times: but it always ended up the same way:

“Not now, Natalie. Let’s talk about it some other time.”

It upset me, of course – but what else could I do? 

As for Mike, he was as bad as ever: coming over – uninvited - as far as I was concerned - almost every day. Around him mum was a different person, a teenager, almost – who couldn’t be bothered with her daughter. Of course, when he left, she was always more caring, asking me questions (perhaps a little too many), and being generally motherly in every way. Which, of course, made it harder for me to accept Mike’s presence: because I knew that it was solely his fault for my exclusion from my mother’s life in the few hours that he would spend in our house every few days. It made it even harder for me to know that if I found my father, Mike would obviously have to be kicked out of the picture: how easily, I didn’t know. However nasty he could be to me, I would still feel guilty for spoiling is life – because I could tell that he loved my mother. The main problem was, did my mother love him back?    

When mum invited him for dinner again on Friday night, I was happy that I had Annie’s party as an excuse – but, for some reason, mum was persistent that I join the dinner. 

“To sort things out between you two.” She’d said, with a pleading expression on her face. I promptly arranged a sleepover at Lo’s house, knowing that if I did stay for dinner with Mike, then things would become even more unpleasant and embarrassing - and I was sure that no one wanted that. It was for the better, really. 

Annie’s party was better than what I’d expected. I’d honestly expected balloons and pass-the-parcel because her parents would be around, but it turned out that her parents were all right. They knew, at least, what kind of things people of our age wanted, and let us turn the music up and trash the living room however much we wanted. Well, that was what Annie had told us they’d said – her parents were apparently hiding somewhere upstairs – ‘away from the noise’. After very much dancing and eating endless amounts of cake, I went to see if Lo was ready to go back to hers. It was already after ten – and considering that we’d have to walk home, it was time to leave. I found Lo speaking with Jessica, another girl in our class. They were talking about a boy in year ten who was ‘drop-dead-gorgeous’ and after Lo’s comment about his ‘beautiful feet’ I butted in and asked if she wanted to go. 

“Sure,” she said, jumping up – but not before I noticed her rolling her eyes slightly at Jessica, and a few other girls behind her. They all looked at me, and I blushed with anger. It wasn’t fair. They probably all thought that I was a crazy, delusional person who imagined things that were just… weird. Apart from Lo of course, who knew the truth – but who had obviously though that by turning it in to something of a fantasy it would make it easier, somehow.

 By the time we got to her house, Lo claimed to be so tired that she just wanted to go to bed. I didn't argue, of course – but I still felt sad about it. I decided that I would take a quick trip to Hie, to feel the wind blowing against my face, to feel free. It was only then that I realised that I’d left the key at home. I groaned, disappointed – and decided that there was nothing left to do but sleep. I closed my eyes tightly, and the next thing I knew it was three in the morning.

It took me a few minutes to realise what had actually woken me up: it was the sound of an extremely quiet pattering downstairs, which, I realised, was getting closer to the stairs… Normally, I would have just passed it off as a large rat, and fallen back to sleep – but this was different. I felt – no, knew that there was someone else in the house – the pattering was louder than I’d ever though possible for a rat, and it seemed to be heading in a certain direction. I though of waking Lo, but decided not to – if it was just her mother or father than she’d surely think me even crazier than she’d initially thought. But I knew I had to check, if no one else. I looked at her sleeping soundly on her bed, and quietly got off my mattress, stumbling to find my phone to shine a light bright enough to reach the door. It took me another few minutes to locate my phone, and by now the light footsteps were slowly making their way up the stair. I shuddered, suddenly frightened. Suppose this was a burglar? What would I do then? But I quickly swallowed my cowardice, feeling a sense of urgency so strong that I knew instantly not to ignore. With the bright light of my phone to guide me, I found the door handle and opened the door mid-way, stepping out of the room.

The first thing I saw was a dark, dark figure on the staircase with two whiter figures behind. I let out a tiny squeal, which sounded wrong in the silence of the night. I was ready to run back to Lo’s room, and lock the door trembling – but then it all made sense. These were no burglars – it wasn’t even a they. It was a she – it was Athenia, with her two white wings.

 But what on earth was she doing here, at three in the morning?

I shone the light directly on Athenia’s face, yet the light bounced off her two beautiful wings, which seemed to produce a light of their own. 

“Athenia,” I hissed, almost angrily. “What on earth are you doing here?” This was so confusing, so strange. This confirmed even more that it was real – happening. I closed my eyes, wanting so badly to go back to sleep, to ignore everything that was going on. Why was Athenia intruding my own personal life? 

“Just come downstairs, I’ll explain everything there.” Athenia replied. Putting out her hand. Reluctantly, I took it – and we were in the downstairs corridor so soon that I wondered if we’d flown there. Athenia turned on the light, and I looked at her tired, pale face expectantly. I hoped she had a good explanation for this.

“Sorry to disturb you like this, Natalie,”

“Yes.” I interrupted grumpily. “You did kind of disturb me, and scare the life out of me at the same time, thanks a lot. Why couldn’t it wait till the morning?”

“Shush, Natalie. You don’t know how much it took to get me here. You don’t think I would risk my life coming here if it wasn’t important?” This was a rhetorical question, but I nodded automatically. Athenia carried on, now sounding slightly less irritated. “We finally landed by Herver Castle. If your father’s there, we need to get to him now – if he sees us before we see him, he’ll run again. We need you for this – are you ready to go?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice suddenly shaking. If this was the moment, the moment where I finally found my ‘dead’ father, where I could actually see him again, after all these years… my heart flipped over, and I realised that I was nodding rather too much in response to Athenia’s question.

“I’ll try to get you back here by the morning, if possible.” Athenia said, but I hardly heard her. Once again, she held her hand out towards me.

 “I hope you don’t mind, but we’re going to be flying there.” 

I groaned, and squeezed my left hand onto her wrist. 

“Let’s go.” I said, dreading it.

And with that, we were out of the open back door, and flying into the perfect night – but not before I saw Lo’s pale face, watching us, bewildered, from the top of the staircase… 

“We have to go back.” I hissed to Athenia, fighting against the strong winds that we were creating. 

“Lo will understand.” she replied, more in urgency than in truth.

“Why did you come for me? Why didn’t you just summon me there, like all the other times?” I tried to keep the anger out of my voice.

“Not enough power after flying so long. Sorry, but it had to be done. ”she replied, beginning to sound annoyed.

 I decided not to battle any further: the wind was forcing me to clamp my mouth shut. There was no need to close my eyes to the black, moonless night, so I watched in curiosity in which direction we were going.
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At first, we just went straight up, but then, after what seemed like at least thirty minutes, Athenia took a rigid turn to the right. We carried on from there, the experience of flying not so much shocking as tiring this time round. At last, Athenia seemed to do some kind of a strange flip that left me clinging for life, and suddenly, 

Suddenly, here we are – the sand beneath our feet, the sun in constant shine. I remember my father telling me about the absence of night-time in Hie, and I realise that this is true. My giddy head is still trying to take everything in, when Cyth taps me on the shoulder. His sudden touch makes me turn around so fast that I feel even dizzier than I did originally. I nurse my aching head while Cyth speaks.

“Thank you, Athenia. I’m sure it must have been strange being in one of your people’s houses, but you were the only one who knew where she lived.

“As for you, Natalie. As you are aware, we have finished our journey. Herver castle is down the path – we thought it best to wait for you before we went directly in front of it. We have decided to send you in alone, and, if your father is in there, to bring him out. Here, take this in case there’s any trouble.” Cyth takes what looks like a mobile phone out of his pocket, and hands it to me. “Just press the green button, and we’ll be alerted. We’ll come in straight away.” I nod slightly, wondering what kind of ‘trouble’ I was expected to run in to. 

“Are we ready, then?” a voice that I recognise as Koufer’s says behind me.

“Yes,” I say, hoping – perhaps more than I should be – that my father is in there, hiding.

“I’m ready.” Athenia says, her tone expectant.

“Of course.” Cyth says, turning to Christopher – whose face remains blank. “Christopher, are you ready?” 

Unexpectedly, Christopher turns towards me, his face hardening. 

“I am ready. Just don’t expect too much…” his eyes tell me that he knows more than the rest of us, and this frightens me. I try to ignore him, but he doesn’t stop looking at me. It’s only when Cyth tells me that we must leave now that Christopher averts his powerful gaze. I begin walking down the hill, the only image in my mind his dark blue, speckled eyes – the same shade as my mother’s… 

The castle is little more than a poorly rebuilt ruin. I have always had an image of Herver etched in my mind – but this is far from it. My father always told me that it was large and beautiful, with many turrets and towers, many staircases and rooms… I look at it very carefully as we walk down the hill, noticing the crumbling walls, the small, disappointing towers – evidently the shrubs and bindweed that creep upon it are its only owners. I try not to think of what it looks like inside – and the fact that I will have to go in there alone…

“It used to be nicer than this, you know. When someone actually owned it, it was quite beautiful.” Athenia is saying, trying to reach through my gloomy expression. I ignore her, staring up at the ruin. “It’s time to go in now.” she continues, trying not to notice my grimace.

“Good luck. We’ll be with you all the way.” encourages Cyth. I turn to smile at him, but he is already locked in a deep conversation with Christopher. I look at Koufer, who gives me a half-hearted smile, and then begin walking towards the entrance of Herver Castle.

I push open the rotting, wooden door that has been claimed by nettles, wondering whether or not it would be foolish to call out my father’s name.

“Dad!” I call, feeling nervous and embarrassed. “Dad, are you here?” 

I prepare my ears for the slightest sound, but hear nothing. No one.

I begin to stumble my way through the dark, musty corridor – wishing that I at least had a torch with me. I trip over something, and almost loose my balance – but manage to stay upright. I try to proceed, but I realise that the thing I tripped over was a staircase. I look up to the even darker, unknown upstairs – and tell myself that I will never go up there by myself unless strictly necessary. I find my way around the large staircase to carry on down the corridor, where I know at least that I am safe. My hands skim the walls to make sure that I’m not missing any unseen rooms, until I bump into a door at the very end of the corridor. I push it open slowly, trying to ease the creaking sound that it is making.

“Dad?” I call, realising that my hands are shaking. “Dad, if you’re in here–”

I am temporarily blinded by a bright light, which shines directly into my eyes. I freeze, trying to see who is behind the torch. “Dad? Dad?” I whisper, trying to swallow the hope that is crawling into my heart. Suddenly, the light swerves from my eyes to the face of the person who is shining the torch.

A face that does not belong to my father.

The face of a stranger.

My heart begins to beat rapidly as I take in the features of this frightening stranger – his eyes, red in the light, are glaring at me - bulging out of their sockets so… abnormally. The deep, purple colour falling into deep wrinkles under his eyes show me that he is exhausted… and old. His nose is small yet wide – a frightening combination. His thin, withered, colourless mouth is pulled down by sagging cheeks – which attempt to hide the large scar that runs across his face with its folds. An old scar that has never healed. The hair that covers his head is sparse and thin; coated with grease and droplets of water - making me want to heave. His beard is thicker, but the… things that are stuck on to it make me look away in disgust. From the faint glow of the light I see that he is wearing a tattered kind of robe that is spattered in something dark – which I identify, horrified, as blood. The robe reaches his ankles, draping over his filthy, bare feet. I look at him as a whole – and realise that he is very tall – but has got no wings. Obviously not a Guardian, then. I look once again at his face, trying not to grimace. Despite his frown, he looks frightened – his eyes more wrinkled and bloodshot than before. I keep my distance, fearing his fear. He looks primitive, animal. 

My hands hover over the slim mobile device, not knowing what to do. I wonder if meeting this man counts as ‘trouble’ to my accomplices, but before my finger can push down on the button that will alert them, the man shakes his head slowly. I lift my finger slightly, and the man nods, attempting to say something.

“Ghuudelygglegyorel” he slurs in a robotic voice.

“What?” I whisper, reconsidering pressing the call button. The man shakes his head once more, as though he has heard my thoughts. He clears his throat, and tries again. 

 “Good little girl.” he repeats, his throat so dry that it seems an effort to say the few words. 

“Who are you?” I ask, my mind giddy. I wonder if he actually knows himself who he is – it seems as if he has been in the room so long that he has merged into the grey, stone walls. He backs against one of the walls, fitting perfectly between the rocks. It is almost as if he has changed the walls to fit his shape… or vice-versa. 

“Who I am is not important. Why I am, however, is.” he replies steadily, slowly regaining his ability to speak. 

“Please explain…” I whimper, frightened that I have seemed to find myself in the den of a madman. I wait, however, for his answer – I am curious, and curiosity, in my case, always wins over fear. 

“I fought for my rights and ended up here, like every other person who is hiding from the injustice, the cruelty of this world. I served my duty well, but… But no, my dear! This is irrelevant. What I want to tell you is the why, not the how. I am a fool for mixing the two.” he laughs humourlessly, putting his large hand to his forehead. “The why. Well, to answer the why you need to ask me a question – it is too general a subject to speak of myself, and my voice just doesn’t have the time.” He looks at me expectantly, and I regret not calling for help instantly, as soon as I saw him. Now my fear is entwined with curiosity; grass entwined with poison ivy. I rack my brains for a question – any question that will make this insane man speak of ‘the why’. 

“Why are you here?” I begin, choosing the most obvious. 

“Ah, I like that. I already told you that I was hiding from the injustice of Hie – but clearly this is not enough for you. I have been here a long time, as a cut-off member of the police squad – we grow old, you see. Unlike those Guardians” he spits the word out as if it were poison “who live forever, and who would not give me immortality, chasing me away like I was mad.” He trembles with anger, as if he still doesn’t understand why it wasn’t possible to change him to an immortal. I realise that his answer is not enough to settle my poisonous curiosity, and decide to ask him something else.

“What have you been doing here for so long?” I ask, seeing in the torchlight that his expression is thunderous. I finger the mobile, just in case.

“Now this question is good. Now I can explain the why. I welcome everyone who comes here, the druids, the escaped prisoners – and help them.”

“Help them?” I interrupt, not quite sure what he means.

“I understand their reasons, their causes, for running from Hie. They all deserve freedom, but this horrible world is just unfair. I listen to their problems, that’s what I do, then help them decide where they want to go next. They’re usually a little mad when they come in, but I make sure for their own safety that they exit this place calm. It’s quite a good business I’ve got going here. Helps a lot of people, and in return, they give me what I need to know: what’s going on in the outside.”  

I nod slowly, absorbing what I have been told. Suddenly, something occurs to me.

“You say you help everyone who comes here. Did you come across… come across… my fath- I mean, a man who might look a little like me?” I cannot stop the tremor in my voice.

“ ‘My father’, you were about to say?” he says, looking strangely interested. Without even glancing at my nod, he continues. “I thought it was you. Ever since you came in shouting ‘dad’ I had my suspicions…”

“What do you mean? Have you seen my father? Is he still here?” I shout, before the man puts a finger to his lips.

“You have to be quiet. I know that there are people outside waiting for you, and they’ll arrest me if they decide to come in to the building! In reply to your question though… Yes, I have seen your father – and no, sorry, he left two days ago.” 

I let disappointment wash over me, but, after a few seconds, curiosity takes charge once again.

“How did you know about me? How did you know my father even had a daughter?” I study the man’s expression, looking out for any signs of frustration or anger. I know that if this man is angry, I won’t find out what I need to know. Luckily, his face remains calm, and when he speaks, his voice is even. 

“He spoke about you a lot, Natalie Foster.” I gasp - even though I know that the man knew who I was, I hadn’t expected him to know my name… Silencing my gasp with a sharp look, the man carries on - his face still in the quivering light of the torch that is being held in his shaking hand. “He knew that you were searching for him with your friends, and that the first place you’d look for him would be here. He wanted to see you, but he knew that if he even showed his face he’d be taken straight back to the prison cell where he was being held – and he knew that there would be no way to escape a second time.”

“But… but I made a deal that I wouldn’t help them if they put him back in prison… I told them that once I found him I’d take him home, out of Hie’s way – and they accepted – there was no need to put him back in prison if… if he was no longer ‘dangerous.’ He didn’t have to run away from me!” I feel a lump in my throat, but painfully push it down – I know that now is a bad time to get emotional. I need to gather as much information as possible, so that there is still a chance that I can find my father. When I look into the man’s eyes, I see pity – and this makes the lump in my throat grow even bigger.

“Sorry, Natalie – but there is nothing that I can do now. He didn’t know about the deal, and neither did I. He did tell me to tell you something though: he said to tell you that he was sorry – for making your life a whole big lie.” He begins, and I shrug my shoulders. I hadn’t ever thought of it that way.  “He also told you to be careful – and don’t try to follow him because it’s too dangerous. He gave me a number to give to you – and told me that you are only to ring it if you were in the deepest and darkest troubles. You can only ring it once, he said. He told me to tell you that if you tried calling him just to know where he was, or to hear his voice, you would never have a chance to speak to him again.”

“Why?” I ask, my plans of calling him straight after leaving the castle dissolving.

“He though you’d ask that… basically, phone calls are very rare here – each one is traced. Even though the leader of Hie – Rees – doesn’t want to waste men finding him, if he is found by chance, then he’d happily put him back in prison. But it’s not just his own soul that he is saving – he says that to speak with him again, knowing that this would be the last time ever, would hurt you. He doesn’t want to be rotting in a prison cell, knowing that you are so miserable.” The man informs me pityingly, making me look away for the fear of the tears springing to my eyes.

“Is that all?” I choke.

“The last bit I didn’t understand… he said: “Beware, my princess, of the great bear.” Does that make sense to you?”

I shake my head, not knowing why I am lying. I suppose I don’t want this stranger knowing about my fairy tales. In truth, it made more sense than anything else in the world: in one of his stories - my favourite one – a princess was running to find the large bear, whom she had grown to love. As soon as she reached him, however, the bear’s many enemies who had been hunting at the time tried to shoot at the bear but injured the princess instead. Of course, it all ended happily, but this was beside the point. My father must have known that these words, over everything else he told the stranger to tell me, would affect me the most. 

But not enough. 

I am still certain that I will find my father. I will never give up.

“Can you… could you give me the number that my father left for me, then? Do you know where he has gone to, by the way?” I try to make it sound as casual as possible, so that the man has no doubts about whether to give me the number.

“I do know where your father was headed, but I promised him that I wouldn’t tell you. He has been a good friend, and I am intent to keep that promise. Here’s the number, though. I’m allowed to give you that. Just remember what he said: don’t ring unless necessary. It’s important that you keep that in your mind. Are we clear?” he demands, his expression hardening. He is obviously very intent on keeping his promise, even though I am looking at him with such pleading eyes… He slowly slips a small piece of paper into my hands, and through the dim light, I see that it is the number.

“We are clear,” I say slowly, pocketing the precious piece of paper. “Should I leave now?” I ask, suddenly remembering the time. I must have been in here for at least ten minutes – and I know that Cyth will come looking for me if I don’t emerge very soon.

“Yes, go. But don’t tell them you met me: tell them anything you like, but don’t involve me.” He says, his eyes narrowing.

“I won’t. Thank you so much for everything.” 

I leave the dark room, and as soon as I do so, the light flickers off. If not for the small piece of paper in my pocket, I could have easily imagined the whole thing. I walk slowly down the corridor, leaving the stranger alone once more.

As I rush out of the open door, I let the tears fall – if I show my emotions the chances that they’ll believe my bluff about not seeing any signs of my father are much higher. As soon as I exit, Athenia, Cyth, and, surprisingly Christopher, all run up to me. I notice that Koufer stays back, looking as grumpy as ever. Before I can even walk three footsteps, I am being bombarded by questions.

“We were beginning to worry, what happened?” 

“Did you find your father?”

“Are you alright?” This is the only question I hear – and care to answer for. I know that it won’t hurt too much if I speak about myself. But then I realise who asked the question: Christopher. I look at him carefully, watching his expression – and realise that he actually meant it. I look at him, trying to compose my tearful expression. 

“I am alright, thank you.” I say, looking him right in his familiar eyes. I feel I can tell those eyes anything, yet I have to force myself not to tell them too much. 

“Are there any signs of him?…” he asks, looking in to my eyes as I am looking into his. I wonder if he feels the familiarity, too. Christopher is different to the rest – he seems to know what I will answer to, what is sensitive in my mind. He seems to know not to say ‘dad’ or ‘father’ in front of me. 

“No,” I lie, shaking my head. I subconsciously touch my pocket – very lightly – yet when I look up again Christopher is staring right at it, as though is eyes can see what is inside. I try to avert his attention by speaking. “The castle is completely abandoned – there’s no sign of anyone in there.” my voice shakes a little – yet another lie. It is almost as though Christopher can see my nose growing like Pinocchio’s - he is scrutinising my face, as if trying to lift something from it. I try to smile, realising that the conversation had taken place completely between him and I. I realise that now I will have to explain everything to them – and they won’t let it go as easily as Christopher when I say that I found no signs of my father at all. I let go of Christopher’s eyes, and begin to turn slowly towards the faces surrounding me, waiting impatiently for some answers. Christopher takes one last look at my agonised eyes, and suddenly, quickly, faces Athenia, Koufer and Cyth before I get the chance to shift my unwilling expression to their view. He waits for me to turn fully, and begins speaking in his reassuring voice.

“Natalie has seen nothing. No one.” 

This obviously isn’t enough for Koufer.

“Explain.” he snaps, rather angrily. It is as if he doesn’t have emotions at all.

I look up at Christopher, but he shrugs his shoulders. I frown, disappointed – but begin speaking before any suspicions are made.

“I… I went along the corridor – opening all the doors as I went… I went upstairs, as well – but… but there was nothing there but an old T-shirt, lying on the floor.” I lie, hoping that they won’t ask to see the ruined item of clothing. I had to tell them that I found something – they would probably want to look in the house themselves if I claimed that I had seen nothing. 

“No. That won’t help us at all.” Koufer says, much to my relief. “We need evidence, proper evidence. Thinking about it, your father probably wasn’t there at all.” I shy away from his frown, trying very hard not to tell everyone the truth.

“Koufer’s right.  Can you think of anywhere else he might be, Natalie?” Athenia asks, looking more than disappointed. 

“No…” I say, lost for words. This part is, at least, true – but I know that it could all change if I could just ring that number… I touch my pocket again, almost ready to pull it out, when I see Koufer glaring at me. The look reminds me that I don’t trust him; I can’t trust any of them. These are the people who think my father is a prisoner, a criminal – and I realise that I don’t know how true their promise is that they will let me take him home. It shouldn’t have been so easy to convince them – I wonder how I ever trusted them. Especially Koufer. I let go of my pocket, letting my arm swing limply by my side.

“So… what do we do now?” I ask, knowing that really I am the only person who can answer this.

“It’s your call,” Cyth says, reading my mind.

“All we knew of him was an angry prisoner who disappeared – surely you know him slightly better than us.” agrees Athenia. 

“Sorry, but I really don’t know. You took him away before I could even talk properly.” I say, trying not to stamp my foot in frustration.

“Tell you what,” Koufer says thoughtfully. “How about we go somewhere that might jog her memory on what he told her, another place he might have told her about that she forgot?” 

“You know what, Koufer, that’s not a half bad idea. But where on earth could we take her?” Cyth asks, sounding almost impressed.  

“I think it would be best for her to decide, don’t you?” Athenia asks. The other two nod thoughtfully, while Christopher shakes his head.

“We can’t keep on taking her on wild goose chases. It’s not fair.” I look at him in a shocked silence. Why was he sticking up for me all of a sudden? I try to agree with him, but Koufer intervenes.

“It wouldn’t be a wild goose chase if we could jog her memory and lead her to her father! Stop being so protective, Christopher. You’re not thinking straight!” Koufer is practically shouting by the time he finishes speaking. I glare at him with such menace that he looks away.

“No one’s being protective, so stop shouting at each other. If we’re going to find my father, then let’s just get on with it!” I cry, frustrated.

“So where do you propose we go?” Athenia asks. 

I already know.

“Let’s go to Emerald forest. That place is sure to jog my memory.” 

But this was not the real reason that I chose the place. The real reason was because this was where the great bear lived.
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And I need to find my great bear.

I had become so involved with Hie that I was completely and utterly disconcerted when I found myself sitting on the floor of Lo’s room. Why was I here? The last I could remember of this temporarily forgotten world was the corridor of Lo’s house, and, of course, Lo’s pale face, looking down the stairs at Athenia and I flying off into the night… I got up, drawing the curtains. It was broad daylight outside, and Lo was nowhere in sight. I gathered my things and opened her door, intending to leave the house without her knowledge. I was halfway down the stairs, when I remembered that I should probably leave her a note. I wrote one word:

Sorry. 
By the time I got home, mum was in a state.

“Where were you? It’s one in the afternoon – you said you’d be back by eleven! When I called Lola’s house, no one answered. What were you doing? I was about to come over…” she said.

“It’s ok mum, I was… I mean, I overslept.” I lied, knowing that the truth would hurt her too much.

“How does that explain no one answering? Surely her parents were there… I thought you’d all been kidnapped or there was a fire or something…” mum demanded, obviously not believing my terrible lie.

“I don’t know… Lo’s parents weren’t there when I woke up.” Neither was Lo. But I didn’t say that, mum would just ask me a million more questions, and I’d have to answer with a million more lies. Thinking about it, where had Lo gone? 

“I’ve… got to go and do my homework.” I said, trying to get away.

“Hey, don’t you want to hear about how dinner was last night with Mike? It was so good, we had pizza and champagne and…” mum babbled in a cheerier tone. I switched off, knowing that the more I spoke, the more I’d hear. And I didn’t want to hear much right now when even my own thoughts couldn’t hear themselves. 

Seeing Lo at school the next day was strange. She acted like nothing had happened, trying to avoid me as much as possible, but today I was the one who wanted to ask questions. 

“Where were you yesterday when I woke up?” I muttered, in between lessons. She looked at me, a vacant expression on her face.

“Mum and dad insisted I go shopping with them. Didn’t you get my note?” she murmured, so quietly that it was as if she were mumbling the words to a song. 

“No. Didn’t you get mine?” I asked, trying not to look into her eyes. We both knew she had seen me with Athenia, but we were both too scared to say it. Just then, the teacher told us to enter the classroom – leaving my question unanswered, like so much else in my complicated life. 

That afternoon, walking back from school, I finally found the courage to speak about last night’s events.

“How much did you see last night?” I asked, looking at her face properly for what seemed like the first time today. She looked tired, almost bored. Her deep brown eyes were strained; her mouth pulled in a grim line. She didn’t even look as if she had heard my question.

“I don’t know what you mean.” she replied simply, still staring at the road head. 

“But I saw you – you saw what happened… you saw her. You can’t seriously say that you don’t know what I’m talking about.” Icried, more out of desperation than of anger. I didn’t see the familiar trees and bushes of Lo’s house until I almost bumped into her door. My mind was to full of worry, confusion, and the vision of my best friend’s un- responding expression to see anything at all.

“Ouch,” I muttered, rubbing the bump on my head where I had banged into her door. Suddenly, Lo turned to me, her eyes flashing with emotion.

“Goodbye, Natalie.” she said, in a tone so… final that I rushed forward to hug her stiff body. She didn’t move, and I let my arms fall, embarrassed.

“Goodbye, Natalie.” she repeated, slamming the door in my face.

“Goodbye, Lola…” I whispered pathetically to the wooden door. 

My short walk home was awful. I was alone, so the thoughts I had been trying to hide ran around my head without permission.

Lo, my best and one of my only friends had decided that she didn’t want to be my friend anymore.

Why?

The answer was simple: Hie. She didn’t want to be taken there too.

But I had to go there. It was for my father.

I was willing to loose my friends, my own mother, to find him.

Was I being selfish?

No. It was my father I was thinking of, not myself.

But was my father the only reason that I gave myself to Hie?

No, not really.

There was another reason.

Christopher.

There was something about him…

Something familiar.

I didn’t know something, I was sure of it.

Why did it feel as if I knew him?

Why did it feel as if he felt the same way?

Did he know something I didn’t?

Yes, it was obvious. He knew something, but I didn’t know what.

So, I adjusted my reasoning for wanting to go to Hie.

It was for my father - of course, that would never change. But it was also for Christopher, and my own curiosity – all the unanswered questions.

Curiosity always won.

And this case was no exception.

As soon as I got home, I rushed to my room and under my bed, where I retrieved the key. I turned it three times, and said my name in a voice hardly recognisable as mine… 

I was giving myself to Hie, and this time, I didn’t care.

CHAPTER 7

“I didn’t expect to see you back so soon.” Athenia tells me, looking impressed. “We’re just making final arrangements to get to the forest you were talking about.”

I nod, my real curiosity lying with Christopher. I look up at his face, but he is looking away, his expression strained. I wonder what he is thinking about.

“So, we were just saying that seeing as it’s quite a populated area we need to get past to get there, it would be better off walking so as not to attract attention. Of course we’ll make a stop halfway, so you two can rest.” explains Cyth, looking directly at Christopher and I. Angels obviously don’t suffer from exhaustion. 

“Obviously this means it would attract a lot of attention if you just vanished and reappeared from thin air.” Koufer says, looking at me as if he expects me to rebel against the decision. Of course, usually I would do exactly as he expects – but now is an exception. I saw ahead of me a perfect opportunity to speak to Christopher, and I wasn’t about to give it up. 

“Alright,” I say, much to everyone’s surprise. “But how long do you reckon it will take?”

“Four hours walking, plus however much time you want to rest. Probably about five hours in total.” Cyth replies, making me automatically protest.

“But don’t you think that people will start noticing if I’m gone for so long?” I say in a sudden panic. 

“That is exactly what I said.” Christopher says, speaking for the first time. He is still looking somewhere in the distance, but his expression is somewhat calmer. It feels strange to know that they have been talking about me in my absence. I wonder what else he said.

“Nonsense. Natalie’s mother knows that she has been coming here, and will not alert anybody.” Cyth says. I realise that he must know my personal life very well – being my Guardian.

“Anyway, I didn’t suppose you wanted to go back for a while. You came here yourself, and whatever provoked that, you are probably happy to be away from.” Athenia comments, and I realise that what she says is completely right. I don’t want to go back to my world, back to problems where there is no hope. At least here, there always will be a chance, a faint glimmer of light in the darkness…  But what is happening back home is out of my control. 

The beginning of the walk is boring: walking is not as fun as flying and soon my legs become tired. Athenia, Cyth and Koufer are trying to keep pace with me, but I can see that they’re becoming impatient. Soon, Koufer gathers speed, and begins walking at my speed of running. Athenia soon joins him, looking at me apologetically. Only Cyth stays by my side, walking with me – four footprints in the sand. Christopher is slightly ahead of me, though he is walking slowly. He does not once look back. I find myself wishing that Cyth would go off with Athenia and Koufer, so that I am left alone to speak with him. 

My wish is granted when we enter a town. Hie to me was a constant beach, without the sea, of course. I am shocked, of course, when we enter the town - and I see mountainous houses in rows of no particular order. The houses are very colourful: ranging from red to blue to yellow to green – they look almost appetising. What shocks me the most is the fact that there are Guardians everywhere, each uniquely beautiful. I want to look each one closely; their beauty is not something to forget – and yet, as I’d noticed with Athenia so very long ago, I cannot remember their faces as soon as draw my eyes away. I am surprised at how graceful each Guardian is; even with their great, quivering wings they do not even touch one another. It is almost as if each one has its own bubble of space – to trespass would be a crime. I am surprised by the absolute silence; it is as if nobody is even breathing. I feel as if everybody can hear my heart beating rapidly, and become extremely self-conscious. At least the ground is still covered with sand; or I might have been making embarrassingly loud footsteps. Next to me, Cyth begins to speak in a low voice.

“Natalie, you need to listen to me carefully. You have to be as confident as possible; look confident, and people will believe you. I want you to stop staring at the Guardians – being stared at is one of our weaknesses, and they will become angry. Try to be quiet and walk slowly, normally. I am going to be walking behind Athenia – Koufer is making his way to the front – and I want you to stay behind and walk with Christopher. With some luck, you will pass as a member of the PS. I’m going to my position now – you maintain yours, and we’ll be alright.” he says confidently, and then swiftly walks a few meters behind Athenia, instantly becoming one of the crowd. I walk up to Christopher, hoping that my curiosity will not betray me and break the silence.

After five exasperating minutes of walking silently and carefully around the calm, beautiful Guardians, I see Cyth taking the mini computer screen out of his pocket – the same technology that Athenia used to save Lo back in the temple. I wonder which of his people is in trouble, and of what kind of trouble they are in. I hope that the Police Squad can intervene in time, and save whoever it is. After a few seconds, I see the feathers on his wings begin to move rapidly, all coiling in different directions. I wonder what it is that is causing such agitation in the usually calm and collected Cyth. Suddenly, discreetly, he turns his head to me. I see that he is trying to tell me something: but I don’t know what. Next to me, Christopher stiffens, obviously sensing that something is wrong. I watch as Cyth begins to walk a little faster, and I follow him, trying to find my way around the Guardians without bringing attention to myself.  I realise that he can only speak to me properly once we are out of the town area: but how long will it take to get out – and what on earth is going on?

Eventually, the houses give way to rocks, and the number of Guardians is much fewer. I find my chance to speak with Cyth when we come to a shady part in between two large rocks.  

“What’s going on?” I hiss, still trying to be as quiet as possible.

“It’s… your mother.” Cyth informs me.

“What? Is she ok? Are you her Guardian too?” I ask, growing more breathless and panicked with every question.

“She’s fine,” Cyth assures me. “but we have a slight problem…She came to find you in your room, and saw the key in your hand. I think she intends on using it to come here and find you – I left the instructions on it – she knows how to use it….” 

“What would happen if she used it?” I ask, relieved despite everything.

“She’d probably end up here, with us – but it would be so dangerous. Humans aren’t allowed here – and if one suddenly appeared, even if in a less populated area… I don’t think you want to know what would happen…” he informs me, much to my horror. Athenia, Cyth and Koufer are slowly crowding round us, apparently aware of the problem. Christopher is slightly behind me, still listening to every word. 

“What can we do to stop her?” I wonder out loud. 

“No, Natalie. What can you do.” Christopher pipes up, his voice determined. I turn to him, and see that he is still expressionless, his face blank. If not for the fact that his eyes are burning dully into mine, I could have imagined that he’d said anything at all.

“He’s right. We need to take you back so you can stop her – we’re running out of time every word we speak.” agrees Cyth, looking less than pleased.

“Just… be quick. Stop her, and protect the key.” Athenia says from behind me. “Good luck.”
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Suddenly, I was back in my room, sitting with my back propped against the familiar blue wall. In the far corner of the room, I saw my mother standing with her back to me. I struggled to stand up, calling her to stop her doing whatever she was doing. Hopefully I wasn’t already too late. 

“Mum…” I said, walking slowly over to her “mum, I’m back – it’s okay, don’t do it.” I waited a few seconds, my breath held – but she didn’t reply. Leaving behind all my confusion, I rushed to her side. And froze.

For her eyes were somewhere else, her mouth slightly open. Her skin was slowly becoming paler with each passing second, and in her half-opened hand was the key. I was too late. My mother was there already, in so much danger that it made me hurt to think about it. I grasped the key out of her hand, touching her motionless fingers with my trembling ones. I realised that this must have been as frightening as I looked every time I disappeared to Hie… no wonder Lo didn’t want to be around me any more.  I clenched the key tightly in my fist, my knuckles whitening. I just hoped that my mother wasn’t already running for her life from a horrendous fate…
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I hear the words ‘too late’ before I am even fully emerged in Hie. They make me feel guilty and useless, like a failure. 

“Sorry…” I murmur in response, hoping that when my eyes focus, I will be able to see my mother. My eyes don’t focus for a while, and I realise that the mist in front of them is more than a prolonged adjustment period. I wipe them furiously, and find myself looking up at the sky. After slight confusion, I realise that I am in Cyth’s arms – who is running with such speed that all I can see around me are flashing lights passing by. 

“What’s happening?” I whisper, my stomach tightening. I hope that the answer I get will be the one I want to hear.

“She’s back!” I hear him call, but I can’t hear the response. I repeat my question, and this time, Cyth hears me.

“Your mother got here before you could stop her. I’ll tell you everything when we find somewhere safe.” he replies.

“What? …where is she? Is she okay? Why aren’t we flying?” I say, louder this time. Cyth, however, decides not to answer. I put my hand over my mouth to stop myself from crying out. I try to focus my misting eyes to my surroundings, but the harder I try, more tears come. After just two minutes, my cheeks are soaked. I wipe them quickly, and close my eyes, trying to breathe normally. 

It seems like hours, maybe even days later, when I am finally put down. I keep my eyes closed, fearing the waterfalls that will gush out of them as soon as they open. Suddenly, I feel a hand on my shoulder. I murmur softly, hoping to hear my mother’s voice in reply. Instead, I hear Cyth’s.

“I need you to open your eyes now, Natalie. Please. I cannot explain this to you while you are in this state.” His voice is soft and musical, forcing my eyes open. At first, they mist over – but soon I can see again. I look around me and realise that we are in some sort of a cave: we are at the entrance, but I can see already that it very large – and very dark. 

“W-what happened?” I ask, trying not to look at the thick darkness that seems to be creeping closer to me with every passing second.

“Your mother… she… she came here before you could stop her.” he tells me, his eyes flicking back and forth nervously. “We tried to hide her… but she was making such a fuss about everything – she alerted practically everyone around – and when they saw she wasn’t… one of us – well, they got angry.” 

“What did they do?” I speak so quickly that I have to repeat myself multiple times.

“They… started chasing us, trying to k- hurt your mother. We had to make decisions quickly – I decided to take you and Koufer your mother. Of course, we had to carry you both – the speed they were chasing us was… impossible.”

“What about Christopher and Athenia? Why didn’t we just fly here?” I babble.

“Christopher has good speed, don’t worry about him. Athenia’s good at dodging people, she’ll be here in no time. We didn’t fly here because they’d have simply shot us down, and you don’t want to know the consequences if that happened.” Cyth shudders at the thought, and, as if it is contagious, I shudder back.

“How will they know to find us here?” I ask.

“Easy. They know us; they’ll follow our trail. It’ll be okay.” he says, his voice slightly softer. I nod slowly, wondering how long we’ll have to wait in this cave – and how safe we’ll be.

After five minutes, I am already impatient. What’s taking everyone so long? I try not to think of what could have happened, and instead try to find my way around the cave. 

“You don’t have a torch, do you?” I ask Cyth, who is still standing at the entrance, his body motionless but his eyes far from still.

“No, sorry. I can take you back to your house for a while if you like…” he suggests, still not turning round. The idea of going home, pacing the silent floors and looking at my mother’s still body makes me cringe.

“I’d rather stay here, thanks.” I say quietly, trying once again to feel my way along one of the walls of the cave. 

“If you’re sure…” He turns back round to face the opening. After another two minutes, I instinctively put my hand out and find the back wall of the cave. It is darker down here- and damper. I look back at Cyth, who seems miles away – though it could just be the darkness creating the illusion. Darkness was never one of my closest friends… However, my impatience urges me on, and I walk along the back wall until I feel a small kind of arched doorway. This surprises me, and I let curiosity take over as I enter the small passageway. I find myself in a small kind of room – which is strangely cosy. I let myself sink to the floor, and even then – with my body on the stone floor – I still feel warm. I enjoy having this private section for myself, and make myself comfortable - letting my mind wander. 

It is minutes, maybe even hours, when I finally force myself out of the dreamy state. The reason: I hear voices coming from the entrance…

I get up slowly and unwillingly from my comfortable position, my legs hurting from sitting so still for so long. As I enter the main cave once more, I feel horribly small – but my feelings soon seem insignificant - for there, standing at the entrance, is Koufer – and behind him, looking so scared yet so familiar, stands my mother.

“Mum!” I cry, rushing towards her so fast that I almost knock Koufer off his feet. He mumbles something angrily, but I am past caring. “Mum, mum… Are you okay?” I manage to splutter. 

“Don’t… no… it’s too dangerous here… no, let him go, let’s just… let’s just go home.” she breathes slowly and hesitantly, outstretching her hand to mine - her eyes burning my face with desperation. I begin to take her hand, but then remember what exactly it is I would be doing if I went the way my mother wanted – home. I would feel like a failure, somebody who has used up a once in a life time chance without finding the treasure in it – someone who has seen more than they should, and will pay for it for the rest of their lives. And I don’t want to be that someone – not now, not ever. 

I pull my hand back quickly – perhaps with a bit more ferocity than I’d intended. I observe my mother’s horrified reaction with a very different kind of horror, and pretend that the disappointment I see clouding in her eyes is but an illusion.

“I’m not coming with you,” I whisper, feeling my mother’s pain in my own soul.

“Listen, I’m sorry to split up this little reunion but we need to sort things out properly.” Koufer’s voice comes out loud and stern and I jump at the sound of it – I forgot that we were being watched. My mother jumps slightly as well - but her eyes never leave my face. 

“Please… tell Natalie to come home…” my mother whimpers, eventually saving my face from her powerful gaze. I am not sure who she is addressing, but it is Cyth who replies – his voice sweet and soft.

“We can’t do that, I’m sorry. If we do that now, this would have all been for nothing – plus, she’s seen too much to go back. It wouldn’t be fair. I think she pretty much wants to come here anyway, she’s been coming here herself the past couple of days.” My mother chokes at the words, and I grimace at her reaction. I must have been hurting her so much, so very much. “We need you, however, to go back home. People will start calling round any minute, and they’ll be curious when no one answers. We’ll do everything to get your daughter back home – but it’s essential she stays.” Cyth carries on; his voice still low and calm.

“No!” my mother screams in sudden rage. The sudden change of her emotion make me jump, and I feel a strong need to run over to her and calm her down – as if I was the mother. “I’m not leaving her! I’m staying here, and you can’t stop me!” she continues, her voice still so strong that it bounces off the walls. 

“Mum… please, just go. Mike will come over, and he’ll notice our still bodies in the window of the room – you know how it faces the street. He’ll call the hospital or something – and that’s not something we want. They’ll realise there’s something wrong and ask us endless questions – and I’m such a bad liar!” I plead, trying to keep my tone light. My mother giggles a little hysterically in response.

“I know you’re right, honey – I do. But that’s why I want both of us to go home – how am I supposed to hide you in your room the whole time?” her tone becomes softer, and I begin to feel slightly more comfortable.

“Mum, I –” I am stopped by a sudden panicked look in Cyth’s eyes – the way his body stands, so utterly motionless, makes me realise that something is wrong – very wrong.

“What-” I whisper, but just then, Athenia walks in – Christopher by her side. Cyth still doesn’t relax, and I watch in utter confusion as Christopher freezes mid-step. I don’t even attempt to speak. 

Suddenly, my mother’s eyes lock on Christopher’s – and something passes between them, I can tell. Their matching blue, speckled eyes are inseparable – amazingly so. In my mother’s eyes I see confusion and recognition – in Christopher’s, complete fright. I am glad to see that both Athenia and Koufer don’t understand either – but with Cyth, it is a different matter.

“C-Christopher, we were just discussing taking her home, let’s do that n-now.” For once, his voice is unclear and hesitant – and it becomes apparent to me that he and Christopher both know something that no one else does – but what? I almost open my mouth to ask, but decide against it – this moment is too personal somehow, this is not my secret to know. 

“Let’s take her home then,” Athenia suggests coolly, her eyes, like mine, flickering between my mother, Christopher and Cyth. I nod, trying to speak but failing.

“G-good i-idea. K-Katie, remember not to use the k-key again, for y-our own… safety.”  Christopher mumbles unexpectedly. Her eyes are obviously distracting him to such measures that he has forgotten how to speak properly.

 His broken voice, however, has an obvious effect on my mother, but before I can analyse her reaction any longer, she is already becoming lighter, her body frozen in place. Her moth remains hanging open, but I know that she’s home now – she’d never be able to keep that still in real life.

“See you…” I mumble, a little too late.

Hours later, I am still confused. I have settled back in my private space – more so that I can’t see my mother’s motionless body rather than for comfort. I hear Christopher and Cyth speaking in low, urgent voices in the main cave, but I cannot understand a word they are saying. I can see Athenia pacing impatiently, her bare feet making no sound at all – and Koufer, completely the opposite, sitting in a corner completely still. I try to sleep, but after a few measly minutes of trying, I give up. There are too many unanswered questions, still too much I don’t know. Everything has happened too fast.

We are on the run from the whole of Hie, all because of my mother.

We are in a lot of danger – and hiding in a cold, damp cave where someday soon we’ll be found and arrested.

I can’t go home – the mission is too important, and home would just slow things down. 

Home is not an option – it’s a trap.

Everyone is restless and scared – but no one knows what to do next.

“Are you alright?” A voice asks, completely startling me. I jump, my head banging loudly against the wall. Grumbling to myself, I look up, and in the dim light I see someone standing by my feet. 

“Christopher,” I breathe, relieved. Recognising him is never hard – he must be the only one here without towering, white wings behind him. “I didn’t hear you coming!”

“Sorry I startled you,” He smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his strained, worried eyes. “Just wondering if you were alright.” he adds quietly.

“Well I was.” I mumble, putting my hand to the bump on my head. “So what’s going on? Do we know if the others have given up looking for us yet?” 

“We don’t know anything, we won’t know if we’re being followed until the pursuers are about a hundred meters from here. Truth is, though, we don’t know where to go afterwards if they find our cave” he says, his strained smile going down at the edges. I gesture for him to sit down next to me, and he plonks himself down heavily.

“What were you talking about with Cyth just then?” My curiosity burns my tongue, and it is almost as if Christopher can hear it. 

“Nothing much. Escape routes, mostly.” he chuckles.

“I see.” I say, beginning to feel brave. “While we’re waiting restlessly in this cave, can you tell me where exactly you come from? I don’t know how you Police Squad people work. You seem pretty human to me…” My mind begins to focus a bit more as I find a subject that I’m really interested in. To my surprise, as my smile grows, Christopher’s fades – only slightly, but to me, extremely noticeably.     

“Long story.” he says, his tone almost… regretful. He turns away, obviously trying to hide his expression from my ever-curious eyes.

“Please tell me,” I beg, prodding his shoulder until he turns back round to face me. He pulls a face, but slowly, very slowly, opens his mouth to speak.

“I was born human. When I was three years old, like every other child, I began nursery school. It was my first day and I was in the playground. It was early – there was hardly anyone there. The teacher came out and offered to take me in, and my… my mother waved goodbye.” His expression suddenly filled with unexplained agony, his eyes so sad that I was almost drawn to tears. “I… well, I followed this ‘teacher’ down the corridor, and then he led me into a room. Not a classroom, though. It was small and stuffy, the only thing in it was a photocopier. I remember feeling confused.

“Mister, what’re we doing here?” I asked him. I was beginning to feel frightened, you 

see. I guess I only noticed then how… different he looked to other people. He was 

tall and looked very strong, and his skin glowed slightly whenever the light from 

the slats on the blinds reached him. It was… strange. I remember walking to the 

door, and I almost got the handle open when he snatched my hand away. There

was such urgency in his touch - such panic – that I screamed. Well, at least, I tried to. He put his hand to my mouth before I could make a sound. I got in to a panic then, thrashing and kicking like mad. Of course, I thought he was one of those ‘nasty people’ that my mother always spoke to my father about. They always told me never to speak to strangers, just in case they might be one of them. But if my mother didn’t see that he was a nasty person, then how could he be? 

“I stopped kicking, eventually. Of course it had done no good at all, the man was very strong – and I was only a small three-year-old with a tiny blue school bag. I sat down on the floor, sobbing quietly. Suddenly, the man sat down next to me, and put his big arm gently around my shoulders. I was scared at first, thought he was going to hurt me – but no, he just sat there, his arm around me, while I finished sobbing.

“I need to explain something important.” he told me in a formal voice.

“Am I in trouble?” I lisped, afraid again. Of course, at that age, being in trouble was the worst thing. The man shook his head and started talking again – this time his tone softer, sweeter. 

 “You’re in no trouble, don’t worry. Because you are a big boy now I need you to help me. Can you do that?” He smiled at me so nicely that I agreed – but I’m sure even if I hadn’t he’d have made me come anyway. He’d have forced me – it was too easy. I didn’t know any of this, of course. My life was still full of mummy and daddy and teddy bears – I didn’t know much else. I was only three.

“I need you to come with me. We’re going to go to a nice sunny place – you’ll be happy, I promise.” he said, speaking to me as if I were a ‘big boy.’ I liked that.

“Can mummy and daddy come too?” I remember asking him, feeling much more reassured. 

“No, but you can play a game with them – you’ll be able to watch them, but they won’t be able to see you!” He laughed then, at that made me forget the fact… the fact that I would never actually see my parents again… He picked me up in his big strong arms and asked if I was ready. To be honest, going to a nice, happy, sunny place sounded much nicer than going to nursery – I nodded, feeling comfortable in his arms. How young I was… How silly I was to give up without another fight… 

“The rest, you probably know. We came here, and I was delighted at first - the sun, the sand - it made it feel like one of my favourite holidays. Soon, I was told I had to start ‘school’ – which was actually training to become an officer. It seemed different, but of course I didn’t know what real school was like – it became normal after a while. I was the only one in my class, strangely. The teacher was a kind woman, who taught me things like how to lift weights to make me strong – even though by then I was only about five. I’ve been training ever since, and just as I was ready to go down and put my training into practice, all this happened.

“My mother never forgave herself for leaving me that day. She called the police several times a day, but they never found me. It was agony watching her, so I stopped trying – it made me hurt too much.” 

I was so absorbed by the story that even after he finishes speaking, my silence holds.

I watch, confused, as Christopher shudders, his face twisting with agony. It’s strange… but every time he mentioned his mother, the look in his eyes became so pained that I couldn’t bear to watch him. He must be missing her still – even though when he was taken away he was too young to really know her. 

“You miss her, don’t you?” I whisper, breaking the silence. I can see from the main cave that Athenia is listening – though she’s pretending not to. Christopher nods his head slightly – though it’s so discreet that I’m sure I am the only one able to see it. He obviously doesn’t want to talk about it any more – his eyes are telling me that they’ve said too much, yet I feel that his mouth hasn’t said enough. I struggle not to ask more, ask him about what he’s not telling me – ask him about what’s making him look so pained. As I reach to put my arm around his shoulder, a shout from the main cave breaks the mysteriously sad silence abruptly.

“Holy crackers!” The voice belongs to Cyth – only his voice could be so very loud. I jump up automatically, my heart racing. As I draw closer to Cyth I see that he’s holding the small machine that monitors his people. The problem must be to do with my mother – there could be no other explanation for his panic. 

“What is it? What is it?” I ask constantly, my heart fluttering even more than before. 
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“Mike’s found you… to him, you look almost invisible – he’s about to call the ambulance, and your mother thinks the only way out is to tell him the truth… All disaster could break loose. You need to stop this, NOW!” Cyth shouts, making my heart jump even more. Before I can even ask how I’ll explain it to Mike – or how I’ll get back here - I feel myself slowly fading into my other life.

I blinked, feeling disorientated. I had spent most of the day in another world after all. 

“Are you sure you don’t want some more water?” Mike asked me – as if he cared. He was probably just trying to make himself look good in front of my mother. But my mind wasn’t ready to be angry, not yet. There was too much going on. My mother was standing in my doorway, looking worried and jittery – and no matter how anxious I felt to be away from Hie, I still felt relieved to see her. 

“No… I’m sure I’m okay. I think I just passed out or something. I’m tired, that’s all.” I lied. Behind his back, my mother’s lips twitched slightly until she was almost smiling. She’d always teased me for being a bad liar.

“I think I’m going to call a doctor. You looked so pale just then… Katie, surely you can’t think that this is normal!” Why oh why, Mike, do you choose to be so caring at this one particular time? 

“Well… urm, no, it’s not that normal… but this is my daughter, and I know when she’s alright. It’s just like she said - exhaustion. She’s been working so hard recently…” Mum said quickly. Mike didn’t look convinced.

“Listen to me! Your daughter could be in danger, and you do nothing about it? Just give me the phone, please. You’re in shock that’s all.” I hated the fact that he sounded so sure of himself like he knew everything. I had to stop myself from screaming. 

“Mike, please listen to me. I’m fine. I look and feel much better. I promise, if this happens again, you can call a doctor – but seriously I’ve never felt better.” I got up to demonstrate how well I felt. 

“See Mike, she’s fine. I used to do that all the time when I was small. Come on, now – let’s leave her to get some sleep. The tea’s getting cold.” Again, mum said it too quickly and Mike began to look suspicious, but on seeing her frustrated look, he followed her with a grunt. My door closed behind them, and I breathed a sigh of relief, fumbling for the key under my bed. After not being able to feel it in its usual place, I remembered that my mother had been the last to have it. I swore quietly to myself, unable to contain my anger. Why hadn’t I remembered? I had been right earlier: home was a trap. Cyth couldn’t bring me back there without some pursuer noticing, feeling my presence. I wasn’t sure how strong Guardian senses were, but I was sure they were strong enough to feel someone different appearing and then we’d all be cornered.  It was up to me to get back there myself – but I couldn’t exactly ask my mother where she’d put the key for two reasons: one, Mike was there. Suspicious, over-caring, nosy Mike. Two: she’d never tell me anyway, she didn’t want be back there any more than I wanted to stay here. I walked slowly out of my bedroom, heading for her bedroom.

The key was in the first drawer I looked in, to my relief. But it wasn’t the key that caught my attention: it was the photo album underneath, dated for 1990. About three years before I was born. I don’t know what made me fascinated – I suppose I wanted to see if there were any pictures of my father in it. I’d never seen this album before, and was curious as to why my mother hid it – maybe it was too painful for her to share. She was always a very private person. Slowly, I picked it out from the drawer as well, and walked back down the corridor to my room, where I closed the door. I put the album under the covers of my bed, and I crawled next to it – planning to have a look through it after I’d returned. If I returned. Sighing, I closed my eyes to make in look as if I was sleeping just in case Mike came in again. Under the covers, I twisted the key three times and whispered my name, wondering if and when I’d return.

CHAPTER 8

I find myself sitting against one of the walls of the cave, being observed by everyone present.

“All sorted?” Koufer asks, his tone the same as ever.

“Yes, we managed to convince him that I just passed out or something.” I murmur, hoping that my mother doesn’t find her draw completely empty too soon.

“Well done, for finding the key and everything. We trusted you would.” Cyth smiles and I realise that he must have been watching me the whole time. 

“Yeah.” The ghost of a voice agrees, and I look up to see Christopher’s face - still slightly sad. I can just see him as a small, confused boy about to begin nursery – waving to his mother for the last time. I can almost place the tiny blue bag that he was carrying that day in his hands. It makes me sad, but I realise that really, at heart, he is no more than the lost boy he was all those years ago. 

“Welcome back. As you can see, nothing much as changed – let’s just hope it stays that way until we figure something out!” Athenia informs me, her tone light. 

“Where are we going to sleep and everything?” I wonder out loud, knowing that we will be here for more than just a few hours. 

“Actually,” Cyth says, clearing his throat “you should be asking where you’re going to be sleeping. Guardians can go for years without sleep - sorry if that sounds weird to you. Obviously, we do need sleep – we can just hold on longer than humans.” I blush in response, embarrassed. Of course angels and humans would have their differences. “But,” Cyth continues. “Seeing as Christopher has more human qualities than us, and is still officially only a trainee police officer, he needs sleep like you do. We don’t have blankets or anything, and I can’t imagine it would be very comfortable on the floor… so… Athenia has agreed to use her wings as blankets for the both of you.” At this, Athenia pulls a face, and I remember how she’d told me that she hated me touching her wings so long ago. I smile at her, grateful for her sacrifice – but I can’t hide the strangeness I feel at knowing that tonight I’d be sleeping under angel wings. This time last year, I’d have never imagined doing something like this without dying first. It feels almost too strange.

As I lie down, preparing to sleep, underneath the bizarre cotton softness of Athenia’s warm, still wings, I begin to go through events of everything that has happened to me in Hie. I look at Athenia, breathing quietly next to me, looking blankly at the ceiling. Next to her, under the cover of her right wing, sleeps Christopher. I close my eyes, letting my trapped thoughts come out.

I met Athenia first – how little I knew then, following her footprints. I realise that my first encounter must have been about four weeks ago now. Only four weeks!

Then I met Koufer, I never liked him – but as long as he was willing to help, I could live with him…

Cyth next. He was lively, frightening when I first met him. Now I don’t feel as frightened of him as I did – he is my Guardian after all. I stall to think about all the times that he must have saved my life, just by touching a computer screen. I shudder at the thought – life is so simple​ – why hasn’t anyone thought of this theory before? I suppose everyone’s always looking for complicated theories – ones that don’t make any sense. I realise that they’ve dug too deep – no one will guess about Hie now. They’ve lost their chance. 

After Cyth I met Christopher – who was, and still is, a great mystery to me. I go through his story again, think of his pain when he spoke of his mother. I think about what Athenia had told me about the Police Squad when we were still in the temple, and try to cross it with Christopher’s own personal account. Suddenly, something doesn’t quite add up – something important. I almost kick myself for not thinking of it before.

Christopher had told me that like every other person of his kind, he was born human. I had taken it in then, absorbed it.

Yet when I thought about it, Athenia had said something else. They appear human in every way – which they are, really – they were just born here. 

Christopher had clearly stated that he had been born in my world, an actual human, who had been taken to Hie when he was three years old.

Athenia had told me that every member of the PS had been born here.

Someone was lying.

But who?

I take a deep breath.

“Athenia,” I whisper.

“What-” she stops mid sentence, just like that. My blanket stiffens, and after two seconds, so do I.

There is someone nearby, their footsteps loud in the silence. Of course, it is not dark – it is never dark here – but in this echoing cave, the footsteps give me the same amount of fear as they would if it were night outside. From my view of the main cave, I see Cyth crouched tensely in the corner, frightened. It is a rare sight. Koufer, I cannot see – though I know that it is not him making the loud footsteps. If he were, Cyth would be able to see him – and there’d be no reason to be scared. I begin to sit up slowly, but Athenia shoves me down. 

“Don’t-move.” she whispers harshly. Slowly, she stands up, lifting her warm wing from my side. I shudder, realising how warm it had been under the soft blanket – yet the sudden shiver that runs down my spine has nothing to do with the cold. Athenia exits the small partition to enter the main cave, blocking my view of the entrance for a few seconds. When Athenia moves to Cyth’s side, I see Koufer tiptoeing to the entrance, and, before anyone can stop him, walking right outside to greet our own pursuers.

Next to me, Christopher begins to stand up.

“Stay down!” I warn. 

“I have to see what Koufer’s doing. Something’s not right.” he whispers, ignoring my warning. Athenia and Cyth see him, too – but they seem to want him stood up to see what’s happening. They are as confused as we are. 

“They’re getting closer now, Koufer’s approaching them.” Christopher informs me. “They’re definitely Guardians… and they look like they are looking for us.”

“How can you know that?” I ask.

“Their expression- hang on. No. This isn’t right.” Christopher says suddenly, his face pinching up in confusion. I can see that Athenia and Cyth can hear him too, though he is speaking only in harsh whispers. They cock their heads up immediately. 

“What is it?”

“Oh… no… oh no, oh no… Not Koufer…” His voice is coming out in little gasps, his quiet voice almost crying.

“What on earth is going on?” I stand up slowly, not being able to hold the tension any longer. It is killing me, and, even though Guardians, I could tell that the suspense is killing them, too. I stand to my full height, and gasp, almost forgetting how to breathe out again.

For there, not far from the entrance, are our obvious pursuers and Koufer, shaking hands. This doesn’t make any sense. Koufer is on our side. 

Or maybe he never was.

As they walk closer as a group to the entrance of our cave, I finally hear what they are saying. I grimace at every word.

“So where are they?” One Guardian asks.

“Right inside this cave. Glad you came on time, I didn’t think you’d get my message.” Koufer replies, much to my disgust and fear.

“You did a good job. Not everyone can keep it up that long.” Another man says.

“Thanks. These people are criminals, they’re not exactly that clever anyway.” 

Even though they can’t see them, Athenia and Cyth can hear them now. They both look like I feel: horrified, betrayed, and disgusted.

Koufer has betrayed us all.

It is now that I remember my first impression of him: untrustworthy. I should have gone with my instincts.

Now we are all going to be captured, maybe even killed.

All because of Koufer and our stupidity not to realise what he really was, and still is.

Almost… almost a teacher’s pet to Rees, who is against our every move.

Koufer doesn’t care about me, Christopher – or even his fellow Guardians.

If following the law means this, then what is the law but a stack of heartless money and paperwork?

I understand now why my father had tried to change the law so many years ago – it is unfair, disgusting.    

“We have to leave. Now.” Christopher says, his eyes still on the entering intruders and Koufer, our betrayer.

“I know.” I hiss, my voice drowned by Athenia’s hysterical screams as Koufer’s men approach her.

“Koufer! How could you? How could you? Please don’t do this! No! Please!” she screams - tears that I didn’t even know she was capable of escaping in small droplets – like rain in the desert. Her panic distresses me, and I feel the need to rush out and put myself before her – but what use would that do? I watch, helpless, as they take her up and drag her away, kicking and screaming. The terror in her eyes is so… real.  The next three men advance towards Cyth slowly and smugly, being instructed by Koufer.

“He’s a strong one, be careful. That’s it, trap him. Good men.” I feel sick – they’re speaking of him like an animal. Cyth doesn’t even struggle – just lets himself be picked up and dragged, limp out of the cave to a future not worth living. I swallow hard.

“Come on.” Christopher tugs my arm, his voice so quiet that surely I am the only one to hear. I don’t move; my eyes are glued towards Athenia’s terror – and my own Guardian’s terrible weakness. Even when they are taken out of sight, outside the cave, I can still see their fear – which merges with my own. It is only when I hear the heavy footsteps pounding towards our little partition that my mind snaps back into action.

“Please, forget about them. Come on - let’s get out of here, please. I’m not leaving you to your own death!” Christopher whispers sharply, and this time, I don’t resist to his pull of my wrist. He drags me to the east wall, and begins hammering it with his fists. The hammering still doesn’t drown out the sound of the heavy footsteps, which are no more than three meters of discovering us...

“What are you doing?” I mumble, confused. As he hammers, he puts his ear to the wall as though listening to something.

“You’ll see,” he says between hammers. As he reaches the end of the wall, hammering rapidly all the while, the group of men that I had been dreading for so long enter the partition. I suddenly understand the dread, the absolute terror, of being captured. 

“Come, now!” Christopher screams – obviously not caring about keeping his voice down any longer. I look at the wall, and realise that somehow, impossibly, there’s a hole right at the very end. I don’t even bother to look back at the group of men, coming towards us. All that matters now is the hole, that small hole, which will hopefully, impossibly, lead to our own freedom. My arm still in Christopher’s clenched hand, we run through, our enemies at our heels, into the absolute blackness.

I watch anxiously as Christopher replaces the large slab of surprisingly thin wall back in place. Our pursuers, too many to pass through at once, are trying to get through the hole one at a time – yet so far, none have succeeded. As soon as the wall is back in place, Christopher pulls a of tube of some kind of special glue out of his pocket and puts a thin sliver around the perimeter. 

“Come, now! We don’t have a lot of time…” He grabs my wrist yet again and begins to run with me tagging at his heels. Outside, I hear the mob shouting angrily, bashing on the wall. 

“How-long-till…they-get…through?” I ask, already breathless. Running through the dark, I find, is more exhausting than running in daylight. At least in the light you can actually see where you’re going. This tunnel seems endless – and small. With every footstep it becomes narrower and narrower, until we are forced to crawl.

“We have about two minutes till they’re at our feet. We have to hurry.” Christopher isn’t breathless at all. I envy his agility and speed – wondering why he’s keeping up with a slow coach like me when we’re in such danger. 

“We’re coming up to a fork. Turn left – don’t forget that.” Christopher says, as if I’m a baby - but I keep my protests locked safely in my throat. No time for that nonsense now.

“Where…is-the-fork?” I gasp, starved of oxygen. Just on cue, we arrive at the choice of two tunnels: the right one, a straight line with a twinkle of precious light at the end, the left, a short, dark line that has more forks along it on both sides.

“Are-you…sure-we-go…to…the-left?” I whimper, looking longingly at the dot of light.

“No time for questions, just go! I think they’ve got through by now…” 

I feel my stomach twist into a very complicated knot. In the brief moment of silence that follows, above the constant sound of water droplets falling steadily on the damp, hard ground, I hear just what I don’t want to: the echoing sound of footsteps. I crawl forward with as much speed as possible into the left tunnel, and carry on forward until I hear Christopher’s whisper from behind me.

“Next fork. Turn right. Continue down till I tell you.” Accordingly, I stumble into the correct tunnel, which seems narrower, and, if possible, darker than before. I am just glad that I have someone with me – getting helplessly lost is one of my best talents. I carry on crawling as fast as possible, until I realise that Christopher’s sharp, short breaths are no longer coming up from behind me. I freeze – my heart skips a beat. I am afraid to look behind me just in case he’s gone, yet I’m afraid to look in front of me, for the fear of the large monster that will jump on me any minute – the monster that is consisted entirely of darkness. But I have to choose. 

I turn my head back to the known, and find what I am looking for – Christopher. Yet… yet something is wrong. He is frozen, his whole figure trembling, his face turned back to where we’d come from. I crawl slowly up to him, frightened of what I will find… 

“What is it?” I ask, not even bothering to quieten my voice for the panic. His body doesn’t even move in response to my question, and, panicked, I ask again – my voice almost a shout. This time, his sudden reaction surprises me. 

His whole body whips around, so that his frightened, angry expression reaches me.

“Shut up! Can’t you just be quiet?” His voice is still a whisper, but there is a serious, angry edge to it. It makes me think of the words silent murder. 

I feel hurt: no, more than hurt, wounded, at his outburst. The fact that I don’t know what’s going on is making the ache so much worse. 

“What on earth’s going on?” I cry, trying to keep my voice quiet. Suddenly, in the darkness, all I can see in Christopher’s eyes is worry.

“They’ve found us… I thought they’d choose the other, more obvious path – but somehow they knew we’d be here. They’re coming now – you need to run.” Yet another shiver of terror runs down my spine, and I realise that this must be the scariest day of my life.

“What…what do you mean by I need to run?” I murmur, agonised, as I realise with horror what Christopher is really planning to do. 

“You need to go. I’ll distract them a bit. It’s the whole lot coming this way, and soon they’ll be able to hear us. Either way, if we both run, they’ll catch both of us, easily – at least this way we have the chance of at least one of us surviving.” he explains, trying so hard – so very hard, to sound brave. Yet I know he is frightened – I can feel a thick layer of fear underneath every word he says. 

“But… how… they’ll get you, Christopher, they’ll take you away!” I exclaim, feeling the full extent of what he is risking – all for my small existence. 

“I’ll explain later.” he says softly, as if hearing my thoughts. If there is a later I think darkly. “Don’t you worry, I’ve been fighting for a long time. I’m telling you Natalie, just run. They’re coming now. Run until you find the third forked pathway to your right, and take the left one. It’s narrow there – be careful. The next fork you’ll find will be about ten minutes’ down that path. There are three pathways you can choose – go down the middle one. After about five minutes you’ll find yourself in a large kind of sandy beach. Wait for me there. If I don’t come within about an hour, run away from that place as far as possible – because that will mean that they’ve… got me, and they’ll be after you. Just run away from there, and try to stay away from the larger cities. Did you get all that?” By the end of his instructions, Christopher’s voice breaks. I realise that he isn’t much older than I am – of course he’d be frightened. Yet he’s living with the risk of dying to save my life… What is it with Christopher? Why is he doing this for me? Why is he so stupidly familiar? And why on earth did he say that he was born human, when the fact stands that all people of his kind are born here? 

“Just go, Natalie. Please. Run.” This isn’t even a question – it’s a demand.

“Promise me you’ll be alright.” I whisper – crawling away quickly before he makes a promise that he might not be able to keep.

I can’t resist looking back when I reach the pathway that will take him away from my sight... forever. I turn my head slightly, catching a glimpse of Christopher trying hard to control his shaking. I am almost relieved that his face is turned away from me - those dark blue familiar eyes would surely bring me rushing back to him. I turn my head back reluctantly to the tunnel on the left, and try to forget the fact that this might be the last time I see him…

My eyes fill with tears, and I try to brush them away – but with all the gravel and dirt on my hands from crawling on the floor, I manage to make the tears worse. 

I find myself thinking of Athenia and Cyth. I picture their terror-filled faces, their fear, Cyth’s helplessness… I wonder where they are now, wonder if they’re thinking about Christopher and I and why we haven’t joined them wherever they are. I wonder if and when I’ll see them again… and this brings my thought to my mother. Thinking about it, how will I be able to return to my world without Guardians present? Will I ever be able to go home? Will my mother find me, sleeping eternally in my bed, while I am stuck here? I try not to imagine the way she will shake me awake, and find the key in my pale hand underneath the blanket, along with the photo album I’d stolen from her and had not yet had the chance to look at. Of course, she would wait by my bedside, waiting for me to come back, a little dizzy, but still me, from Hie. Waiting to be able to have another chance to plead with me not to go back… She will wait and wait and wait - ignoring phone calls, visitors, everything. I can imagine the way she will hold my hand, try to coax me back that way. It will almost be like I’m in a coma. She’ll be sitting there, crying, as I become paler and paler – watching as I disappear. When I’m gone completely, her heart will break – the splinters forever digging into her chest. 

I shake the tragic image out of my head, trying to keep my mind on going in the right direction. After all, being lost in tunnels somewhere underground for the rest of my life doesn’t appeal to me. I’d been so busy thinking that I didn’t notice how very narrow it had gotten. By the time I find the fork with three tunnels leading out of it, I am lying down – slithering like a snake. I had never really felt claustrophobic before – but now… I begin to feel slightly sick, not sure whether I can manage any more. I almost give up and go back to where I can actually breathe – but then I realise how easy it would be to just keep on going back until I can see that Christopher is okay. I never could control my curiosity… When I finally manage to enter the central tunnel in the fork, I am gagging for air – and so worried that my brain is numb. I realise that this is the last leg of the journey - I will just have to survive five more minutes slithering and starved of oxygen. As the droplets of water become heavier nearing the end of the tunnel, I find that I am completely and utterly soaked. My tummy, pressed against the wet floor, feels freezing. My elbows, helping me push myself along, are grazed and sore – not to be helped by the filthy water. My hair, being dripped on constantly, now sticks to my head like dirty glue. Every time a strand touches my face, I go out of my way to stick it back to my head. All in all, I’m freezing, feeling sick and dirty – and most of all feeling like a coward for not staying to help Christopher. What I am feeling on the inside is so much worse than my physical pain. I try not to think of the fact that everyone I ever loved I might never see again. My mother stuck at home, waiting. Lo, so scared of my going to Hie, abandoning me. Athenia, Cyth, gone somewhere too dangerous for me to follow. Christopher, battling with nine strong Guardians, for me. My father… it is then that I realise that hope still lies with my father. It is only then, after so many hours, that I realise that I still have the number. I reach down and feel the small scrap of paper – the only stable thing I have in what seems my whole life. This is my lifeline – my father is the only thing I have left. I tell myself that I’ll use it as soon as I get out of this underground hell, and this makes it so much easier.

Push, drag, push, drag… 

Eventually, a beautiful white dot of light shows in the darkness. I slither to it as eagerly as my tired, cold body allows me. I almost feel like I have died, and finally see heaven coming up to greet me. I push harder than before, exhausting myself more than I’d have ever thought possible. It doesn’t help that the supply of air in this small narrow place is minimal. 

And then, impossibly, I’m out, collapsing on the soft, white sand.

Five droplets of colour, merging into one. A large, colourless wall - falling apart, crumbling. Screams as the bricks fall noisily on the pavement. Huge, great lions, chasing us away. Chasing away the screams. Millions of little dots moving unbelievably fast, just out of reach. An untouchable box of secrets, its key hidden somewhere in the depths of humanity. A sense of failure; a bright flash of light. 

More screams.

Panic, fright… familiarity. Love, hate – pity, anger – everything that has ever conflicted, united.

Black, white,

Similarity, difference – 

Shouts and laughter.

Five droplets of colour, all merging into one.

My eyes flicker open, unfocused - dazzled by the bright sunlight under which I am lying so still. I see nothing but the dark blue of the cloudless sky and the tiny black dots that keep flying from the back of my eyes. Slowly, I allow my eyes to swivel to the left where I can so many grains of sand that I begin to feel dizzy. I force my eyes away, trying not to let the welcoming blackness envelope me again. I shift my whole body slowly to my right, where I see a figure lying right next to me, their face pressed to the sand. I scream in horror, my heart beginning to race. Somehow, I manage to haul my weak body up quickly enough before the figure rolls over, whining in pain.

I recognise the face.

Christopher.

Relief floods through me, kicking my every bone into action – making me feel strong. It is now that I remember the tunnels, the way I left him - how I saw him trying to compose his trembling as I glimpsed him for what I was so sure was the last time… but obviously it wasn’t. The very fact that he survived is a miracle, the fact that I am seeing him right now is beyond the arrogance of meaningless words. 

But then I look at him a bit closer, and this time, even the most gruesome word is beautiful in comparison. My relief freezes in me, stopping before it can reach my legs. I wobble to the ground, suddenly wishing the darkness would take me hostage yet again, and never let me go.

His right leg is mangled – not even broken – it looks unfixable. What remains of his left trouser leg is black, charred - and the resulting burnt skin on his bare leg makes me feel sick – never before have I seen such bad burns. I try to hold back the bile creeping up my throat. His shirt, rolled up to reveal deep, red gashes on his chest, is spattered with blood – I shudder as I realise that this very shirt used to be a very pure white. Now, it is but a rag of blood. His arms are cut all over, and his fingers bring on a whole new bout of nausea. They are all either broken beyond belief or burnt. I wonder how on earth he managed to get through the endless tunnels in his awful state. I notice a trail of blood leading from the tunnel, and quickly check his breathing – surely someone loosing so much blood should be dead. I finally bring myself to look at his face. Though I a kneeling right by it, I had managed until now to keep my eyes well away. 

His face is one, big cut. I cannot see his lips clearly for messy pattern of blood surrounding them, growing and growing. His nose is cut, but not broken – the only part of him, it appears, that is near to normal. His closed eyelids are red from the gash bleeding constantly on his forehead – almost as if he is wearing crimson eye shadow. He is crying tears of blood. 

“What did they do to you?” I whisper, tears running down my cheeks. They fall, transparent and fat, on the bridge of his nose - making a stream of bright red liquid trickle right down it. I put my hand out to his, hoping to hold it to feel any sign of life that might indicate that he’s alright apart from his slow breathing - but when I touch it, it feels ice cold. Automatically, my hand pulls away from the coldness. I turn away, ashamed, and gather as much strength as I can to stand up. I walk away quietly – and slowly my steady pace turns into a run. I run until I can’t see any more, until my brain is so starved of oxygen that I can’t feel anyone else’s suffering but my own. 

Eventually, I collapse – falling into a sobbing heap, breathless and hot. Suddenly, I realise how thirsty I am, and that I have not even seen one single drop of water in Hie since I fist arrived. I gasp for air as though it will help ease the thirst, put it doesn’t help one little bit. However, my raging need for water is soon silenced by the screaming guilt that is rushing into every single pore of my skin – running into my blood. I suddenly realise to full extent what I’d done: left Christopher – the very boy who had sacrificed himself for me. And what did I do about his cuts, his blood-red tears? I’d run away from his dying figure out of my own fear and disgust. Dying. Dying! Christopher. Dying. I try to put the two words together, but it is like pushing two opposing magnets together – it’s just so hard, and every time I drift slightly, the magnets jump apart again. I put all my concentration to the words, forcing them together – and when they finally manage to touch, I feel so much unimaginable pain that I almost die on the spot. Quickly now, I jump up, the two repelling words heavy on my shoulders.

He looks better than I remembered – his leg is already slightly less mangled, the burns on his skin slowly healing. Slowly, I kneel down – careful not to move so much as a speck of dust next to him. Now that I’m closer, I can see that the gash on his forehead has stopped bleeding – in fact, when I brush my eyes across his body, it seems that all his cuts have stopped bleeding quite as much. I slowly put my hand to his arm, but, as soon as my fingers touch him, he jumps, gasping in pain. Surprised, I allow my arm to drop to my side and slowly edge away, as though my very presence might cause him pain. I watch in shock as his lips begin to move.

“am…fine.” he whispers, pain behind his words. If this were another situation, I’d have laughed at how blatantly untruthful his words were. I begin to creep closer to him again, relieved, at least, that he’s still alive. 

“No, you’re not.” I say sternly, putting my hand up to stop him from attempting to sit up. Slowly, his eyes open – unfocused and bloodshot. He winces in pain at the brightness of the sunlight.

“Are you… alright?” he croaks, his voice hardly more than a faint echo.  I look at myself in surprise, wondering if I really look bad enough for him to even bother asking. All I see is that I am very, very wet from the tunnels.

“I’m fine!” I exclaim, confused. “But you, on the other hand…” I point to the smudge of blood that he has left on the sand beneath him. 

“I told… you. I’m alright.”

“What happened?” I ask, ignoring his stubbornness.

“They… found me. They… wanted to arrest me – they asked… where you were. I… told them… I told them I’d taken you home… told you to destroy the key, not come back. Which I should have done. I’m sorry… it’s all my fault-”

“No, it’s not. It’s no one’s fault but Koufer’s.” I interrupt, hurt by the new pain of guilt on his face.

“It was my fault – but seeing as you won’t accept that… After I told them about you, they started pulling me out of the tunnel, till we were back in the cave. When they started handcuffing me, I… started fighting back. There were loads of them, so it wasn’t that easy…” He looks down at his scars, as if to prove a point. “In the end, I slipped through two men, and ran back through the tunnel. They caught me a few times, but I held them off by putting trails of my blood in the wrong trail. I’m certain they went in the wrong tunnel – but it won’t be long till they find us… we need to get out of this place.” He turns his head back to the opening of the tunnel, as if expecting the men any minute. I look at him, concerned.

“But you can’t move in this state! How did you get all those burns, anyway? I’m sure that’s not normal for a fight…” I babble, shocked by the strength of my own voice compared to his feeble one.

“I… know how to get us out of here, don’t worry. The burns… well, of course they thought they could bring me back by putting a fire in the tunnel ahead of me. I had to run through it…”

“How on earth did you manage that?” I ask, trying to imagine myself running through a fire and coming out whole. The sheer impossibility of it makes me feel sick.

“Please… don’t want to talk about it.” he breathes, his voice extremely hoarse. I must’ve pushed him too hard – he should be in hospital - in fact, he shouldn’t be conscious at all. He begins to cough, his eyes closing.

“No, don’t go, not yet! Look at me. Talk to me, please!” I try to control my voice, but it still comes out louder than it should have. I take my eyes away from Christopher’s to look at the tunnel entrance, but there’s no sign of anyone… yet.

“Come on, we need to get out of here! You said you had a way… We definitely can’t stay here, waiting for them – and I can’t carry you… Please, tell me what to do!” Even though I’m trying as hard as possible to control my hysterics, I just can’t seem to calm down. I force my trembling body away before I can hurt Christopher – his weak, broken body a perfect target for my destruction.

“Go… just go home-” he murmurs, his mouth barely opening. Before he can even finish the sentence, his head lolls to the side – completely unconscious.   

I stare at his still body, checking every five seconds for his slow, irregular breathing. In this almost trance-like state, I let my thoughts run wild. My time in the tunnels, trying to find my way out, where I didn’t know if I would see anybody again… The relief of seeing light at the end, collapsing on the blinding white sand… Being scared to death of the figure lying next to me when I woke up – being even more scared seeing my injured, dying companion – or so I thought at the time. Running away, guilt overpowered by fear – rushing back, disgust smothered by guilt. Christopher’s words – the low, musical voice that I thought I’d never hear again. Finally, his last words before he sunk back into blackness: go home. Surely, he must have known that I didn’t know how to get home? I feel unnecessarily angry – my helplessness draining my every hope. The anger, the desire, the cruelty… Each stabbing my chest, screaming to be let out. Suddenly, I can contain it no longer - I scream. It feels good. Again and again, louder and louder – grabbing fistfuls of my damp hair… My eyes, flaming red with anger, see all my desires. Athenia and Cyth with me, helping me find my father. Koufer being enveloped by flames, screaming in pain while I grin. My mother being happy, not knowing a thing about Hie. Mike disappearing somewhere, never coming back. My father coming home – unscathed by his kidnap. My own security – belonging in one world, not two – or if not that lucky, knowing at least how to get home. And finally my biggest desire: knowing who Christopher is. I picture Christopher’s familiar eyes open – without the protective lining over his every emotion, his every word. The illusion is so clear that I tear away from my screaming to check if it’s real – but when I turn he is still motionless, his face sticky with dried blood. I snatch my hand away from my vulnerable hair, finding a large clump stuck in my palm. Tears run uncontrollably down my cheeks – tears of regret, tears of weakness.

And then my head snaps round to the entrance of the tunnel, and my worst nightmare comes to life.

CHAPTER 9

FIVE men, dressed as soldiers, coming towards us in a steady march. Behind them, Koufer shouts demands angrily, his expression excited. It doesn’t seem right – but for some reason angels being soliders is as horrific and terrifying as seeing a rabbit being enveloped by black flames.

 It’s all happening so quickly, I don’t even stop to think about how all five men are injured where Koufer remains unscathed. Suddenly, I know what I have to do. Trying to ignore the incongrious sound of wings beating in time with heavy, army-like footsteps, I wrap arms carefully round Christopher and will myself home. I close my eyes, imagining the blue walls of my room, the softness of my bed, the key in my closed hand under the bright, green covers. I picture Christopher there too, hiding somewhere out of sight – under my bed maybe. I merge him in with the floor, and place my own self in my bed – willing, wishing, hoping with everything I’ve got that with my mind I’ll be able to take away the pain and fear, the frustration, the anger, of being in Hie. 
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The first thing I noticed was that I couldn’t hear the constant drumming rhythm of marching anymore. I refused to believe it was real, that I’d done it – yet the kind softness underneath me certainly wasn’t grains of sand. I slowly became aware of other things, too. The key pressing in my clenched hand, the photo album I’d stole from my mother pressed awkwardly against my side, the touch of a warm hand on my shoulder. I heard music playing from downstairs – eerie music that made me feel instantly worried. I forced my eyes open, a large part of me still expecting to find myself in some sort of prison. I wasn’t the only one to breathe a sigh of relief when I found myself in my own bed. 

“Natalie! Natalie, are you okay?” My mother’s voice sounded hysterical. Her face looked hysterical, too. Her eyes were wide open, flitting nervously from side to side, not being able to stay in one place for longer than a few seconds. Her hair was a complete mess, and she looked as if she hadn’t slept in a week. I noticed it was dark outside.

“Sorry, mum.” I whispered, wondering if it was even possible for her to hear what I was saying when she was so restless.

“Well I hope you are! You were lying there like a dead person for two whole days – I had to practically chuck Mike out of the window every time he wanted to see you – and I had to explain to Lola that you’d gone to your Grandma’s house when she came round… Why on earth didn’t you come back? And I though that Mike finding you like that would teach you a lesson. Didn’t you even think to come home? How could you do that?” I tried to ignore my mother’s rants as best as I could –but I knew she was right. If I’d have thought hard enough I could’ve come home before I was in mortal danger – but the thing was, I didn’t want to. I had known going home would just make things complicated.

“Mum… You should get some sleep. Stop killing yourself over me.” I whimpered, in a desperate bid to get her out of the room – I needed to see if Christopher was where I’d wished him to be. The nerves were beginning to eat me alive.

“You think I’m going to leave alone with that key again, so you can just leave me whenever you want? No way. I going to force that thing out of your hand and destroy it! I will never – and I mean never let you go there again – you understand? Now give me the key, and I’ll leave you alone.” Her threatening tone frightened me – my mother had never threatened me before – it just wasn’t her. I thought hard – either I would keep my mother prisoner in my room forever or give her my only chance of proper happiness. What would I do if I were stranded here for the rest of my life? Suddenly, I realised something. Something that made me obediently hand the key over to my mother’s tensed hand. The key wasn’t my only way out of here – Christopher could be my key, and my mother certainly couldn’t destroy him.

“Good girl. I’ll leave you alone now. You’ve given me enough sleepless nights – I’m going to bed.” my mother said flatly. I looked into her nervous eyes, and hoped that I hadn’t driven her to madness. To stop the guilt from entering my heart, I blamed her strange behaviour on sleep deprivation.

“Night, mum.” I said, trying to get her out of the room more quickly. Promptly, my door slammed shut.

“Christopher,” I whispered as soon as my mother’s footsteps retreated to her room. I held my breath waiting for a response.

“Can I come out now?” I heard a voice whisper in reply. At first, I didn’t even recognise the strong, musical tone. I stiffened, trying not to consider whom I’d brought back with me. For all I knew, it could’ve been one of Koufer’s frightening soldier men – or even worse, Koufer himself…

“I said, can I come out now?” The voice said again.

“Christopher, is that you?” I whispered, almost expecting a monster to crawl out from under the bed. Instead, Christopher rolled out. I sighed in relief – and realised that the only reason I hadn’t recognised his voice was that he was all… better. I noticed that every cut, every burn, had vanished – just like that. It seemed so inhuman that I temporarily lost the ability to speak. I lay there, a shocked silence descending over me like a thick, soft blanket. I stared at the ceiling, sick of strange, bizarre things happening to me. Suddenly, a longing that I’d been holding in for so long came out of my heart in a sudden burst of painful lightening: a longing to be normal, a longing to belong.  

“Wow…” I whispered under my breath. Christopher, misinterpreting my feelings, spoke again in his new, strong voice.

“I wasn’t expecting to be this much better. You’re right – wow.” I looked in his direction, not really seeing him. I was still trying to understand why my longing was so painful… and why it was only coming out now.  “You did a good job bringing us back here – though I’m still confused as to why you brought me here as well – it must’ve taken a lot of energy. I don’t belong here – it makes me feel all weird being back after so many years…” He stopped abruptly – again, as if he’d said too much. Struck by his sudden abruptness, I stopped trying to analyse my emotions and began to pay attention to what he was saying. “We just have to hope that Koufer doesn’t find our bodies and imprison them, waiting for us to come back so he can torture us. Then we’d be stuck.” he said thoughtfully, studying his smooth, cured hands carefully. “Amazing,” he uttered – and then he stopped again. Abruptly. He stared at my face, and he knew – he just knew from my pained expression that he was absolutely wrong. We were too late – our hope was useless. While he’d been unconscious, a nightmare had occurred. Koufer’s men had come already, and we were stuck. I watched him figure it out, his expression turning from confusion to horror. My eyes were telling him the whole story, and the whole story was a horror story. I, too, began to feel the full extent of what I’d done. When I’d willed myself and Christopher here, I was thinking only of getting away from the devils dressed as angels and not of the terrifying consequences that one day we’d both have to face. Now, consequences were all I could think about. This time, there would be no escape: we were faced with a dead end - a dead end for us all. 

“I can’t stay here forever,” Christopher said, confirming what I already knew. “But you can.” Three words; three large drops of cold blood. I shuddered, knowing that what he was saying was absolutely true. “Two people being imprisoned is just stupid if one can take their place. You still have a life to live, Natalie. After all this, I don’t think I will.” The horrible, horrible truth. 

“But… but I can’t just let you die… I can’t lead you to a life of misery and pain! Please, can’t you stay? It’s not impossible…” I babbled; a desperate attempt to silence the pain that clung onto my heart. In response, Christopher turned away. I turned away also, muffling my suddenly overwhelming sobs with my cover. But why was I crying so hysterically – why did I feel so much loss when I knew I’d never see him again? I thought of how I’d trusted him over everyone else, how he’d been so protective of me when we’d been in the infinite darkness of the tunnels… I pictured his eyes – those familiar eyes that told me I knew him already – which unearthed a strange and mysterious love that had always been inside me. And so, with good reason, I let the tears fall freely.

I let the tears fall.

Hysterical tears, tears of madness, eventually drove me to a deep, dreamless sleep. I awoke feeling restless and dirty, dry, salty tears covering my face. I dragged a hand through my tangled hair, diverting my attention in every way possible from the sadness living in my soul. If I could’ve cried, I would have – but at that moment my eyes were so dry – too dry – for any tears to be let through. I kept my eyes glued to the ceiling for the fear of seeing what I feared most – Christopher’s absence. Eventually, I decided that I couldn’t stand the fear any longer.

He wasn’t there.

I looked under the bed, under my desk, everywhere.

But I knew what I’d find – and I found exactly that.

Nothing. 

Absolutely nothing.

And this time, no tears could come – so I held all my devastation in my heart, knowing that it would grow and grow until my heart broke – but there was nothing I could do. 

I couldn’t even cry.

I just couldn’t accept the fact that I’d never see him again – so I said it out loud, letting more and more sadness creep into my breaking heart. 

I could literally feel the fissure in the middle of it growing deeper, bigger, more deadly by the second.

It hurt.

It hurt so much, so, very much.

My dry eyes screamed for tears – but my hopeless heart gave no response.

An inside explosion.

An erupting volcano.

Nobody else could feel it but me.   

I considered crawling back under my covers for some minor comfort – but I knew that if I gave into temptation now I would stay in my bed till I was physically forced out. As I made my way out of the room slowly, feeling uncomfortably disorientated as if I were just living in one big, imaginary nightmare, I tripped up on a piece of discarded paper. I would’ve ignored it – but the beauty of the script on it caught my eye. I picked it up, my heart suddenly beating very rapidly. I unfolded it and, intrigued, walked back into my empty room and locked the door.

It was a note, and even though it wasn’t addressed to me, it was very obvious who it was for… and who it was from.

“I’m sorry.”  I read. “I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye, but you can treat this note as my final goodbye to you. Leaving you crying in your was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. I hope you understand why I had to do it: it would be too hard for you and you’d just live your life regretting everything. I just want you to know that you made the right decision, staying here. I know it wasn’t your first choice – but believe me, it was the best – and the bravest. Please don’t worry about me – I’ll be fine. I’m stronger than you think. One day, I will leave the prison, and I’ll be what I was born to be. I want to help people, especially you. The next time you’re in any danger, I’ll be there – I promise. I’ll do my best to help our friends Athenia and Cyth, so don’t worry about them either.

Please forget me. It’ll just hurt you to think of me.

Let me go.

This is my final goodbye – please make it yours too.

Goodbye, Natalie.”

I read the note over and over, trying to fit the words in my head. Each word carried behind it a different meaning, a separate emotion. I cradled each one like the most precious of small of animals, wincing especially at the word ‘goodbye.’ It was so final, it taught me the truth that I’d successfully hid from since Christopher’s parting – that this was the last time – I’d never see him again. But he wasn’t the only thing I was leaving behind… Never again would I see the sandy beaches, the constant sunshine or the sweet silence. I would never again see Athenia or Cyth – I would never know their fate. Or maybe I would – the day I got hit by a car or helplessly lost in the woods. The day I was no longer protected would be the day my Guardian died.

I would never again have the hope of seeing my father presented in front of me – my father who had always been dead and would now have to stay that way. I was never going to see him again. The problem was, would I be able – actually, truly able, to forget? Would I ever be capable of a normal life, when I knew what I could have had if I’d stayed in Hie? Would a day ever pass without me thinking of what could have happened? How would I ever look at my mother again without seeing Christopher in her eyes? How could I ever look at her again knowing that my father was alive, that my whole life she’d been telling me a pure, white lie? I’d failed my mission to bring my father home, and with it, I’d failed a lot of people. 

I knew I’d never be able to forget.

So I decided to remember.

Carefully, I folded up the note that was my only attachment to Hie; a weak thread next to other, stronger, broken ones. I placed it carefully in between the pages of a book, making sure that it would be visible to no one but me. To me, it was like my only lifeline – I had to protect it. I then dug under my covers, retrieving the photo album that my mother had hidden from me for so long. I stroked the binding, thinking how very precious it was to me. Seating myself on my floor, I opened the first page. 

Inside, each picture shone like a treasure chest. It was crowded with pictures of my father; his kind face, his tiny reading glasses, his wide smile. I tried to picture him as a Guardian, with large wings and an unexplainable beauty – but I couldn’t do it. He would always be my father – always be a human in my dim eyes. Memories came flooding back to me – precious memories that had been forgotten for so long. Being lifted up by large hands, seeing if I could reach the sky. Waving goodbye to his enormous figure as I left for nursery. Smiling widely as he tucked me in, waiting for the fairy tales to begin… There were pictures of my mother, too. She looked so happy – like a completely different person. I turned to the next page, expecting yet another happy photo of my parents – instead, I was shocked. Yes, my parents were there, wonderfully happy – but in my father’s arms was a little baby with shining blue eyes. Quickly, I turned a page back and looked at the pictures of my mother again. I gasped – annoyed that I hadn’t noticed it before. Now I looked closely, she was slightly fatter – expect she wasn’t just fat, she was pregnant. I checked album’s date again – it was way before I even existed. Had this baby died before I knew it? Why didn’t my mother ever tell me? Why was there no trace of this baby? I studied the picture carefully, trembling with emotion. The baby looked no more than three months old, but the more I stared at it, the more I felt as if I recognised it. I stared at its tiny lips and perfect nose, trying to figure out why it looked so familiar. I scrutinised its eyes – it had my mother’s eyes – and suddenly something amazing happened.

My brain clicked, and I found the connection I’d been looking for for so long.   

Something I’d never even considered before now made absolute, perfect sense.

This baby was Christopher.

All evidence pointed towards it – I didn’t have a doubt in my mind.

I started from the beginning.

When I’d first met him, I’d felt a pang of recognition – and strong, sharp pang. I recalled what I’d seen in his expression - that he, too, had that same feeling.

I’d been continuously struck by his eyes, which were so much like my mother’s.

The way he seemed to know what I wanted said – and how I’d instinctively trusted him.

How he kept on stopping abruptly as if he’d said too much whenever he spoke of his past, and how when he’d told me of his history, he’d been obviously keeping something from me.

The way he looked at my mother – a look that isn’t normal for two strangers. But these were obviously not strangers. 

How he wanted to save my life countless times… he was willing to die for me.

And finally how the love I felt for him was a love I’d never experienced before: it certainly wasn’t the boyfriend-girlfriend love – it wasn’t even the love of a close friend.

It was the love of a sister. 

It took me a minute to take it in. Christopher was my brother – a brother who I’d never even known existed.

My brother.

 I didn’t know what I was supposed to think. Was I supposed to be joyous, excited that I’d found out truth at last? Was I meant to be angry – yet another huge secret kept from me all my life? Or was I supposed to curl up in a ball of tears, exasperated that I’d never see my brother again? 

Why had he never told me the truth? Why did he make me find out in this painful way, when I knew that I’d never see him again? Or maybe he’d hoped that I’d never find out… 

I needed some answers. I needed for him to confirm himself what he really was.

My brother.

Suddenly, I knew what I had to do.

I crept out of my room to the phone, making sure not to wake my mother, and pulled the wet slip of paper out of my pocket.

Slowly and very, very carefully, I dialled the number.

CHAPTER 10

He picked up the phone after the third ring.

“Hello?” he whispered, his voice low and husky.  Not the voice that I remembered, but there was a certain exasperation to it that seemed familiar. I swallowed, trying to come to terms with the fact that I was speaking with my father after so many years of thinking he was lying peacefully in a coffin.

“Hello?” he asked again, a little louder. I could hear his rough breathing on the other end of the phone getting quieter and quieter. I realised that he was about to hang up.

“No! It’s me!” I shouted, remembering what the man who’d given me this number had said - I could only ring once. This was my only chance. I breathed a sigh of relief when he answered.

“Who’s me?” His voice trembled slightly, as though he were frightened for the answer. A tear escaped my suddenly wet eye. I’d assumed that he’d have recognised me, that as soon as I said something he’d scream my name with joy. Had he forgotten about me? Or maybe I, too, sounded different to him. The last time he’d heard my voice I’d been four years old.  

“It’s… me. Natalie.” My voice was barely above a whisper, and my father was silent for so long that I thought he hadn’t heard. Just as I was about to repeat myself, he began to speak.

“Natalie? My little girl? It that you?” he exclaimed, his voice suddenly younger. His tone was full of awe and disbelief, as though he were on the phone with a god. 

“Yes, dad. It’s me.” I giggled nervously, trying to take some of the enormous emotion off my shoulders.

“Where are you? Are you all right? Are you in trouble?” He asked straightaway. I let another tear escape, so happy that he still cared. I wanted to see him so badly it hurt.

“I’m at home… but there’s a problem. I need to get back.” I said, slowly and guiltily preparing for my lie. His response was as I’d expected.

“What? You can’t go back there! It’s dangerous, they’ll kill you! You don’t know how much I’ve been dreading the day you’d find out the truth. You shouldn’t have been exposed to this at all – it’s not fair. I’m never – and I mean never going to let you go back again. Your life is my life, if you die, I do too. And think about your mother, Natalie! What will she do without you? You can’t do this to her!” When he spoke of my mother, his voice broke. This was his weak point – it was the only tool I had to get back.

“Will you not even listen to my problem?” I whispered, steadying my voice. “Dad, something terrible’s happened. I was trying to get back home, I was tired of being there. I wanted to continue with my life. I wanted to forget about everything… even you.” I kicked myself for saying it – but I carried on. “They threatened me. They said if I went back, they’d take mum in my place and make sure she never came back. I didn’t believe them, so I… I carried on trying. I got back, eventually – but when I got back, she was gone. Dad, she’s lying in the living room, she’s all pale and she’s not coming back. She doesn’t even know how to get back. I need her. I need to save her. Please, please, please just tell me how I can do it!” I begged. I let my voice break so it sounded more convincing. I couldn’t believe what I was doing: making my father believe such terrible things so that I could use him to save Christopher. My face pinched up with guilt when I heard a sob on the other end of the phone. I slapped my hand, hating myself for hurting him like that. 

“Oh no… not her… not my wife… Please, Natalie, be patient. I’ll find a way to take her back to you. Oh god… Just promise me you won’t go as well. Please?” His voice was completely broken, obviously reflecting his heart. I frowned. I’d expected him to say that, but I really hated to upset him like this. He still loved my mother so dearly… but my mother obviously didn’t feel quite the same way, finding Mike. I couldn’t have hated Mike more than I did at that moment. 

“No! You can’t save her!” I shouted, a little too quickly. “That’s what they want you to do: so they can capture you as soon as you walk into their trap. Then they’ll have you and mum – and they probably won’t let her back anyway, with all the stuff she knows that she shouldn’t. What would I do? I’d be completely alone. I’d be an orphan. Think about it, please! At least if I went there, I’d be able to find mum and come back here with her. If you went… I’d loose you both forever.” I forced myself think of my father’s sad face to give my voice the right tone of complete and utter sadness. 

“But you can’t go there alone… I can’t let you go, even if there is a chance you’ll bring your mother back. I love you too much – the thought of you in any kind of danger just breaks my heart…” my father whispered. His voice was so sad… I felt like I was suffocating with guilt. 

“Think about my heart, dad. Don’t you think I’ve thought this through?” I snapped. “I’m the only one who can go. Don’t you love her, dad?” Of all the things I could’ve said, this was probably the worst. I cursed to myself under my breath.

“Oh, Natalie. How could you even say that? I love your mother with all my heart… I haven’t stopped thinking about you two for the past ten years! I love you both so much… this is so hard…” His voice was riddled with misery.

“Dad, tell me how to get there, and we’ll both be fine. If you love us, you’ll do this for me.” I froze when I heard my mother’s door opening. I didn’t have much time. 

“But I do love you!” he whimpered.

“Dad, save us both. How do I get to Hie?” I wasn’t paying much attention to what I was saying – my attention was diverted. I heard the bathroom door slam shut, and shuddered.

“Don’t do this to me… please.”

“Hurry up. Last chance.” I said, clenching my jaw.

“Oh god… oh god… There is a way, but I’ve never tried it before… You have to… have to have an accident or something – jump off a small building, fall over really hard – just so you get knocked unconscious. If you think about Hie constantly before doing it, it’ll work. But don’t do it, please-”

I slammed the phone down as my mother walked into the room. 

“Who were you on the phone to?” she asked. She looked much better after having slept, but she still had a slight air of panic about her. Great, another thing to feel guilty about. 

“It was… Lo. She wanted to know about some maths homework.” I lied.

“Is something going on between you two? When she came over she told me to tell you ‘sorry’, but of course you weren’t here…” her face stiffened at the memory. 

I thought about the last time I’d seen Lo – it seemed like a century ago. Suddenly, she didn’t seem as important as she had before. Now I had a brother and father to worry about, I didn’t have the room for any of my own problems.

“It’s… fine. All sorted.” I smiled meekly, trying to reassure her. “I… have to go now. She invited me over.”

“Don’t you want breakfast with me first?” she asked, as I headed for the door.

“No thanks. Bye.” I said, trying to ignore the fact that I was going to betray beyond belief.

“See you later!” she called.

I walked slowly down the street, trying to think of how I’d knock myself out. I considered running across a road, but that could easily result in death. I didn’t want to take that risk. Jumping off a small building might not even knock me out, and people would think I’d tried to commit suicide and keep me under constant watch for the rest of my life. I thought of my other options… drinking poison, taking an overdose, whacking my head with a hammer… they all seemed too risky – but I knew I’d have to pick one of them if I was ever going to see my brother again. The word ‘brother’ gave me new strength. I began to run as fast as I could, thinking about Hie the whole time. When I thought I couldn’t run any faster, I deliberately tripped over my shoelace and made myself fall headfirst, smashing my forehead on the concrete. I closed my eyes dreamily, letting myself go.

At first, all I saw was blackness – a hungry blackness that threatened to swallow me whole. I closed my eyes even tighter than they were already, thinking constantly of Hie. When the pain began to reach me, I used its sharpness to help me think more clearly about where I was going. Soon, a deeper, darker pain overwhelmed my whole being, forcing my eyes open.
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Horrible pain. A nasty, horrible pain. 

The pain of fear.

I’m suspended from the ceiling in what is like a giant birdcage in a massive, cold room. I’m a very long way away from the ground. There’s nothing in the cage but a few strands of straw scattered messily. It’s too small to stand up, so I’m forced to an uncomfortable sitting position.

But worse than my physical distress, the room is completely empty.

The reason I convicted myself to this place was Christopher – without Christopher, I am in this prison for nothing.

Nothing at all.

I doubt I even have the strength to will myself back home.

I put my hand up to my forehead, but feel nothing. There’s no blood –no pain. Like what happened with Christopher… Obviously between my world and his there’s some kind of healing process. 

But this fact brings me little comfort.

Where on earth is my brother?

Suddenly, I see a figure entering the room. I can’t see precisely who they are because I’m so high up, but I can hear from the marching rhythm of their shoes that it’s one of Koufer’s soldiers.

The men of my nightmares.

I shrivel back to the very edge of the cage, squeezing my hands together for comfort. 

“Ah, I see you’ve come back now. I didn’t think it would take very long. Criminals like yourself aren’t very clever, are they?” His tone is mocking, which angers me.

“Where’s Christopher?” I ask, raising my voice. It echoes off the stone walls, my words bouncing back to me. In reply, the guard laughs – a rattling sound that makes me shudder.

“I’m sure you’ll find your friend quite well, if that’s what you’re asking. Oh, the tragedy of young love. Such times of melancholy and depression! You’ll see your sweetheart soon enough, don’t you worry. All in good time, my friend. All in good time.” Beneath his words are a certain mischief, like he knows something I don’t. I begin to feel extremely uncomfortable under his powerful gaze. 

“Where’s Koufer?” I spit out the name, my fear turning to anger. 

“You are a nosy little one, aren’t you?” The man replies. I wait for him to say more, but his mouth remains clamped shut. I rest my head on the bars of my cage and close my eyes, trying to escape life all together. 

It could’ve been hours, maybe days later when I hear his familiar, flat voice. On hearing it,  my eyes flash open immediately.

“Thanks for guarding her, Lucas. I presume she’s sleeping now?” he lifts his head to the cage, and I close my eyes quickly, hoping that by pretending to sleep I’ll hear something of mine or my brother’s fate.

“Yes sir, she’s been sleeping for three hours flat.” The guard, Lucas, replies. I notice that when he talks with Koufer, his voice is so much less mocking – and a lot less confident. I find slight comfort in knowing that even Koufer’s own men are scared of him. 

“Good, good.” Koufer says evenly, his voice riddled with authority. “I trust she’ll be awake by this evening, though? It’s very important that we speak with her.”

“Of course, of course.” Lucas says quickly. 

“Well, you can be off now. Make sure you’re here by sundown, and bring Maya and Roy with you.”

Lucas nods and heads for the door.

“Oh yes… and Lucas? Don’t forget to bring Christopher – he’ll be playing a big part in this. It’s essential that he comes. Understand?” Koufer says curtly. My heart skips a beat. Christopher… but what will they force him to do? What kind of ‘big part’ will he be playing? I twirl my fingers restlessly, waiting tensely for the hour of sundown to come.

Hours later, the shrill, eerie tinkle of a bell sounds the room. Its sound grows more and more ghostly with each shake, the echo making the sound constant. I look down to see Koufer, a large bell in his slim hand.

“Come, come my friends! I need you here, right now! Lucas, where are you, you good-for-nothing twit? Come on, come on. Round up!” he shouts. He sounds like he’s rounding up cattle. 

“I’m h-here, master.” A voice says. I recognise it as Lucas’. Following him is a Guardian with shocking red hair and a tall, burly figure. I suspect this is Roy. Cowering behind him is a woman with very large wings. I cannot see her face, but I can see her long, auburn hair, which almost reaches her knees.

“Do you want me to fetch the boy?” the woman asks in a surprisingly strong, deep voice. If I could’ve made her a voice, it would’ve been small and sparkly. 

“Yes, thank you Maya. Take Roy with you – apparently Christopher was playing up this morning. He’ll probably be quite reluctant to come.” Koufer replies, his tone softer. From the ghost of a smile that flickers across his face, I can tell that he must like her. I sneer at the very thought of cold, mean Koufer falling into the trap of love. My sneer bounces off the walls, and soon everyone’s faces were turned up towards me. 

“Enjoying yourself, Natalie?” Koufer laughs. I cringe in embarrassment and hatred, shaking my head. Everyone laughs.

“That’s good then, isn’t it? You must be excited to see your sweetheart. He hasn’t stopped speaking about you since he got here!” Koufer continues, mockingly. I close my eyes, trying to ignore the roars of cold, fake laughter that sounds underneath me. 

“Go now, Maya. Fetch him.” Koufer commands lightly. “I look forward to seeing his expression when he sees she’s come back.”

Maya nods and leaves the room, taking Roy with her.

A few seconds later, they return – Christopher being pulled along by their strong arms. I can see that his hair’s a mess, and even though his body’s better, his clothes haven’t been repaired. It looks as if he’s wearing blood-soaked rags. He keeps his eyes on the floor. 

I can’t believe it – this boy, this messy, sweet person, is my brother. Now I look at him properly, I can see more resemblance than his eyes. His hair is the same shade as my father’s – a warm shade of coconut brown. The way he walks reminds me slightly of myself, and his sad expression reflects my own exactly. Now I know the truth, I feel overwhelmingly sympathetic for him – a feeling so strong that it makes me want to cry. All I want to do is give him a little comfort, but my presence will probably just hurt him even more. 

“Hello, young Christopher. I think you should look up to see who’s decided to join you.” Koufer mocks. I cannot see his expression, but I can imagine how his eyes would be gleaming with excitement in seeing the horror on Christopher’s face.

“You’re lying, you’re lying! Stop lying to me! Of course she’s not here, she wouldn’t be that stupid!” my brother cries in reply, not even looking up to the cage where I am sitting, clutching my heart. His words hurt me - I’d been expecting him to show at least some gratitude when he realised that I loved him enough to join him.

“It appears she is stupid enough, Christopher. Come on now, look up. She looking at you this very moment, wondering whether she should be angry by your choice of words or just relieved that you can still talk. Oh, she’s here alright.” Koufer continues. Maya, Lucas and Roy all nod in confirmation. Christopher looks directly into Koufer’s eyes.

“I won’t believe it unless you bring her down.” he says darkly, his own eyes narrowing.

“Oh really?” Koufer replies in mock horror. “Well, let me think about that… No. I don’t think it would be such a good idea...” he jokes. All the Guardians laugh, and I see Christopher redden with anger. 

“Just show her to me!” he shouts. Koufer nods at Roy, who forces Christopher’s chin up so that he can see the cage. He closes his eyes, Maya quickly forces them open. When he sees me, blinking back tears, he whacks Roy’s hand away from his chin and begins to shout, roaring with anger.

“I told you not to come! I TOLD you! You knew it would just out us both in danger! Why on earth did you do it, Natalie? I don’t care how you got here - you NEED to go back! I know you know how to, so stop being selfish – just GO!” Roy, who clamps his hand back on my brother’s chin, silences him. I look directly into Christopher’s eyes, now blazing with fiery-red anger. I wince at his hatred, yet shake my head. There’s no way I’m going to force myself back home now. I don’t want Christopher’s anger the last memory I have of him. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper. Despite my quiet tone, everyone can hear me.

“Roy, do me a favour. Unclamp the boy’s mouth, will you? Maya, get off his eyes. I want to see some action. This could be fun!” Koufer exclaims, much to my anger. He laughs in delight as he turns to my cage, looking from me to Christopher expectantly as if he were waiting for a show to begin. Roy and Maya back away from my brother, leaving him alone. His eyes never leave mine.

We stare at each other in silence.

“Come on, I want to see this! Don’t you two forget, we’ve got business to deal with after this. Hurry up, and this’ll all be over quickly.” Koufer says expectantly. I wonder what kind of business he’s talking about – and what he means by it’ll be over quickly. I look at Christopher, waiting for him to start – but when he doesn’t, I begin.

“Christopher, I know the truth.” It feels good to finally tell him, to get it off my chest. I want – no – I need for him to know how I feel about this. He needs to know that he’s my brother to me as much as I am his sister. 

“Oh, I like this.” Koufer grins, rubbing his hands together. 

We both ignore him.

“What do you mean?” Christopher replies quietly. His eyes, still flaring with anger, make me look away in disappointment. I thought that he’d understand immediately, but obviously he doesn’t know what I was talking about. I begin to feel doubtful – what if I’d made a mistake? What if the baby lying in my father’s arms hadn’t been Christopher at all? What if all the ‘evidence’ I’d gathered was just one big coincidence? But it is too late for doubt now. Everyone in the room is looking at me expectantly – especially Christopher.

“I know who you really are, Christopher. I know you’re my brother.” I say quietly, blushing. If I’m wrong, this could become very embarrassing.

In reply to my statement, everyone gasps. 

Everyone but Christopher. He reaches his arm up in the direction of the cage, as if he wants to take my hand. The fire in his eyes dies as quickly as it began. All my doubts vanish when his face crumples, and a sob escapes his mouth.

“I wanted to tell you…” he begins, “but I knew if you knew you’d never forget me…” 

“Sir, I think we’d better start up on the business. This little reunion could go on for hours.” Lucas says quickly, the first to recover from the shock of finding out the truth. Koufer turns away from us to face him.

“Of course, of course. I suppose we do need to get to business. Roy! Take hold of the prisoner. Maya, come and stand next to Lucas and I.” There is a light scurrying of feet as everyone obediently takes their positions. 

“Now,” Koufer says, all playfulness from his eyes gone. “Let us begin.” 

I look at Christopher, but his eyes are boring into Koufer’s skull as he waits for him to begin. Roy has a firm grip on his arms, making sure that my brother can’t move. Maya and Lucas are both staring at me, while Koufer is staring into space, as though arranging his words in the best way possible. After a few tense minutes he retakes his sentence, breaking the cold silence that formed a bubble around us.

“Christopher: you have violated the rules of this society by helping find Charlie Foster, who Rees clearly forbade anyone look for. By taking PS officers from their jobs to look for this man was risking human lives - I hope you understand. Rees, as you can see, had good reason to make this rule – therefore there is no excuse to treat your crime any less seriously than if you committed theft or even murder. May I also add that you attacked some of my soldiers – another serious crime. You will, for sure, be spending the rest of your life in prison.” 

“No!” I protest before I can stop myself. Koufer puts up his hand to stop me from saying anything else, and turns his body to face me. I shudder when his powerful gaze touches my eyes.

“Natalie Foster, you, too, have violated our law. We have reason to believe that you knew you were doing so, which means you’re in a lot of trouble. If not your whole life, at least a half of it will be spent in prison.

“Tomorrow, there is going to be a trial. Rees will be attending with many of his most powerful men. If you admit to knowing your were violating our law, then you will for sure be sentenced with Christopher. Athenia and Cyth will be in this trial too. They, for sure, will get life sentences.” I gasp at hearing their names again, having gotten used to the fact that I’d never see them again. 

“And what if Natalie pleads innocent?” Christopher asks suddenly. Roy begins to put his hand over Christopher’s mouth, but surprisingly, Koufer shakes his head.

“If she pleads innocent, she’ll walk free. But that will never happen.” Koufer replies, certainty in his tone. I can sense that he knows more than we do about what will happen. Everyone waits for him to continue. When he does, he speaks directly to me.   

“You’re going to have to tell the truth, my dear girl. You’re definitely going to plead guilty.” he says, his face horribly cheery. The face of a killer clown…

“No, she’s not. Don’t listen to him Natalie, please!” Christopher shouts pleadingly. I look at him in despair, knowing that Koufer would do everything he could to get what he wanted. I feel my brother’s pain when Roy’s hand clamps over his face, stopping him mid-scream. I turn my attention back to Koufer, who seems undisturbed by Christopher’s pointless pleas. 

“If you don’t want to plead guilty, I’m going to have to make you.” he grins.

If I pleaded innocent, would I just be able to go home and leave my friends and my very own brother to a life of imprisonment? But if I pleaded guilty, even though I would be with them, I would have to watch them suffer. For once, I find myself wanting to leave them behind – I know that if Christopher is suffering and knowing that his suffering is my own, he would suffer even more. It would be best if I went home, because there really was no hope left here, suspended in a birdcage from the ceiling. Also, if I just disappeared, it would kill my mother. She’d be dead by the time I came back – if I ever got back.

 “Nothing you can do to me will make me do what you want.” I whisper in a cutting tone. I would plead innocent, no matter what I was threatened with.

“Aha, but what if it’s not you who will have to suffer for your stubbornness – what if it’s him?” Koufer sneers, pointing towards my pale brother. Christopher’s eyes widen with terror, while my own narrow with a dark, dark anger. 

“You can’t do that.” My voice, poisonous with anger, sounds foreign to me. I can’t let his happen. I won’t.

“We have some perfect equipment to make him suffer, oh we do. Now we know that he’s your brother… dear oh dear, I think his pain will just break your heart.” Koufer sniggers, ignoring me. I look at Christopher, whose whole body seems to be trembling. 

Then I think of my mother, who I might never see again.

“I’m never going to give into your threats.” 

“You will, I promise.” Koufer laughs. “Lucas, go and fetch the saw.”

I gasp in horror, knowing that a nightmare is about to unfold… 

A few moments later, Lucas reappears – holding the biggest saw I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s almost as tall as Roy, who has gone to assist Lucas with carrying the killer instrument. Its handle is bright yellow, and the razor blade, shining gold, is surprisingly thin. I wonder how many people have been victims to this murderous weapon…Trembling, I watch it being brought closer and closer to Christopher. 

“Halt!” I’d never been so glad to hear Koufer’s voice. Roy and Lucas stop a meter away from my brother, the weapon weighing down their hands.

“Now, Natalie,” Koufer begins “It’s up to you.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“You underestimate me. Roy, Lucas, go ahead. Cut off his finger first.”

The two evil men walk steadily to my brother. Together, they lift the saw. Koufer says something to Maya, who hurries to Christopher’s side and forces his hand open. The saw begins to descend.

I scream at the very top of my voice.

“Stop it! No!” I cry. It’s horrible… oh, so horrible. 

Just before the saw slices his finger in two, my strangled screams of terror seem to be noticed for the first time.

Lucas looks up at me and loses control of the saw. It drops to the ground, narrowly missing Christopher’s outstretched hand - and landing heavily on Maya’s bare foot. She screams in agony, clutching her injured foot. I turn my attention from the screams to Christopher who is staring at his hand, shocked that it’s still intact. I can’t believe his luck. Koufer’s sudden screams of anger divert my attention once again to the action. 

“Lucas!” he explodes, rushing to Maya’s side.  “You stupid, stupid man! Fetch the bandages!” Lucas turns, ashamed, out of the room. I can’t help but feel grateful to him. “Maya, Maya, are you alright?” Koufer asks more softly. Roy picks up the saw lying next to Christopher’s feet and puts it to the side carefully before crouching by Maya.

“I’m… okay.” she gasps, her auburn hair covering her face. 

“Did it actually cut your foot or land sideways?” Roy asks suddenly. I realise that this is the first time I’d ever heard him speak. His voice is low and strangely accented. 

“No…cut is there? It hit me… sideways. Bu t solid… gold isn’t the nicest… thing…” she trails off, resting her head on the ground while Lucas hurries back with a wad of bandages. Slowly, he begins to apply unnecessary amounts to her bruised skin. Christopher turns his eyes to me and winks, the ghost of a smile lighting up his face. His smile tugs at my heart like a magnet, making me want to break the bars of my cage to reach him.

Eventually, with a quivering voice, Koufer retakes command. 

“Roy, take Maya to her room. Lucas! Don’t you go anywhere - you and I are going to have a little chat after this.” Lucas grimaces at the words. I know Koufer well enough by now to know that a ‘little chat’ is a lot worse than it sounds. 

“Well Natalie, you’ve seen how far we’re willing to go – and we’re willing to go as far as it takes to get you to plead guilty. You have a day to decide whether it’s Christopher’s death or imprisonment that seems more appealing to you. Don’t even attempt an escape – you’ll be in so much more trouble if you do.” he informs me before leaving. He must have been shaken up by what happened to Maya, for he leaves Christopher in the room completely unguarded.

“Are you okay?” I ask him as soon as Koufer’s footsteps have died away. 

“Of course. How about you? I shouldn’t have shouted at you like that earlier, I’m sorry. But you really shouldn’t have put yourself in this situation.” Christopher scolds. 

“I’m glad I put myself in this situation – at least I know for real now that you’re my brother. I still can’t believe it though – my brother! I mean, I always knew you were keeping something from me – but I’d never have guessed.” I exclaim. 

“Awww, and I thought I was such a good actor! I didn’t think you’d suspect a thing.” We both laugh, though this dark, echoing prison is the strangest place to laugh in. 

“You knew right from when we first met, didn’t you?” I say, serious again. 

“I’ve known for years.” Christopher confesses. “I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

“When did you find out dad was a Guardian?” I ask.   

“Ever since I got here. All the other PS officers I met were born here, and I figured out that to be born on earth and be a PS officer is practically impossible. Apparently, the only way it’s possible is if you were the son of a Guardian. Of course, my suspicions were confirmed the night dad came here looking for me.” 

“Hang on… he came looking for you?” I ask, horribly confused. No one had told me he’d come looking for Christopher… but then again, I hadn’t known I had a brother at all. 

“Yes, the night he ‘died’ he came looking for me. He was captured while he was here, where he spent ten years of his life.” He informs me, as if I should know it already.

Instead, I’m shocked. 

What I’d been told about how he’d told my mother everything about Hie and was captured from his bed for that reason was all a lie.

He’d gone himself.

He’d left myself and my mother to look for his small lost son.

And got himself captured in the process.

“I… I didn’t know.” I murmur. 

“Oh no, I’m sorry. I forgot you hadn’t been told the truth. This must be very hard for you. Cyth is a firm friend of mine, you see. He thought it would be better if you didn’t know the truth – both about dad choosing to leave you and about me being your brother. I’m so sorry…” I stop him mid-apology.

“What’re you being so sorry about? Stop apologising!” It seems wrong that my innocent brother should even utter the word ‘sorry’. 

“Natalie, you need to know something that I haven’t told anyone else.” Christopher says suddenly, attracting my full attention. I forget that I’m sitting in a suspended prison cell in the middle of a dark room and listen carefully, making sure not to miss one word.

“Did you ever question dad’s escape? How did he get out, exactly?” he asks. I don’t know whether I should reply to the question, so I shake my head. All I remember being told about how my father escaped was that the guard had turned away for a second and the next second my father had vanished. I’d never really questioned it, thinking about it. There was too much else going on for it to be important.

“Were you ever told that I was the guard on duty at the time?” I shake my head again, wondering what he’s getting at. He takes a deep breath and continues.

“I knew it was my father in the cell. I’d had been trying to get him out for many years – but this was the closest I ever got. I waited until no one was looking and opened the door. He murmured his thanks and then was off, leaving me alone to act shocked and alarmed on finding that he’d ‘escaped’. No one suspected me – I had trust on my side. People liked me.”

I gasp – so it was Christopher who’d let my father out. But then why did he agree to help us search for him? I open my mouth to ask him, but just then Roy comes stamping in the room, his burly figure frightening me. Christopher doesn’t even look around, just lets himself be pulled out of the room. My heart smashes on the bars of the cage, wanting to follow him.

So many questions left unanswered…  I hadn’t even managed to ask the most important of all: what on earth should I do?

Plead innocent, and be responsible for my own brother’s death?

Or plead guilty and be sentenced to a life of imprisonment like this – leaving my mother behind to hold the burden of the knowledge of Hie alone, having to explain to everybody, somehow, that I’d just disappeared into thin air?

What on earth would she do?

What would she be driven to?

Madness… death?

How could I do that to my own mother?

But then again… how could I kill my own, sweet brother?

This is the hardest decision of my life.

The decision between mum and Christopher.

If I leave my mother behind, she might not die.

But if I leave Christopher behind, it’s absolutely certain.

Misery or death, what’s better?

But then I remember what I felt when I saw that my brother was about to be tortured.

I felt his pain and terror.

And my terrible guilt. 

If I left him to die horribly while I went back home and lived a life of comfort, I wouldn’t be able to live with it.

At least if I left my mother to a life of misery, I’d be punished for it in the cruelty of prison.

And then my sin would be bearable – because I’d suffer for it.

I would plead guilty.

My mother would suffer, but I’d suffer with her.

And Christopher would live.

CHAPTER 11

I am woken up by the eerie tinkling of the bell.

“It is time you wake up, Natalie. Today’s the big day! I hope you’ve made your decision.” I recognise Koufer’s voice before I even open my eyes. I shudder at his choice of words: the day I get sent to a life of torture and imprisonment hardly seems like the big day that Koufer sounds so excited about. I open my eyes to the dim light of the room feeling tired after a broken night’s sleep. This, however, will probably the best night’s sleep I’m going to have in the many years to come – heaven knows what tortures I’ll endure once in prison. 

“So what’s your decision?” Koufer asks, impatient as always. I look down at his figure – very small from my height – and whisper my reply.

“Guilty.” The word echoes around the whole room, sounding nastier and nastier with each echo. I never realised how cruel the word was up until now.

“That’s just wonderful! Obviously you couldn’t stand the thought of you darling brother losing a limb or two… Well, I congratulate you. You have a lovely life ahead of you now, don’t you?” Koufer sneers. He begins to laugh – a dull crooked sound that seems more like a wail of pain. I wonder who is unlucky enough to have this devil as a Guardian. 

“When is the trial going to be?” I ask darkly, more to stop his terrible laugh than for the answer. 

“Soon, don’t you worry.” he replies.

Just then, Roy walks into the room holding Christopher tightly. 

“Maya will be able to attend the trial, sir.” Roy says, coming to a halt next to Koufer. Christopher looks into my tired eyes sadly. 

“Wonderful,” Koufer smiles flatly. “Christopher, you’ll be very happy to know that your sister isn’t going to let you die. She’s pleading guilty! Isn’t that exciting?”

Christopher looks at me in terror when he hears the words. 

“Aren’t you pleased you’re going to live? You’re not pleased that you won’t have to loose your limbs one by one?” Koufer asks in mock surprise. His wings beat together in excitement. 

“I’d rather loose all my limbs than Natalie spending the rest of her life in prison!” Christopher hisses, staring directly into Koufer’s hard, unforgivable eyes. 

“That’s not your call to make.” Koufer sounds uncomfortable – he obviously doesn’t like being stared at so fearlessly. My brother turns his eyes to me, his expression full of desperation.

“You can’t throw your life away like that! I would prefer to go through the worst torture possible than to see you suffer.”

“Your torture is my torture.” I reply simply. Christopher turns away, defeated. 

After a minute of silence, Lucas hobbles in. I stare in disgust at what Koufer did to him during their ‘little talk.’ He is bruised all over, big red marks surrounding his arms and face. His ankle is at such a strange angle that it could be broken, and he has a large red slit on his cheek. This is surely the work of a devil. I almost feel sorry for Lucas – but then I remember the way he was going to cut off Christopher’s finger and decide he deserved the pain. 

“Where’s Maya?” snaps Koufer, seemingly undisturbed by what he did to Lucas. 

“On her way.” Lucas replies, sounding slightly breathless. 

“We’ll be leaving in a few minutes. I’ll go and find her.” 

When Koufer leaves the room, I’m not the only one to breathe a sigh of relief. Roy loosens Christopher from his dragon’s grip and Lucas lets his body slump. Christopher walks forward a little and stares at my face with worried eyes. I force a smile, trying to reassure him – but then I think of my mother, miserable and alone, and a big, fat tear rolls down my cheek. Christopher turns away, as though he can’t bear to see it. 

Koufer re-enters and everyone quickly retakes their positions. Behind him, Maya walks unnecessarily slowly, glowering at Lucas the whole while. He lifts his hand in some kind of an apology, but this just makes Maya glower at him even more.

“We’re ready to go. Lucas, lower the cage.” Koufer demands. Lucas looks more than happy to escape Maya’s murderous look. He walks directly beneath my cage and begins to tug on the rope that hangs from the left side of the cage, and then proceeds to tug the rope on the right. He runs away quickly when the cage begins its quick decent. I cling onto the bars while it falls with a deafening thud on the stone floor, but that doesn’t stop the roaring pain from climbing up my back. My heart skips a beat. I sit, paralysed in shock, while Lucas takes a key out of the key ring in his pocket and unlocks the tiny door to the cage. Eventually, with everyone looking at me impatiently, I manage to squeeze myself out using my hands – screaming silently in pain each time I move my back. I lie panting on the floor, closing my eyes tight to stop the pain from being too real.

“Come on, get up.” Koufer jeers. I try to, but it hurts my back too much.

“You okay?” Christopher asks, before Roy clamps his hand over his mouth.

“Yes…” I murmur, pain thick behind every word. I open my eyes to see him wincing – feeling my pain. Roy suddenly appears, his face towering above me. His shocking red hair stands at an odd angle, and if he didn’t have such large, thick wings he could’ve easily passed as a crazy professor. I could just picture him with small red-rimmed circular glasses… I laugh at the thought. Everyone looks at me as if I must be crazy. 

“If you don’t get up within the next five seconds, I’m going to fetch the saw myself and see that your brother get chopped into such tiny pieces that you’ll never find him again.” Koufer threatens, growing more and more agitated when I don’t get up.

“One…” he counts. I begin, slowly, to get up – trying impossibly to ignore the pain. “Two… Three” I lift my upper body off the ground and get on my knees. “Four…” I stand up, a ripping pain tearing apart my spine. “Five. You see, you could get up the whole time. Lazy girl!” Koufer scolds. I put my hand to my back, but the pressure or doing so tears me apart. I take a step forward, making sure I can still walk. It hurts horribly, but at least I can still manage it.

“You must be eager to leave! Let’s go.” Koufer is the real one who sounds eager to leave. He marches out of the room and we take his lead, going through endless corridors and monstrous dimly lit rooms until we find ourselves outside, where the sun never stops shining. 

To any passer by, we’d look like a very strange group. At the front, Koufer marches – his wings beating in time with each stride. He walks proudly with his head held high, as if he’s done a wonderful deed and wants everybody to know it. Following not five centimetres behind him, side by side, walk Maya and Roy – Maya limping with her bandaged foot, still managing to sway her knee-length hair back and forth with each step - Roy walking tall and straight, his eyes never quite leaving the sandy ground. Meters behind them walk Christopher and me - far from clean and dressed in rags - our faces so serious and sorrowful that we could be dying on the spot. Holding both our arms with a wary kind of strength, Lucas, bruised and broken, hobbles behind us. As a whole, the separate emotions on each of our faces are so different that one could spend days trying to figure us out. As we walk through more populated areas, each Guardian, as reserved and careful and they are, turns round to look at us. I begin to feel horribly ashamed – being led thorough the streets as a prisoner while being looked at in disgust by angels doesn’t seem like the nicest last memory to have of the outside world.

After about two hours of endless and tiresome walking, we come face to face with a large court. The building is beautiful, surrounded by golden pillars and amazing architecture – and if there wasn’t a sign outside, engraved on which are the words: ‘Let justice be done’ – this building could easily pass as a castle. Koufer starts on the marble steps up to the court, and we follow him slowly – reluctant to spoil the beauty with our clumsy footsteps. When we finally reach the large wooden door, Koufer knocks loudly on the delicate silver doorknob, which is in the shape of a lion’s head. A slat in the door opens and a pair of beautiful green eyes scrutinise us one by one.

“Ah, Koufer. It’s you. You’re early!” The owner of the eyes comments in a light, tinkling tone. Slowly, the door opens to reveal a large corridor with white washed walls and a red-carpeted floor that looks as if even dust is forbidden to touch it. The lady standing before us smiles widely with violet lips and offers to escort us to the courtroom. She walks by Koufer, chattering and laughing as if at a summer ball. As I tread as carefully as possible along the corridor, I notice many paintings pinned up on the wall. They don’t really show a proper picture, just millions of bright colours spiralling round each other, making me feel dizzy and overwhelmed. I turn my eyes to the door marking the end of the corridor, deciding this must be the door to the room where the trial will be held. Sure enough, when the lady opens the door, I see rows and rows of cushioned benches – and at the very front a large stand where the judge must be located. As I am led closer and closer to the front, I see one table ahead of all the benches, facing directly the judge’s stand. There are four wooden chairs behind the table – and as I’m led closer still I see that the chairs are full of splinters. Without a word, the woman takes mine and Christopher’s wrists, pulling us out of Lucas’ grasp, and drags us along the rest of the centre aisle until we fall down heavily next to each other on the wooden chairs to the right. The woman walks back to Koufer and I rub my wrist sorely from where her long nails clawed my skin. I shuffle back in my uncomfortable seat and see Christopher doing the same, a pained look in his eyes. I realise that everyone will be able to see us here, for we’re at the very centre of the front. I’d never though I’d end up as a criminal – especially not a criminal who was going to plead guilty without hesitation. 

As Koufer, Maya, Lucas and Roy take their seats on the front bench of the left aisle, the door opens again. I turn to recognise three more of Koufer’s men marching into the room – and behind them, being led by a large, muscular Guardian, walk Athenia and Cyth. I can’t believe I’m seeing them again – and the way their eyes twist in confusion tells me they feel the same way about us. 

They both look a hundred years older. Athenia’s usually beautiful, radiant hair now hangs limply down her slumped back, and the excited and mischievous glint in her eyes has disappeared completely. Her eyes now look a plain, dull brown – filled with sorrow and sadness. Her lips look thin and her cheeks sallow, the fire behind them replaced with a sickly kind of milky-pale colour. She looks a lot thinner, and her bright white clothes are now rags of a filthy colour. Her wings that used to be so strong and alive have now shrivelled into themselves, the colour of ash. 

Cyth looks just as miserable. He used to appear so tall to me, but now I could easily outgrow him. He doesn’t look capable of speaking loudly any more – only of whispers. His blue eyes, too, have faded into a dull, sad colour, and his shoulders, usually held high, are now completely slumped. He’s deathly pale, and his skin, which used to look so healthy, now looks completely rough. He looks like he’s dead already.

What has Koufer done to my friends?

They are slowly led to their positions next to us. Even though I’m at the far end of the table I can still feel their depression leaking over me. I put my head in my hands. 

A short while later, the door opens again. This time, I heard the shuffle of movement and murmurs of excitement. I quickly lift my head out of my hands and turn my head to see Rees – the leader of Hie – marching in, surrounded by huge, scary-looking men. I notice that everyone has stood up to greet their leader – even my brother. I stand up in haste, knocking back my chair. Slowly, Rees’ men begin to file the seats at the back of the court, leaving Rees to walk to up to front alone. I remember seeing a picture of him once, but it was nothing like seeing him in real life. Close up, he’s a monster. He is completely bald, his scalp covered in purple bruises and scabs. His meaty forehead is greasy with sweat, surrounded in large, red spots. His eyes, so small he looks as if he’s permanently squinting, are thirsty with greed. The dark black shadows underneath make him look like Dracula – his chalky white skin making the effect even more frightening. His lips look thin and withered – though they still manage to be a bright shade of red. Large, grotesque shoulders support his long, thin neck – and he’s so fat that the ridiculous black cloak he’s wearing can’t fit round his rounded stomach. His legs, short tree trunks, are supported by impossibly small feet – which finally come to a halt when he climbs up on the judge’s stand.

So he’s the judge.

I begin to feel sick.

“Jury! Come in, jury!” Rees shouts, his voice fat. His tone is impatient and angry, and his shout is so loud that I jump back in my chair. In response to his command, five well-fed men walk in and take their places in the front row. They all have the same style of curly hair, and I can’t tell whether they’re wearing wigs or not. They all look absolutely identical. He waits until his jury is seated comfortably, and then readily begins the trial.

“Athenia, Cyth, Christopher and Natalie are here for the obvious reason of going against my clear orders – not to waste men by looking for someone who is not dangerous to our community. An order is an order, and you will all be prosecuted for your actions. 

“First, however, we will ask you to confirm whether you knew you were breaking my orders, or if you were somehow mislead. Let me remind you that if you lie, the penalty could be death.” Rees explains, saying our names like bits of useless dirt. He turns his fat head to Athenia, who shudders weakly under his powerful gaze.

“Athenia, do you swear on The Book that you will tell the truth and nothing but the truth?” This is more of a command, than a question. To refuse would probably lead to instant death.

“I… swear Master. I plead guilty. I knew what I was doing was against your orders.” she swallows, her voice soft. It makes me want to cry – poor Athenia. Poor us. 

“Athenia, this means you will get a life sentence.” Rees states matter-of-factly. She puts her head in her hands but I can’t tell if she is angry or simply upset. The judge turns his head to Cyth, who stares into Rees’s eyes blankly. As I thought before – Cyth is dead already. He stopped living the minute he was captured. 

“Cyth, do you swear on The Book that you will tell the truth and nothing but the truth?” he repeats. Cyth nods slightly.

“Guilty.” he whispers, sounding older than ever. My Guardian. My own Guardian who saved me so many times. My poor, poor Guardian… 

“Another life sentence.” Rees declares warily.

I can’t even bear to look when Rees turns his greedy eyes on my brother. The brother I always loved… Rees repeats his question.

“I swear on The Book. I’m guilty - I knew what I was doing.” my brother replies. I feel so proud that he can speak up to Rees like that, so proud that he isn’t as damaged as Athenia and Cyth so as to loose his self-confidence. But then my pride is replaced with sadness when I think that this brave young boy will be doomed to a life of prison – my brother, my sweet, sweet brother. I wipe a tear furiously from my eye, embarrassed to be crying in front of the man who wants to see me cry most – Rees. 

“You, too, Christopher, will be sent to a life in prison.” Rees says, his wings dark wings batting together impatiently. 

“Our last convict. Natalie, do you swear on The Book you’ll tell the truth?” Rees asks, turning to me. I glance behind me and see Koufer pointing discreetly to Christopher and slicing his hand across his neck at the same time. To anyone else, he’d look ridiculous – but I know he means what he’s showing me if I don’t plead guilty. I turn back to Rees, trying to stare into his eyes as Christopher had but failing miserably. 

“Yes, I swear I’ll tell the truth. And yes, I’m guilty.” I manage, my eyes wandering the room so I won’t have to look at Rees.

“That’s good then. Seeing as you’re human and haven’t been familiar with Hie, you won’t get a life sentence – but I guarantee you at least fifty years in prison. You broke the law and you knew you were doing so. The law’s the law.” Rees scolds. 

Fifty years in prison.

By the time I’m released I’ll be an old lady!

This is my life now. 

Prison.

Just for trying to find my father.

It’s not fair – not fair at all.

But what’s even more unfair is that the people I care about are going to spend the rest of their lives in prison.

Athenia, who used to be so kind, gentle and forgiving.

Cyth, who was my faithful Guardian – and who encouraged me whenever I was down.

And finally Christopher, my brother, who never did anything but look out for me. Christopher, who was taken away from his home as a small boy, who never really did anything wrong.

We’re all so innocent. The real people who deserve to go to prison are Rees and Koufer – especially Koufer. If he’d never betrayed us, this would never have happened. I turn back and glare at him, but he just laughs in glee.

The terrorising maniac.

“The last part of the trial. Jury, I ask you if you agree to the action of sending these criminals to prison. If three or more of you decide that a life-time sentence is too much, we will be forced to change it slightly.” Rees almost sounds reluctant about this last part. I realise there’s still some hope. 

“I agree.” One man says.

“Yes.” Another says.

“Me too.” 

“And I”

Everyone turns to the last man, even though everyone knows if he votes against my fellow friends having life sentences it won’t make any difference.

“I don’t necessarily agree.” The man says, and even though I know it changes nothing I still feel slightly comforted that someone is taking our side.

“And why would that be, Mr Wester?” Rees asks, his composed face hardening with anger. The man shakes his head and shrugs his shoulders and says nothing more. I wonder why he wanted to stick up for us in the first place, but I soon forget him when Rees orders his men to direct us to our cells. I tremble thinking what form our cells will be in – if I would have to be locked in a suspended bird’s cage for the next fifty years I think I’d die from depression long before the fifty years had passed. I’m pulled up from my chair by a nasty-looking man who looks more like a lump of muscles than a living thing with a heart and soul. Suddenly, however, Lucas speaks up. 

“Master Rees, with all due respect I think I will be able to handle the boy and girl better than your men. It’ll be quite hard getting them into their cages and I know how to threaten them just right if they refuse to get in.” 

I look at Christopher in confusion, but he looks deep in thought. Obviously Lucas would want to threaten Christopher if I didn’t get in the cage and vice-versa, but why didn’t he just tell Rees about the fact that we were brother and sister? Unless threatening people is against the law or something…

“Koufer, can I trust Lucas to escort Natalie and Christopher to their cells?” Rees asks, to my surprise taking the question into account. I’d have thought he wouldn’t listen to anyone but himself. Lucas looks at Koufer pleadingly.

“The fool probably wants to get himself a promotion. But yes, of course I can trust him. He’s been under my service for twenty-one years now and has never let me down.” Koufer replies, sounding reluctant to give any praise at all. 

“Then I don’t see why not. Lucas, make sure the children get in their cages – that’s all I care about. Come straight back here when you’re done.” He orders before stepping down from the stand. I breathe out when the strong, nasty man lets go of me with a huff and Lucas takes hold of me, his bruised arms not capable of such a crushing grip. With the other hand, he takes hold of Christopher. We halt by the door to have handcuffs put on our hands, and then are led out of a side door in the room that I hadn’t noticed before. I look back at Rees and Koufer with all their nasty men and decide that as long as I’ll never see them again it won’t be so bad in my cage. At least I’ll be with my brother.

In front of us, being led by a large man, walk Athenia and Cyth. Soon, we come to a fork in the corridor and they’re led to the right while Christopher and I are led to the left. Athenia looks back at me for the last time, her eyes full of sadness. She waves slightly, and tears fill her beautiful eyes. Cyth turns just in time before they’re out of sight, and though his expression is still dead, his eyes begin to show faint emotion – sadness, fear, and a tiny little glimmer of hope. I smile meekly at him, but by then they’re both out of sight – and though they’ll be in the same building as us for the rest of their lives, we’ll never see them again. 

We’ll just be able to share their sadness.

 We begin to pass a large room with two small cages ready to be hung high up – our cages. The cages we’ll spend our lives in. As we the pass the door completely, I become confused. There are no more doors in sight – we just passed the room we were doomed to without even stopping. Before I can ask Lucas what’s going on, he begins undoing mine and Christopher’s handcuffs.

“What?” Christopher asks, as confused as I am. Lucas puts his finger to his lips.

“Don’t speak, just listen.” he whispers. I wait for him to continue, hope beginning to flutter in my bones. I squash it quickly, not wanting the disappointment that might follow.

“I’m not who you think I am,” he begins. “my name is not Lucas. I do not work for Koufer at all, I work for Cyth.” he pauses, letting it sink in. “You didn’t expect Athenia and Cyth to go into the operation of finding Charlie Foster without back-up, did you? My real name is Lee, and I was hired to continue the operation if anything happened to them. When they got captured, I started looking – but just a few days ago, Charlie Foster rang me himself. I was shocked! He told me he knew Athenia and Cyth were looking for him, but when he found their numbers and tried ringing them they didn’t answer. Eventually he traced me. He told me why he was ringing me – he said his daughter had tricked him into letting her into Hie, and that he wanted to know what you were doing and if youwere safe.” I shudder in guilt – so my father had found out I’d tricked him. “When I told him you and Christopher had been captured, he told me he’d get out of Hie’s way and never harm a soul if I managed to get you and Christopher out of danger. I knew that to save you I’d have to pose as one of Koufer’s men. In the end I chose the real Lucas – he’d been helping Koufer for a long time and I knew Koufer trusted him. I got Lucas …out of the way and put his clothes on myself – luckily he and I look quite similar. I had to be horrid to you yet protect you at the same time… it wasn’t so easy. Now your father has ordered me to send you two to the East Side of Green’s Park. You need to leave, now.” 

I can’t believe my luck.

One: Both my brother and I are being freed.

Two: We are going home. Together.

Three: I am finally going to see my father, the whole reason I began coming to Hie. The whole reason I threw my life away.

Four: I will probably never have to go back to Hie again. I’ll be able to live my life, undisturbed and content.

But then I remember Athenia and Cyth.

“What about Athenia and Cyth? Is no one going to free them?” I ask, my rejoicing short- lived when I think of their gloom and misery.

“We’re planning to. We’ve just got to figure out how to do it and gather as many people as we can who might help us.” Lee replies. It’s strange to think that all his torments were just an act. I realise that he probably dropped the saw on purpose so that he wouldn’t have to cut off Christopher’s finger – and he got beaten so terribly for it. I suddenly feel an overwhelming sense of gratitude for him.

“Who’s we?” Christopher asks. 

“Mr Wester and I… the man wangled himself into the jury, hoping to help Athenia and Cyth. Of course he couldn’t do much today because people would’ve started to become suspicious. He tried, though.” I think of Mr Wester, who merged in so well with the others – I would never have imagined he be against Rees, even though he voted against my friends having life sentences… It comforts me to know that Lucas isn’t the only one in the inside helping my poor friends. 

“I’m going to have to go back now and hold them off for as long as possible… I know they won’t start looking for you for at least another twenty minutes. You must hurry, though – if you go back to your world as soon as possible, they’ll never be able to get to you.” Lee explains. “There’s a fire escape round the next corner. Go now – remember – the East Side of Green’s Park.”

“Thank you so much. Good luck!” I whisper, already hurrying round the corner. Christopher walks more slowly, reluctantly. In a hurry to get out of the prison and see my father, I grab my brother’s wrist and we run out into the sunshine together.

Green’s Park isn’t far. We run the whole way until, at the East Side, we see a figure standing alone. Not just any figure.

“Dad!” I scream, wild for joy. Apart from his beard and stooped figure, he is just as I remembered him. As soon as he sees me, his sad, exasperated eyes begin to glow. It’s as if someone finally turned on the light behind his eyes that had been off for so long. He opens his arms wide and I run into them, not caring about his smell or the tickle of his beard on my cheek.

“I found you… I finally found you.” he whispers, his voice so much happier than it had sounded on the phone. He sounds young again.

He sounds like the father I’ve looked for all my life.

“I’m so sorry I tricked you…” I whisper, filled with overwhelming guilt. 

“It’s okay, it’s okay…” he soothes. I burst into tears.

Then my father’s eyes fix on something behind me. I turn to see Christopher standing awkwardly a few meters back. Gently, my father steps out of my arms and runs towards my brother – his son. They embrace for such a long time that I begin to feel jealous, but eventually Christopher pulls away, his eyes wet. I wince at his tears, rushing to give him a hug. My father joins our embrace.

My family.

Now all we need is my mother.

“Let’s go home,” I whisper.

“Definitely! I can’t stand this place any longer.” my father replies, sounding happier than ever. We both look at Christopher, who doesn’t seem to share our enthusiasm. He looks torn. 

“I… don’t know if I can come home.” he mutters, pulling away from our hug.

I stare at him, trying to make sense of what he’s saying.

“But… why? I can’t leave you! You know I can’t!” I cry, his words suddenly making perfect sense. I stare at my father, whose terror reflects my own. We can’t leave Christopher. 

“I need to help save Athenia and Cyth… they need me to help them. Cyth’s a good friend – I promised Cyth I’d help him if I were ever in trouble. I can’t just leave him. Plus, Lee said they were trying to gather people who could help. I’m one of those people. I have to help our friends.”

His words break my heart.

Because… because they’re true.

We all know that he has to help – he’s one of the few people who can.

I can’t let my own Guardian live a life of imprisonment.

So I’ll have to sacrifice my own brother to help him.

Anyway, I know that Christopher won’t change his mind – whatever my father or I say.

“How will you manage to not get caught?” I whisper, tears running down my cheeks.

“I’ll be careful.” he promises, wiping a tear from my cheek. “It’ll be okay, little sis. It’s going to be fine.”

I choke at his kindness.

“Are you planning to stay here forever?” my father asks, his voice breaking in sadness.  

“I’m already a wanted criminal – I won’t be able to hide all my life. Don’t worry, once I’ve freed Athenia and Cyth and they’re safe, I’ll do everything it takes to bring me home.” Christopher replies, giving me slight comfort – at least there’s a chance he’ll be coming home. But still, the thought of parting with him, leaving him in this dangerous place all alone…

“I have to stay here, too. I can’t let you do this alone – and I want to help!” I cry. 

“No!” my father and Christopher shout in unison.

“Please?…” I whisper.

“ I’m never leaving you here.” My father says quickly.

“I’ll never lead you to danger. The only way I can be truly happy is if you’re safe. Go home, Natalie. You don’t belong here.” Christopher tells me. 

I don’t have a choice.

“I’ll miss you so much!” I sob, to which Christopher pulls me into a tight hug.

“It won’t be forever, I’ll come home.” he whispers.

“Promise?” I ask, even though I know it will do no good.

“Promise.” he smiles.

“Natalie, it’s time to go home,” my father says softly.

 And so, with wet eyes, I kiss my brother’s cheek.

“Good luck,” I murmur, staring into his familiar eyes. My brother’s eyes.

“Bye,” he whispers, a single, fat tear coming out of his eye. He pushes me into my father’s arms, where I do what I have to do.

I will myself home, my father with me.

And slowly all the colours of the world come up to greet us, coming to take me and my father to another world. 

My world.

Awaiting us on the other side will be times of joy, times of sadness. Laughter and tears, anger and peace. 

The world where I belong.   

EPILOGUE

SIX MONTHS LATER

I stared out of my window, dull, grey clouds covering the sky.

My birthday.

The door of my room opened, and in burst my mother, father and Mike.

“Happy birthday!” they shouted together.

I turned to look at them.

Mum and Mike decided they loved each other too much to split up. 

.

My father looked happy, too – but there was a tiny glint of sadness beneath his eyes.

I knew we were both thinking the same thing: Christopher should be here.

Every day I awoke hoping that today would be the day he came home, but I was still waiting. All I could do was hope that he was safe, whatever he was doing.

“You look gloomy!” my mother observed. I forced a smile. Ever since I’d stopped going to Hie entirely, she’d been observing me a lot more closely. 

“I’m fine, seriously.” I said. 

After all, how could I tell her how much I was missing Hie? How could I explain that even with the fear and danger, I still felt a longing to be there? To be with my brother?

My father seemed to understand it a little more. He came over and gave me a hug, but it did little to soothe my worry.

I tried to feel happy.

I was home, out of danger.

I had two parents, who loved me so much.

It was my birthday, and there was a whole bunch of presents waiting for me downstairs.

The presents were boring – clothes, money, a computer game. My mother’s watchful eyes never left me – I could tell she was suspicious as to why I looked so unhappy. 

“Thank you,” I murmured. “I’m going for a walk.” I needed some fresh air, some space to think.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” mum called, as I slipped on my shoes. 

I didn’t answer.

I bumped into Lo at the end of the street. We muttered our hellos and walked past each other, not another word being said.

I still hadn’t quite sorted things out with Lo.

Hie had lost me a best friend, but gained me my family, so what was I to complain about?

Still, I felt sad that my old best friend was now so distant to me. 

I’d have to try to win her back some day – but not today.

I carried on my walk, engrossed in thought. I crossed an empty road. Suddenly, a car came speeding round the corner so fast that I didn’t have a chance to move. My eyes widened with terror as I saw my fate – on my own birthday. 

This car was going to kill me.

It was one meter away from me when suddenly - impossibly, it began to slow down rapidly, almost going backwards.

I caught a glimpse of figures in front of the car, pushing it away from my trembling body.

This wasn’t just an illusion – this was the PS.

What did this mean?

The car stopped completely, and suddenly the figures who saved my life began to fade – all except one.

All except one.

All except one!

He walks up to me, a huge grin on his face.

There’s no need for words.

He hugs me, and I hug him back with all my might.

And there we stay, in the middle of the road, not caring how much the car is beeping at us.

Because we’ve got each other now.

Christopher’s come home. 

THE END
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