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The Angels Are
Here

(Book One)

If life seems to have more questions than
answers,

try to be the one who asks the
questions.

Charles Schulz
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Two Worlds. One Ancient—One New.

 


…A Novella…

An introduction into the Paradox Series

 


This is not a story about
Vampires.

However, we are talking about a predatory immortal being that
existed long before the word Vampire was ever whispered… the real
monsters behind the legendary Vampire myths that reigned in Ancient
times. They were a race of Fallen Angels from The Imperial House of
Grigori…
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For Audrey Dunn—my Mum.

Who Is Walking With The Angels—without her
walking stick.

* * *

And for all those that have ever suffered
the pain of a broken heart. This is for you.


 


 


Smashwords Edition

License Notes

 


This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the author's work.

This book is entirely a work of fiction. The
names, characters, places, and incidents depicted herein are either
products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead,
is entirely coincidental.

 


Cover Artwork—© Hazel Brown |
Dreamstime.com

© Kristina Oboznaya | Dreamstime.com

 


Formatting By Hope Welsh

 



 


The Definition Of Paradox:

A seemingly illogical or self-contradictory
statement

or suggestion, that may in fact, be very
true.

 


* * *

 


The Sacred Celtic Tree of Life

The Celtics believe that the Ancients knew
the entrance to the worlds of the gods.

They believed that the tree symbolized the
Heavens—the infinite Life Force.

Trees were a connection to the supernatural
world of the spirits,

living entities and doorways to other
worlds.

Magical places—as above so below.


Prologue
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Nine hundred years ago, my world was a
different place… But one thing, regardless of the passing time and
unimaginable distances that separates us remains unchanged. And
that is–Love.

My name is Juliette, and I would like to
tell you a story that stretches over a vast passage of time. I was
created long before spoken language was used for
communication.

A time when magic existed and myths,
legends, and the gods roamed the planets and walked freely among
us. Long before the great floods consumed the Earth. Long before
the Tower of Babel was built, or the stairway to the Gates of
Heaven; A time when a passage of time on Earth was determined by
observing the sun, moon, and stars, or the rise and fall of the
great oceans.

Human age was not determined by numbers, but
rather by one’s wisdom and knowledge. The lines drawn in the palm
of the hand prophesized the soul’s age, not the lines etched
on the human face.

And when the immortal soul had come to the
end of its human experience, that passage of time—age being
irrelevant—was determined by a force of pure energy.

Some have called this energy force—God. This
is when the Angel of Death would reveal herself and save your
mortal soul.

Every living thing: life, death, the
universe—resonated as One.

Then everything changed. Life, death,
mortality, and immortality as I knew it changed. War does that, it
changes everything. And by the end of the first Great War eons
past, ancient texts, along with immeasurable knowledge, were
destroyed, leaving the human race damaged and adrift.

But I can tell you this without any doubt:
you are not alone in this ultimate struggle for survival. I see you
still.

And this is something else you should
know: with great knowledge comes great responsibility. And
death… There is always that.
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In the blink of an eye, it seems little
Grace’s world has fallen apart. Her father is gone and her mother
isn’t coping well at all. If it weren’t for the sensitive, quiet
Officer Wade and her new neighbor friend, Grace might not find her
way back from the heartbreaking grief that threatens to destroy her
world. But there’s more to Grace than meets the eye, more than she
even knows. What ties does she have with an ancient, timeless
world? What role do the angels, good and evil, play in her
life?

A World where there are more questions than
answers, a saga that crosses over two worlds. One Ancient—One New
with a little girl trapped in the middle. A world where lost souls
are being drawn precariously together over countless centuries.

When your destiny has been written in
blood—and you are left with one burning question—is your Guardian
Angel from Heaven or Hell?

But wait; let’s go back—for just the
briefest of moments to where it all began. Back to Empyrean—to the
Imperial City of Altair, the beautiful blue planet in the Aquila
Constellation. The year was 1080 AD; and we were fighting a
war—that we were not winning…
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Chapter 1—The Fall

 


The Imperial City of Altair—Aquila
Constellation.

Year: 1080 AD

 


The sickly stench of death curled silently
through majestic arched windows and coagulated, forming a thick
grey cloud of wretchedness.

Burning torches hung randomly along high
stone walls, illuminating the deserted Royal Palace. Stray swirls
of smoke danced gracefully around elaborate marble columns that
lined a black aisle. At the end of the aisle was an elevated dais
that had formerly held four golden thrones.

Behind the one remaining throne hung a
massive shield revealing a serpent entwined on a gem-encrusted
dagger. A masterpiece extolled in bronze depicting the Grigorian
Coat of Arms.

The remainder of the chamber devoid of the
lavish furnishings that had once seated royalty in the Imperial
City of Altair.

A lone male figure, eclipsed by the
overwhelming size of the chamber, glared at the deserted throne as
he paced. He waited—something he did not like to do - for the
imminent arrival of the others.

His impatience was evident in every knotted
muscle on his chiseled face. Raised black veins pulsated on his
muscular throat; hands formed clenched fists by his sides. His eyes
were yellowy, like the color of cat’s eyes, with a minuscule black
speck for a pupil. They transcended pure evil.

The long dark cape that he wore swept the
floor behind him as he glided, ghostlike, across the marble
surface. He walked over to a tall arched window and stopped,
folding his arms across his broad chest.

His white open-necked shirt displayed a
segment of a black inked serpent. It quivered across his chest, as
though it were alive. The remainder of the serpent, hidden by
clothing, encircled his torso before continuing its rippling
passage down his arm. The fanged head revealed itself from beneath
the ruffled shirt cuff on his left wrist. Crimson blood dripped off
one of the razor-sharp fangs. Human blood.

He looked out into the dark night and
watched as the city below continued to burn out of control. High on
The Mountain of Seven the illuminated dome, the centerpiece of the
Pinnacle Sanctuary, was slowly starting to fade. Only flames from
the fire cast light on the towering stone enclosure that
safeguarded the crystal-domed structure.

Soon, the dome would be in complete
darkness, he thought confidently, smiling to himself. He stood
rigid and conceited in his indulgent arrogance. His body, the
immortal body of a perfect twenty-eight year-old man, flexed with
desire.

He felt indestructible and drunk on his own
self-image.

The Imperial City, all but deserted after
another day of fighting, lay broken, burnt and twisted below. The
city that he looked down on had once been lined with the most
exquisite architecture in the Aquila Constellation.

Now, it stood darkened and scarred by the
fires that continued to burn into the night. Ornate fountains and
statues in the Gardens of Tranquility were now piles of rubble on
the scorched ground.

Nothing had been spared, only rubble and
ashy remains lay littered and smoldering across the ground. Embers
floated in the smoky air, carried by random gusts of wind. Beauty
no longer represented in the burnt remains of the Imperial
City.

A small hooded figure darted vigilantly over
the rubble, searching for signs of life among the torn and bloodied
bodies. Her sorrowful pursuit was swiftly becoming a fruitless
one.

Soaring flames roared into the night sky,
lighting her way, as they licked, teased and devoured the remainder
of the Imperial City, the home of the Seven Pinnacles. The Keepers
of Mortal Souls.

Thousands of souls had already perished
during the past ninety-nine days of war. Thousands more would
perish during this battle fought between good and evil. The war
would rage on between the two most powerful houses of the Imperial
City until only one remained: The House of the Bulguardians;
the Royal Guard of The Imperial City, or the rebellious House of
Fallen Angels - the Grigorians.

The Grigorians, following the expulsion of
their elders from the City by the Royal Imperial Guardians, were
forced to flee Empyrean. Now, after centuries spent underground,
the Grigorian were bloodthirsty for revenge—at any cost.

During the March equinox, under the dark
cover of night, the Grigorians rose silently from the depths of
their underworld lair, attacking the Royal Palace as it slept.

About time, Abaddon thought angrily,
as he turned swiftly toward the towering arched entrance.

Seconds later a female stood regally in the
stone entry. “Abaddon?” the exquisite woman queried as she entered
the great chamber, hands clasped at her waist.

His expression was unsettling as she
advanced toward him cautiously, her tight deep purple gown almost
hid the long black cape that trailed behind. Her fair hair, adorned
beautifully with gemstones, was entwined in a continuous braid
crowning her head. Her eyes, a mirror image of his, catlike, were
traits of the Grigorian bloodline.

His arms remained folded across his inflated
chest. “Cousin, where are the others, your sister, your brother?”
he demanded.

“They are…they have other things on their
mind, they will be ready when the time comes, I can assure you,”
she replied, pausing at a safe distance from him. She knew he could
read her mind, all of their minds, if he chose to, with direct eye
contact. Without direct eye contact however, he could only sense
one’s presence, but not their thoughts. His violent temper was also
no secret. She had been a victim of it herself on many
occasions.

“Oh, I am sure I can imagine what they have
on their minds,” he said, circling her.

“Your attendance here, however, is a
testament to your commitment to the cause, Siena.” A sly smile
crossed his lips. He liked knowing that she feared him. He reveled
in being feared. It made him feel more powerful, superior.

His slit eyes flashed to the entrance, as he
sensed another’s imminent arrival. He turned in greeting as a girl,
his younger sibling, no more than thirteen, entered the smoky room
and ran toward him.

“Ah, little sister, how divine you look, my
child.” He swung her up into his arms as a groom would a new bride,
and kissed her hard on the mouth. She did not resist, he knew she
welcomed it.

“Abaddon,” she chirped through smiling, rose
colored lips, running her fingers through his dark shoulder length
hair. “Always an absolute pleasure of course. Now, please put me
down…and…I am not a child!”

He laughed and released her to the marbled
floor, running his hand down her flowing red hair. “You will always
be a beautiful, voracious child to me, Theria.”

She slapped his hand away, obviously
infuriated by his comment. A snarling hiss broke free of her lips.
“Don’t mock me, Abaddon. If I recall correctly it wasn’t that long
ago that—” Her words were abruptly interrupted. She snapped her
head around; something, someone else, had distracted her.

Abaddon and Siena followed Theria’s line of
vision toward the massive stone archway as another prepared to
enter the torch lit chamber. The dainty red head darted forward in
a blur to prevent the imminent intrusion. Her black cloak sliced
through the rancid air, parting the obnoxious smoke with the sheer
ferocity of her swift movement. Rage was evident in her
penetrating, catlike eyes. Eyes that had the ability to paralyze
her victims instantly if she desired, rendering them useless. She
glared directly into the crystal blue eyes of the unwelcome
impostor.

The newcomer was stunning. Her unflinching
blue eyes held those of the child’s. “Well, well, what do we have
here, a family meeting? How sweet.” She walked around the child,
and turned her back on the others as she walked graciously along
the black marble floor toward the single golden throne.

Their piercing gazes watched as they
followed her, stalking her. They all knew Pandora could feel their
stabbing eyes on the back of her neck as she walked up the seven
steps leading to the Royal throne. She rested gently against the
velvet armrest, implying possession.

“Why wasn’t I invited to this family
meeting? I am heartbroken, how will I ever recover from the pain of
rejection?” She chuckled, glancing now toward Abaddon who had
paused at the bottom of the steps, obviously pleased that he was
unable to read her thoughts. None of their powers had any effect on
her—except Theria’s.

“Why, Pandora,” Theria hissed through
clenched teeth, “I’m sure you will recuperate in bed by wrapping
your thighs around Cerberus’s neck. You may have a ring on your
finger and whore your body to my brother at every opportunity you
get, but don’t you ever dare to have the audacity to think for one
second that you are family, that you belong. You are nothing! You
were dragged off the streets because of Cerberus’s moment of
weakness for your beauty, and your obvious willingness to please
him. He is infatuated by your kind, nothing more!” The child’s
hatred was evident on her pristine face. If Theria could not have
the love and devotion from her elder brother, Lord Cerberus, then
no one would.

Pandora’s crystal laughter bounced off the
cold stone walls that surrounded them. She stood, raised her hands,
palms up, and slowly turned, displaying herself. Her golden
ringlets fell effortlessly to her slender waist; her exquisite
beauty was undeniable to all who saw her. She was clothed in a
blood-red floor length gown. The low cut strapless bodice, that
displayed her perfect breasts, was embedded with countless
diamonds, pearls and rubies. A diamond-encrusted necklace
resembling a spider’s web sat effortlessly around her throat and
cascaded down her slender shoulders.

She was perfection, the quintessence of
beauty. Cerberus did indeed have a reason to worship her. Many
envied him his position as Lord of the House; his title enabled him
the freedom to bring a foreigner into the Grigorian clan. No one
would dare question his decisions.

Theria had objected angrily to her
brother…once. However, she had quickly realized that Cerberus only
found humor in her objections. He had tossed back his head in
laughter, humiliating her, calling her childish. She had sulked
from the room, angry; he had never denied her anything before.
Theria had left Cerberus sitting on his newly acquired throne, one
of his leather-clad legs thrown up over the velvety armrest, his
laughter ringing in her ears. He had never put a human’s needs
before hers. She would devise of a plan to dispose of the human
Pandora. She was not welcome in Theria’s world.

“Jealous little one,” Pandora whispered now
in condescending tones, taunting her. “It is no secret that you
would like Cerberus all for yourself. The fact that he is your
brother means nothing to you, does it? poor delusional Theria. You
will only ever be a child in his eyes, never a real woman—” Pandora
froze mid-sentence, unable to move or breathe. Her eye’s opened
wide with absolute terror as Theria appeared by her side. Pandora
remained frozen as the child hovered around her. Theria laughed and
glanced at Abaddon still standing at the bottom of the stairs, as
if seeking his permission.

Abaddon, abruptly aware of his little
sister’s intentions, leapt forward in one bound and grabbed her
tiny wrist that was concealed beneath her cloak. A small silver
dagger with an emerald and diamond encrusted handle slipped from
Theria’s grasp. The sound of the blade echoed around the room as it
clattered to the cold marble floor by her feet.

“Release her,” he hissed at the girl.

Theria’s piercing eyes reluctantly released
Pandora. She dropped to her knees and painfully sucked in a heaving
breath, filling her burning lungs. Pandora slowly rose to her feet,
took a step back, and wrapped herself securely in her arms.

Abaddon watched from the doorway. She knew
the girl had enormous powers, that she could paralyze her victims
on a single whim. She had been foolish to taunt the girl. She knew
Theria had despised her the moment they had met. Theria was jealous
of her, but would she actually kill her? He wondered if she would
try to make sure that that would never happen.

Pandora regained her composure. “Don’t
you ever do that again you vile little
bitch or I swear that Cerberus will…”

“Get out of here Pandora,” Abaddon roared.
“Leave us. And please,” he implored, “do not bother my brother
Cerberus with this tiff. He already has much to concern himself
with in this war.”

Pandora glared at him and shrugged. “For
you, Abaddon, you have my word. This will be our secret. But I warn
you both,” she began, her eyes turning from Abaddon to Siena. “Keep
that incestuous little beast away from me, otherwise she will have
Cerberus to contend with, and not in the manner her loins long
for.”

She swept quickly down the stairs, along the
black marble aisle, past Siena, and out of the chamber, smoke
swirling around her gown in a flurry as she departed. Theria was
most certainly proving to be a threat to the future Pandora had
planned for herself. She would undoubtedly have to come up with an
arrangement to have The girl disposed of.

“What were you thinking?” Abaddon boomed at
Theria, glaring at her, reading her. “Is it not enough that we
fight the Bulguardians, while the city burns below us, that you
feel the need to fight, kill, within our own family?”

Theria struggled and broke free from his
grip. “She is not family or one of us, and I will kill her, drag
the lecherous bitch back to the gutter where she belongs. Have you
forgotten how this war started?” she hissed at her brother.

Abaddon turned sharply and walked down the
black stairs. He had not forgotten.

Siena moved forward and looked up toward the
child now sitting tall in the massive throne. “Cousin, there is a
time and a place. This is not that time, nor the place.”

Theria materialized beside her,
listening.

Siena gently caressed Theria’s face in her
hands. “When that time does come, and it will, little one, I shall
stand by you, you have my word. I will happily cut the whore’s
throat for you while you watch the blood she is not worthy of drain
from her veins and watch her face and body decay into nothing more
than dusty remains. Although…I do think it more fitting to let her
live out her lifetime trapped eternally in the body of a shriveled
up old woman. That would be far more painful for her to endure than
death. Imagine, little one, when her reflection in the mirror is no
longer immortalized in the eternal beauty that Cerberus has
bestowed upon her, but instead the face of a sagging old hag.”

Theria was euphoric with the images Siena
conjured up in her mind. “Thank you cousin Siena, you are correct
of course, your thoughts are—”

“Ladies, enough of this,” Abaddon roared.
“We fight a war with an enemy far more threatening than my
brother’s whore. You must leave now, Siena. Track down and destroy
our enemy. They have all but left the city now. Many have fallen to
Earth, they are scattered far.”

“Hunt and destroy the Royal Guard first,
their beloved Pinnacles will be no match for us without their
protection. The Royal Guard will blend in very well on Earth; the
mortals will be unaware of their existence among them. I sense only
a handful of Guards in Altair now, and those, I will contend with
myself. The City of Altair will then be ours, once and for all. Our
forefathers’ demise will eventually be revenged.”

“Who will join me in the fall to Earth,
Cousin?” Siena asked Abaddon anxiously.

Abaddon watched her as thoughts of the hunt
began to quicken her steady pulse. Adrenalin raced through her
veins, distracting her elegant poise. Her slender fingernails grew
quickly into long yellowy talons. Her attuned hunter instincts
awakened within. She restrained herself against the sensations that
pulsed through her veins. Closing her eyes for a moment, she
relaxed. Her yellowy talons slowly recoiled back into perfectly
manicured fingernails. He smiled.

“Take as many as you need, Siena,” Abaddon
answered, pleased at her hunger for revenge. “Your sister, Raven,
and your brother, Tyler, take them both. Tyler has become lazy,
weak. He needs the hunt to become stronger. You will teach
him.”

“I will go with you, Siena,” Theria
announced. “I look forward to entertaining myself with the mortals,
I have missed that. They make for an enjoyable sport, not to
mention an excellent source of sustenance while I hunt and destroy
our enemy on foreign lands.”

Abaddon was jubilant knowing he would not
have to contend with the ongoing self-indulgent battle between
Pandora and his sister. His life would be less stressful. He would
have further time to indulge himself with other pursuits that were
far more pleasurable.

“Good girl, Theria. Cerberus will be pleased
with your enthusiasm and commitment.”

Theria was obviously not pleased with his
‘good girl’ remark, but disregarded it. She was still swept up in
the ecstasy of Siena’s plan for Pandora.

“Let it go!” Abaddon implored Theria as he
willed the silver dagger up off the floor and into his outstretched
hand.

He sliced the cold blade effortlessly across
his palm. A pool of black dense blood oozed from the wound in his
hand before it healed. He extended his bloodied palm to Theria, and
she kissed it. Siena did the same. “To family,” they chanted in
unison.

Abaddon placed the bloodied dagger into
Theria’s small hand and wrapped her fingers around it. All traces
of Abaddon’s blood vaporized into the silver razor-sharp blade.

The dagger was a bequest to Theria from her
grandfather. “You will be needing this on your journey, little
one,” he had said, handing the dagger to her moments before he died
years ago in their dark underground lair.

Abaddon kissed them both; he could taste his
blood on their dampened lips. At another time, he would have found
the sensation arousing and acted upon his urges. However, he knew
they must go, time was of the essence. Abaddon would seek out
Cerberus’s wife, Pandora. She was always happy to please him, and
in so many ways that delighted him.

Those thoughts he kept locked away from all
prying minds. Should Cerberus discover the tryst he had with
Pandora in his absence…he could not bring himself to imagine the
wrath his brother would bestow upon him. He pushed those thoughts
far from his mind. He would plant them in someone else’s mind if
the need arose. Let someone else be the bearer of Cerberus's deadly
wrath.

Abaddon accompanied Siena and Theria out of
the smoky chamber down a long wide black marble hallway to a pair
of solid floor to ceiling wooden doors. The stone walls were
adorned with masterpieces depicting the beauty that was once
bestowed upon the Imperial City. Abaddon spoke in hushed tones as
they floated effortlessly across the cold marble floor.

“When the House of Bulguardi has been
completely overthrown, and Empyrean City has been rebuilt to its
former glory and ruled by our own, you will both be well rewarded.
I will see to that personally. One House, The House of Grigori will
reign supreme. The Bulguardians and their precious Pinnacles will
cease to exist, extinguished. Without their guidance mankind will
turn on each other and eventually obliterate themselves from
existence.”

At the end of the long hall, two guards,
dressed completely in black, stood at either side of the massive
double doorway. Their unmoving faces portrayed their Mongol
heritage. Black inked symbols adorned their smooth foreheads, a
testament of their eternal pledge to guard Lord Cerberus and the
House of Grigori. The guards turned, bowed their heads, and pulled
open the massive timber doors. A squall of grey smoke from the
burning buildings and souls below billowed through the doors and
swirled around them.

Abaddon, flanked by the two silent guards,
halted in the massive doorway as he watched Theria and Siena
continue down the torch lit stone hallway hand in hand. Onward
toward an illuminated grand staircase carved entirely from white
polished marble. An exquisite diamond-encrusted candelabra hung
above them. They stood at the top of the staircase and looked down
toward a crowded foyer. A large assembly of Grigorians, of various
ages and nationalities, all dressed in black, had gathered silently
below in the dimly lit foyer. Their glowing catlike eyes turned
upward in unison toward the two women. The assembly had been
patiently awaiting the arrival of the two women that now prepared
to descend the elaborate marble staircase. Soon, they would be
given their destructive orders.

Abaddon called to them. “One more thing
before you take leave…” The two women halted on the staircase and
turned to face him. “I want the girl alive!” he demanded.

They nodded and continued down the curving
staircase, grey smoke cascading around them.

Abaddon turned and made his way quickly back
down the long hallway. The huge doors closed silently behind him.
He knew where to find her. She would be waiting for him, as
usual.

Pandora was bored frequently now that her
husband Cerberus was constantly distracted fighting this gruesome
war. She was often eager to find ways to meet her needs, alleviate
her boredom. Abaddon met those needs perfectly. Should her husband
Cerberus become a fatality to this war, Abaddon would become the
next Lord of the House. Her title ‘Lady of the House’ would remain
intact. She had no intention of becoming a mere mortal again,
standing by hopelessly as she watched her youthful beauty fade with
old age. The thought sickened her. She shivered at the appalling
thought.

As for Abaddon’s needs, he would make do
with his brother’s wife, for now, until the girl he desired to
please him was found and brought to him. The fact that the girl he
desired despised him meant nothing to Abaddon. He did not love her;
he did not understand the meaning of real love. His kind was not
capable of that emotion any longer. He was mad with the desire to
posses her, to taste the pure blue blood that pumped graciously
through her silky youthful veins on his hungry lips. Then, none
could rival his strength, not even his brother Lord Cerberus. He,
Abaddon, truly would reign supreme. He would no longer be bound by
the Principle Laws of the Seven Pinnacles. All would fear him, bow
at his feet. Empyrean, the Imperial City of Altair, would be
his.

The dark mass of followers in the foyer
began circling the woman and the child.

“Are you ready, little one?” Siena
asked.

“Yes, I am ready,” the girl replied with an
evil smirk spreading wide across her face.

“Then so it shall be.”

And with that, the masses closed their
yellowy eyes, bowed their heads, and were gone.

The Fall had begun….again.
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Chapter 2—Reflections

 


Darwin, Northern Territory Australia

Year: 2001 AD

 


A dainty eight-year-old child sat in the
back seat of a restored sky blue Holden HX Station Wagon as it
drove along the hot bitumen road toward the city.

Toward torture, she thought unhappily
as she concentrated hard on her unsmiling reflection in the shiny
glass window of the vehicle. The scenery through the window was
nothing more than a vapor of undistinguishable images rushing by in
a hurry to go nowhere.

She was on her way to ballet lessons. She
knew that most little girls her age loved the ballet slippers with
the satin ribbons that laced up their legs and the pink net tutus.
However, she was not one of them, she hated ballet lessons. She
sighed and the face in the glass reflected her emotions.
Distaste.

She listened to her parents sitting in the
front seat of the car casually discussing the weekend that lay
ahead. Her concentration remained glued to her reflection on the
glass window.



She was momentarily hypnotized by how
ghostly it looked floating in the window looking back at her. The
flashing scenery outside was nothing more than a mass of
non-descriptive blurs.

An apparition, she thought to
herself, she liked that word. Apparition, apparition,
apparition, she said the word to herself over and over. Then
suddenly she stopped, aware that something had changed.

The reflection in the glass had transformed
somehow. The face looking back at her was no longer hers. The face
in the glass smiled at her. The reflection wasn’t unlike her own,
but it was different. The reflection had blonde hair, like she had.
The girl was about the same age as she was.

She put her hand up to her mouth, testing.
The reflection did not; it just continued to smile at her. Then it
giggled, imitating the entrancing sound of crystal wind chimes
being stirred by a flutter of tiny wings.

“Who are you?” Grace asked the giggling
reflection in a whisper. She glanced at her parents quickly to see
if they had heard her. No response. Her parents continued on with
their conversation.

“My name is Hope,” the reflection answered
silently. “Why are you so sad, Grace?” she asked with gentle
concern and in a voice only Grace could hear.

Grace answered silently in the same manner,
only her lips moving to form the words. “I have to go to ballet
lessons, and I don’t want to. I don’t have any friends there, I
don’t belong. I hate it...’ She frowned and lowered her gaze.

“What if I go with you, would that make it
better, make you happy?” the reflection asked.

Grace’s face lit up as if it was Christmas
morning. “Yes... would you, really?” she responded silently.

“Of course, but you know that you are the
only one that can see me, hear me, you have to remember that. It is
our secret.”

“How come?” she asked out loud.

“How come what, sweetheart?” her father
asked, looking at his daughter’s reflection in the rear vision
mirror with a big smile on his friendly face.

“Oh nothing, Dad, I'm just thinking out
loud,” she replied quickly with a tight smile on her face.

She hated to lie, but how could she
explain…this…Hope.

The reflection giggled again. “I’m only here
for you, Grace, for as long as you need me.”

The station wagon pulled up outside the
small dance studio. A group of other little girls had gathered
outside waiting for class to begin. They twirled, hopped, and bowed
in little pink leotards; satin slippers adorned their tiny feet.
Coordination, obviously, had yet to be learnt.

Grace Connors frowned momentarily as she
watched the other girls, then she quickly gathered up her ballet
slippers, backpack, and slid out of the car. Perhaps today would be
fun for a change, she thought. Perhaps today she would fit in. She
shook her head; she didn’t want to get her hopes up too high.

“Bye, Mum, Dad, see you later,” Grace called
over her shoulder as she skipped and giggled all the way to the
entrance of the dance studio.

“See you in an hour,” her mother Kate called
back, shaking her head in confusion.

“And I thought you said she didn’t really
like ballet lessons?” Brian said as he watched his daughter with
all the other little girls.

A bright light reflected off something his
daughter held in her hand, it shone in his eyes; he frowned as he
watched his daughter disappear into the foyer with all the other
future prima ballerinas.

Kate smiled and shrugged her shoulders.
“Normally she doesn’t, maybe she’s made a friend?”

“Yes, probably…” He nodded. “Well, that is
good then. I was wondering when that was going to happen. I’m sure
she will make more friends soon.”

Kate looked at her husband with a
questioning frown. “I’m sure she will...”

They drove off silently down the street,
deep in thought, Kate, happy that Grace had made a friend, at last
and Brian, happy that she would be safe.
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Chapter 3—Hallelujah

 


“Goodnight, little one, sweet dreams,” Brian
whispered in Grace’s ear that night as he tucked her up in bed and
kissed her goodnight.

“Goodnight, Daddy,” Grace cooed, releasing
her tight grasp from around his neck. He tickled her and she
giggled.

He made his way to the door, then paused to
reach out and touch his daughters pink ballet tutu that hung on the
back of her door.

“Goodnight,” he whispered, knowing only one
would hear him. “It’s Hope, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s Hope,” came the silent
reply.

He walked through the doorway, turning the
light off as he left the room, confident in the knowledge that
Grace was in very safe hands. But for how long? he wondered.
His confidence wavered, a frown creased his forehead. They had all
heard whispers. And with the sudden arrival of Hope, although
welcome, it was an indication that the enemy was hovering
somewhere, and not too far away.

When the door closed behind Brian with a
click, the light from the hallway evaporated, leaving Grace’s
bedroom in darkness.

 


Hope materialized from the darkness and sat
on the end of Grace’s bed. A soft glow emitted from her dainty
body, dimly illuminating the room. Grace smiled at her and sat up a
little, resting on her elbows, and listened intently as Hope
spoke.

Grace fell asleep that night listening to
stories that her new friend Hope told her. The stories were from
another time and place, a very long time ago. Stories that would
stay hidden within her, locked away safely in her subconscious
until it was time… time for her to remember them.

A gentle breeze danced through the bedroom
windows, billowing the sheer pink curtains. Hope slid off the end
of the bed, walked over, and covered the sleeping child, tucking a
white stuffed rabbit called Bugsy under her slender arm. She walked
over and peered through the window and out into the darkness of the
night. There was a full moon. Bright stars shone through the
rolling grey clouds above.

She stood silently, closed her eyes,
shrugged her shoulders, then took a long breath, and exhaled.
Slowly, like a flower coming into bloom, small white feathers
started to unfurl between her shoulder blades. By the time her
magnificent wings had completely bloomed they dwarfed her small
frame. Hope’s eyes remained closed, seeing, hearing.

She could hear Grace’s rhythmic breathing as
the child slept peacefully in the bed behind her. She heard a news
broadcast being televised down the hallway in the lounge room.

“A 7.6 magnitude earthquake has hit El
Salvador,” the news reporter announced, “killing at least eight
hundred people and leaving thousands homeless. Many still fear for
their lives as more quakes are predicted...”

Crickets chirped outside the bedroom window.
A frog croaked in a downpipe signaling rain. Five houses down the
quiet tree-lined street, K. D. Lang sang Hallelujah on a
radio.

Hope heard a child humming to the same song
three blocks away. She could see the small redheaded girl resting
peacefully in the crook of a dying old man’s arm… waiting.

His room was dim, lit only by a small
bedside lamp and the moonlight that eased its way through dusty
floral curtains. An old framed wedding photograph of a happy couple
sat on the table beside the lamp. Meager furniture lined the walls.
Old family photographs filled dusty picture frames on a set of
drawers. The old man slept on a double bed covered with crumpled
sheets. An old wheelchair, its paint faded and scratched, sat empty
on the left side of his bed, the grey rubber tire tread worn down
with use.

The child looked intently at his old
weathered face as he stirred and opened his tired eyes; tired eyes
that had seen plenty of this world. Beads of sweat dotted his
forehead from the stifling humidity in the tiny room. She reached
over and brushed away a lone tear from his crinkly grey skin with
her tiny velvety fingers.

He looked into this stranger’s brilliant
blue eyes.

“I’m dying aren’t I?” he asked the child in
his frail voice, frightened by the understanding of his own
words. Is this beautiful child sitting on my bed Death? he
wondered.

“Yes,” she whispered softly. “But don’t be
afraid, Abel, I will be here with you, I promise,” Tia answered,
placing her hand on his heaving chest as he fought back his tears,
fears.

He nodded gratefully, consoled by the
knowledge that when he exhaled his last breath on this earth, on
this night, he would not die in this bleak room alone.

“Would you like me to tell you a story,
Abel?” Tia asked gently, sitting up, taking his big crinkly hand,
and squeezing it tightly in her tiny ones.

His hand trembled in hers. These were strong
hands once, he remembered, looking at them now. Hands that had
lifted his son up high, so he could climb the big flame tree in the
backyard. Hands that had taught him how to catch a ball and swing a
cricket bat. Hands that let go when he taught his son how to ride
his first red two-wheeler bike and catch his first fish. He missed
his son, so far away now. He wouldn’t get the chance to say
goodbye. That was the hardest part. Regret crossed his face when he
remembered their last conversation seven years ago. Seven years
ago, seems just like yesterday, he mused.

“Yes, I would very much like to hear a
story,” Abel said, closing his eyes. He dragged long painful
breaths into cancer-blackened lungs as he listened to Tia’s
soothing voice.

Wind chimes, he thought to
himself.

Tia chanted quietly in his ear, her breath
soft against his skin. She squeezed his hand.

“Take my hand, light of day
diminish. Fades the sight to hearts held dear. Blue star
shine jewel in night. Altair Aquila luminous light. To guide
no fear near and far. To sight of Angels a death held
dear. Amun.”

Images of Abel’s long life flashed through
his mind like a movie on fast forward on a big widescreen
television. His own birth, bright lights, his mother’s
sweat-drenched crimson face as he was placed into her outstretched
arms.

When he was seven, sitting on his favorite
grandfather’s deathbed with a small redheaded girl, the same age
that he had been.

More thoughts came quickly. His beloved wife
Rose, giving birth to their beautiful son David—a birth and a
death, happiness and pain jumbled together in a time span of
moments. His wife’s dying breath following the moments that their
son David had drawn his first.

He thought now about the girl that sat
beside him. He had seen her face before, sitting on his
grandfather’s deathbed all those years ago. He looked at her
flawless ivory face, perfectly framed by her long red hair, then
further, into her crystal-clear blue eyes. They appeared to glow
like gems in the darkness of his room. She had held his
grandfather’s hand, seventy years ago. Now she held his.

He searched Tia’s face for answers and found
an infinite depth of peace there. Yes, it is her, she looks
exactly the same, he realized. He closed his old eyes, knowing
that it would be for the last time. He had found the answers to the
questions he asked when he looked deep into Tia’s hypnotic blue
eyes. She heard his thoughts. He sighed and exhaled a painful
breath. There would not be many more to be endured. The constant
pain that wracked him was now subsiding, leaving his wretched body
limb by limb.

 


Back in Grace’s bedroom, Hope lifted her
head slightly, the sultry breeze played with wisps of her fair hair
that danced across her face. She smelt rain in the air. The sky lit
up outside, thunder crashed, the rain fell, bringing with it
instant relief from the stifling humidity. Her thoughts went
further still. Away for a moment from the bed where Tia held Abel’s
dying hand. Further. Thousands of miles away, across vast oceans to
the sterility of a New Jersey hospital maternity ward.

 


Hope heard a woman’s guttural cry of pain.
It was type of pain that only women suffer during the hideously
long hours of childbirth. Her husband tried helplessly to comfort
her and wiped her hot brow with a cool water-soaked cloth. Beth had
never felt such searing pain.

“Just one more push, Beth,” the doctor
encouraged in his Scottish accent.

She had pushed with every uterine
contraction for the last forty-five minutes. She had endured over
twelve hours of labor before that and now truly felt she had no
more to give. Within seconds of these thoughts, Beth could feel her
womb torturously squeeze and rise forward within her. Her face
contorted as she screamed through the tearing pain as another
contraction engulfed her abdomen once more.

Instinctively, she stifled her scream,
closed her mouth, and bore down using what she believed to be her
absolute last drop of energy. Immense burning pain caused Beth to
lose her focus, her control. She hissed through clenched teeth, her
clawing fingers gripped aimlessly at bed linen, her husbands arm,
marking him. Her entire body stiffened in sheer agony.

Suddenly the burning, the tearing sensation
and the pressure were going. Her baby was being born right at that
moment and she knew it. She exhaled and opened her once tightly
closed eyes just in time to see the doctor smile and her tiny
purple baby unfold into his strong and guiding hands. The infant’s
face was covered in a thin filmy membrane, remnants of the amniotic
sac.

“Right on cue,” the doctor announced,
examining the ticking clock on the wall. It was six a.m., the
thirteenth of January, 2001. Outside, snow fell, blanketing New
Jersey in a thick layer of white.

A cold chill ran down Beth’s spine, her face
drained of blood.

“What’s wrong with him?” she gasped,
terrified that her child had been born dead.

“Ahh, not to worry, Beth,” the doctor
replied in a jovial, reassuring voice. He wiped the membrane from
the child. “Some babes are born a caulbearer. Some consider it a
lucky omen to be born with a veil, a hood as it’s sometimes called,
over the wee bairn’s face. It tends to run in the family, in the
bloodline, so to speak. Nothing to be alarmed about, I can assure
you.”

The doctor clamped the umbilical cord and
with the confidence borne from experience, cut the cord with
scissors, separating mother and infant. A few gentle spurts of
fetal blood trickled over the blades of the sharp scissors. The
fetal blood was the perfect color on the blades before slowly
turning the customary crimson color in newborn infants. He passed
the child carefully into the hands of a young African American
nurse named Lucina standing by his side, and grinned at her
confidently.

The child gurgled and gasped in her hands as
he drew his first long breath deep into unblemished lungs. He cried
out fearfully when the frigid air filled his new lungs, burning
them.

He was ‘pinking-up’ before her eyes, and she
knew he was healthy. His tiny lungs just seconds before squashed by
the birth canal, were now inflating with oxygen-rich air. His heart
now pumped his own blood throughout his entire perfectly formed
body. His grey eyes blinked rapidly as he tried to adjust his
blurred vision to the light-filled room. It was so bright in
contrast to the soothing, watery darkness of his mother’s womb.

Lucina smiled down at the frowning child,
all arms and legs kicking in the air, before passing the infant
into the outstretched arms of the weeping mother.

After thirteen hours of labor, Beth was
exhausted but elated at the tiny miracle she now held tightly at
her swollen breast. Both mother and father wept tears of joy for
their first-born son.

“He’s beautiful,” Lucina said as she lent in
and soothed his cheek with her warm palm. Comfort filled his
fearful mind, relaxing his tiny pink face. “What will you call
him?” she asked in a soft voice.

“Abe, after David’s father, Abel,” Beth said
looking up into her husband’s beaming face. He was in awe,
overwhelmed by this tiny miracle that lay squirming in the arms of
his wife. His son.

David kissed Beth’s forehead gently,
stroking her sweat- drenched hair.

“As soon as Abe here is up to travelling, we
are going to Australia, so he can meet his grandfather, Abel. We
haven’t spoken to my father for a while so I, my wife and I,
thought this would be the perfect time to mend fences, put the past
behind us.”

Lucina nodded as she watched the joyful
parents counting tiny fingers and toes on tiny pink feet. She
pushed her hands into the pockets of her nurse’s uniform. “Your
father is so proud,” she said softly.

 


Back in Australia menacing clouds continued
to clash. Lightning flashed, fracturing the darkness.

“Godspeed, Abel,” Tia whispered into his
ear. His trembling lips grew into a peaceful smile. The last image
that crossed his closed eyelids was that of the newborn child. The
Image of his only grandson, Abe and the child’s parents, Beth and
David—his beloved son.

“Goodbye, my son,” Abel whispered. Tia took
his big hand; blinding white light engulfed his frail body and lit
up his dark room like a beacon. Abel’s body vibrated in the stark
light as he lay on his bed. Quickly the wrinkles of old age
smoothed on his weatherworn skin, the firmness of chiseled muscles
of youth returned to his withered limbs. His mind vision flicked,
like a florescent light coming on behind his eyelids. He was
twenty-five again. He was standing on a sun-streaked beach at dawn
holding hands with a young woman. Her long windswept fair hair blew
across her face, concealing her identity from him.

He pushed her hair back so he could see her.
His hand paused on her cheek. Her eyes were the prettiest green he
had ever seen. But he had seen these eyes before, a very long time
ago.

“So, we’re grandparents,” the woman said,
her radiant face smiling up into his handsome one.

“At last,” Abel said looking back at Rose,
taken from him so many years ago. “I have found you—hallelujah!” he
shouted, then ever so lightly, kissed Rose gently on her lips. His
vision flicked again, he held his wife tightly in his arms. He
would not let her go again. The image in his mind began to slowly
fade. He held her tighter. Gone...

 


The New Jersey hospital room was still now,
all but for the cooing of proud parents for their son. David
stopped counting tiny toes and looked up, confused by what the
young nurse had said.

“What do you mean, my father is so proud?”
he turned and asked the young nurse, Lucina, but the room was
empty.

Just then an older nurse burst noisily
through the swing doors. She carried a medical chart and a folded
blue baby blanket.

“Hi, Beth, David, and this I believe is baby
Abe,” she said, marching over to the bed and stroking his little
cheek.

“My name is Dorothy,” she continued. “Now
let’s wrap your Abe up, shall we, keep him warm, it’s another
freezing day outside today.”

“The other nurse… where is she?” David asked
Dorothy as she quickly wrapped his son.

“Lucina, not sure, could be anywhere on the
ward, lots of babes being born here today,” she said, not taking
her eyes off the child that now rested quietly wrapped firmly in
his warm blue blanket at his mother’s breast.

David kissed Beth’s forehead. “I’ll be back
soon sweetheart, I’m just going out to let everyone know it’s a
boy.” He left the room as Dorothy chatted quietly with his
wife.

“I have a son,” he announced proudly to a
group of his friends that had gathered in the bustling waiting
room. They congratulated him. The women hugged him; the men slapped
him on the back and offered him the customary cigar. He declined,
remembering how the nicotine had ravaged his father’s lungs over
the years.

He glanced up and noticed the doctor
discussing a medical chart with a young male intern further down
the cold hall.

“Gotta go talk to the doc,” he said to his
friends, excusing himself. “I’ll be back.” He rushed off down the
hall toward them.

“Here he is, the proud new father,” the
doctor said, taking David’s hand and shaking it firmly. “No big
nights out for you for a while,” the doctor said, smiling
jovially.

“Doctor…”

“David, how many times have we been drunk in
the same pub?” the doctor asked his good friend. “You can still
call me Sammy, even here,” he said, his arms indicating the
hospital surrounds.

David nodded. “Yeah, I know, sorry. It’s
just that, the nurse in our room, Lucina, she said something and I
just wanted to ask her about it.” Sammy watched David intently but
remained silent. “Lucina, where can I find her?” he asked, looking
around.

“Just saw her leave,” Sammy said, turning to
point down the corridor toward the clean glass exit doors.

“When will she be back?” David asked,
glancing over Sammy’s shoulder toward a window. He noticed that the
snow still continued to fall gently on the rooftops and earth
outside. Momentarily he thought about the hot humid Januarys he had
experienced this time of the year growing up in Australia. He
longed for some of that natural warmth now.

“Won’t, today was her last day,” Sammy said.
“Is there something I can do, another nurse maybe?”

David averted his eyes away from the cold
outside. “No, no, nothing like that, it’s nothing really, just
something she said. I should get back, got tons of calls to make.”
He took Sammy’s hand and shook it firmly. “Thanks Sammy, I owe you
big time, my friend. Gotta go call my dad in Australia, we have
decided to name our son after him.”

Sammy pulled David toward him and gave him a
friendly hug. The smile on Sammy’s face faded momentarily. “That’s
great, now get back to your wife and child, I’ll be in to check on
you all soon.” He pulled away and gave David a friendly slap on the
back. “Take good care of that son of yours, Dave, I have a feeling
there’s something very special about your lad.”

David nodded and headed back down the long
white corridor, reaching for the phone in his back pocket as he
walked. His father would be so proud when he heard that they had
named their son after him and that they had made plans for their
son Abe to grow up in Australia.

He liked the idea of his new son growing up
with a Grandfather. Maybe they could both teach Abe how to swing a
cricket bat. He dialed his father’s number. After all these years
he couldn’t wait another moment to speak with his father, hear his
voice. “Come on Dad, pick up.”
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Chapter 4—The Rainbow Room

 


Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia

 


“If bluebirds fly over the rainbow, then why
can't I?” Grace sang softly to herself. She walked over to her
father who was sitting at the kitchen table; he was reading
Saturday’s newspaper and drinking a mug of coffee.

The breakfast dishes were still on the
table, he had promised Kate that he would do them while she was out
grocery shopping. He figured they could wait until he had finished
reading the sports section of the paper. He picked up a piece of
discarded bacon off a plate and popped it in his mouth.

Grace stopped and stood by his side for a
moment looking up at him, a frown creasing her brow. Then she
asked, “Daddy what is a mortaree?” She didn’t pronounce the word
correctly, but her father knew what she had meant.

A boy in her school, Patrick Wheat, had
died, and she had overheard a conversation the older students were
having about it during lunch break.

Brian folded the paper and put it down,
stalling. He thought about what he wanted to tell her, something an
eight and a half year old would understand. He pushed back his
chair, it screeched in protest against the tiled floor. He picked
Grace up and sat her gently on his lap. He wrapped his arms around
her and looked down into her piercing grey eyes. Their mutual
devotion for each other was obvious.

“You know Grace, in some hospitals they call
mortuaries,” he pronounced the word slowly for her, “the place you
go before you go to Heaven to be with the Angels, the Rainbow Room.
That is where the little children go that have died, so their
parents can sit with them and say their goodbyes. That is where the
Angel waits for them. That doesn’t sound so bad, does it?”

Grace rested her head on her father’s chest
and contemplated his explanation. It didn’t sound so bad at all.
She smiled and gave him a quick hug.

“I love you, Daddy,” she said, sliding down
off his lap to return to her position in front of the television to
eat her biscuits. I like biscuits; I wonder if they have
biscuits in Heaven. They have angel cakes, fairy bread… She
pondered on the idea of living on biscuits, Angel cakes, and fairy
bread. Then, with a different line of thought, she wondered if
parents went to a Rainbow Room and waited with the Angel when they
died, so the children could say goodbye.

She considered this notion carefully until
Bugs Bunny jumped up on the television screen and said to her,
“What’s up doc?”

She giggled and looked over at Hope, who was
curled up quietly on a lounge chair; she smiled back as she twirled
a loose strand of silky blonde hair in her fingers.

She wished she could tell her father about
her friend Hope, wished he could see her, how pretty she was, and
smart. She wanted so much to share this secret with him, even if
Hope was just a figment of her imagination. But still, she agonized
over not telling him.

Hope, sensing Grace’s anguish, hopped down
off the lounge chair and made her way over to sit by her friend.
She crossed her legs beneath her, smoothed her crisp white Venetian
lace dress over her knees, then leaned across and put her arm
around Grace’s shoulders.

“Grace, your father will understand you not
telling him, honestly. He has his secrets too, everyone does, and
that’s okay.”

Grace nodded and felt a rush of relief wash
over her, believing Hope when she said that her father would
understand this secret. And Hope was never, ever wrong.

Another thought passed through Grace’s
mind.

“Are you my Angel, Hope, are you waiting to
take me to Heaven?”

“No Grace, I’m not that kind of Angel.”

“Oh good, because I’m not ready to go to
Heaven yet. I’d miss Mum and Dad too much.”

“Are you worried about Patrick?” Hope
asked.

Grace pictured Patrick with his messy blonde
hair and the splatter of freckles sprinkled across his nose and
cheeks. He had always been nice to her, and sometimes he would give
her one of his biscuits.

“Was he scared, when his Angel came to take
him to Heaven?” she asked.

“Not at all, he was very brave, he was just
sad for his parents, he knew how much they would miss him.”

Grace handed Hope a Teddy Bear biscuit.
“Teddy Bear biscuits were Patrick’s favorite; he always had two in
his lunchbox everyday at school for recess.”

Hope took the biscuit and put it in her
pocket. “I’ll make sure Patrick gets it okay.”

Grace handed Hope another one. “I think he
would prefer two.”

“Then two it will be, and I will make sure
he knows they are from you.”
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Chapter 5—Accident

Year: 2004

 


The word accident is derived from the Latin
verb accidere, signifying: fall upon, befall, happen, chance.

 


It was a beautiful sunny day in April; April
the 22nd to be precise. The sky was the bluest blue, not a cloud
was in sight. Mothers pushed baby strollers along the footpath as
they walked the older children home from school, listening to their
stories. A fresh breeze blew through the trees, loose leaves
fluttered to the grassy ground below. The wheels on an abandoned
pink bike still turned.

Grace was almost twelve and she had just
finished another day at primary school. She abandoned her bike
under the big tree in the front yard and flew through the screen
door, letting it bang shut loudly behind her. She dropped her
school bag on the tiled floor. She moved as if she had tiny wings
on her feet, her insides bursting with pure exhilaration. She could
barely wait to share the good news with her mother.

Her father, Brian, wouldn’t be home today,
he was still on a three out of a four-week shift at the mine site
where he was presently working. He was a consulting mining
engineer, he loved the job, but missed being away from Kate and
Grace a month at a time. Occasionally, his work took him across
continents and Grace would miss him enormously.

She would have to wait and tell her father
all about her exciting news during their father and daughter phone
call tonight. They never missed a night, not even when he was far
away. She would sit patiently, perched on the tall stool by the
wall phone in the kitchen until the phone rang, her thin legs
swinging freely beneath her. At six-thirty p.m. on the dot, the
phone would ring. She would answer it on the first ring.

Today, when she ran through the front door,
she found her mother in the kitchen as usual.

“Mum, guess what, there’s a new girl in my
class. Her name is Angela and she has just moved into the Palmers’
house next door and she has a dog and…”

Grace came to an abrupt halt, as if she had
just been hit hard in the stomach, leaving her winded. She bent
slightly from the impact of the imaginary clenched fist. The blood
drained slowly from her face. An icy chill froze her spinal cord,
paralyzing her where she stood. The moment she saw her mother’s
face, she knew something was wrong—dreadfully wrong. Grace thought
she might throw up at any second; she could taste the burning bile
making its way up her throat. She swallowed hard to force it back
down, it tasted bitter. She pulled a face.

There was a solidly built man in a police
uniform standing next to her mother, his voice gentle in an effort
to comfort her. It didn’t look like it was working. Not at all.

Kate was seated at the kitchen table. She
was crying. Her eyes were red and swollen. She looked like she had
been crying for a while. She was clenching a tissue in her hand as
if her very life depended on it. There were several more scrunched
up tissues on the table. Perhaps her life did depend on it.

Before that day, Grace didn’t think she
could ever remember her mother ever crying, not like this. This was
serious, deadly serious.

“Grace…” her mother said, as she failed in
an attempt to stand. She continued speaking in a whisper, patting
the chair beside her, gesturing that Grace come sit with her.

Grace dragged one foot after the other; it
was harder than it should have been, but understandable since her
shoes had just turned to solid lead. Her skinny little legs were
barely capable of this usually simple task.

She hoped that the longer it took to reach
her mother, the longer she could avoid knowing what her mother
knew, what her mother was about to tell her. By the look in her
mothers pleading eyes, Grace knew that whatever it was, she wasn’t
going to like it. Not one bit. She sat down cautiously by her
mother’s side, when all she really wanted to do, what her body
screamed out to do, was flee. Run as fast as her legs could carry
her, to be anywhere but here. Her mind felt numb. Her subconscious
mind nagged at her, pushed at her. She forced the thoughts
back.

Hope reached out for her, but Grace closed
her eyes and continued to push her away, until she had completely
faded out of vision. She had no time to play with an imaginary
friend, not at a time like this. This was serious... this was
real.

“Grace, there’s been…” Her mother paused,
gulped back an urge to cry, still unable to say the words.

Grace shook her head in an effort to clear
her mind. She tried to focus on her mother’s voice, only taking her
eyes off her mother intermittently to glare at the stranger
standing by her side, the bearer of bad news, which had made her
mother cry. Her small hand fumbled absently at her shirt until she
found and held the small golden eagle that hung around her neck in
her trembling fingers.

She closed her eyes again, thinking back to
a better time.

 


“To keep you safe, Grace,” her father had
said on her eleventh birthday, only nine months ago.

“What keeps you safe, Dad?” she had asked as
he placed it around her slender neck.

“You do, Grace, you keep me safe,” he had
replied, picking her up under her arms and swinging her around and
around the room until she had felt giddy and begged for him to stop
in between her giggles. Kate had laughed too, as she watched them,
bringing with her into the room a chocolate birthday cake with pink
icing, ablaze with eleven birthday candles.

“Make a wish Grace,” her parents had said in
unison.

She blew out her candles and closed her eyes
to make her wish. “I wish that we will always be together, oh, and
I need a new bike…” She exhaled; the candles flicked and went
out.

Only Grace saw the cross-legged Hope sitting
on the far end of the kitchen table, clapping. Grace glanced over
at her smiling and mouthed a silent ‘thank you’.

 


An unfamiliar male voice broke through her
happy memories.

“Grace,” The stranger spoke in a gentle
soothing voice, dragging her back reluctantly from the happier
time. His gentle voice was wasted on her. All Grace was conscious
of hearing was her heart beating against her chest, trying to
escape, and fighting the long imaginary fingers that squeezed
forcefully around her throat. She fought for breath. In, out,
in, out, she told herself. She thought she might pass out at
any moment from the lack of oxygen flowing to her lungs.

“Grace,’ he repeated, “my name is Officer
Wade. Your father -”

Kate held her hand up to stop him from
continuing. She closed her eyes for a moment to compose herself.
Kate opened her eyes and looked up at Wade, then at Grace.

“Let me,” she said. “Grace, your dad…”
Kate’s throat made a groaning sound. “Your dad was in an accident,
it was a really bad one… There were men trapped in the mine. He
went to help them, but he didn’t make it out, Grace…I’m so sorry,”
she said, reaching for her child.

Grace sat there unable to move, unable to
believe, unable to respond, unable to touch the ground with her
feet. If she did any of those things, she knew that it would all
become horribly real. The words would become…a reality…forever. She
would be unable now to ever go back to a happier time, when
everything was perfect. When her father was still alive.

Her face was emotionless, still, her eyes
wide, unblinking. She stared at her mother and watched on
hopelessly as she saw a piece of her mother start to fade away,
sitting at that kitchen table.

Grace thought that her mother looked
smaller, fragile, like a child—like her. They sat hunched together
folded in each other’s arms in a dismal effort to support their
frail grieving bodies. She blinked. It was real. She cried.

Kate pulled her closer into her arms with
the last of her strength. They stayed that way at the kitchen table
until the day grew dark outside. Black rumbling clouds quickly
engulfed the night sky, blocking out the millions of stars.

Bolts of forked lightning cracked through
the vast darkness of the night, the increasing rumble of unleashed
energy rattled the glass louvers violently in their frames. The
rain started to fall, slowly at first. Then faster, harder. Heavy
raindrops, like fists drumming ferociously on the tin roof
overhead. It rained persistently all that night. The stars had
closed their brilliant eyes that night and wept, too. Next door, in
a brightly lit bedroom of the Palmers’ old house, a small
dark-haired girl looked across at the house that sat in darkness,
before she turned her face up toward the thundering sky.

 


Office Wade let himself out the front door,
locking it silently behind him as he left. He pulled his coat
closed over his broad chest and shoved his hands deep in his
pockets. He walked slowly toward his car as the wind and rain
lashed at his face.

His senses told him he was being watched. He
glanced up and saw the small dark-haired child staring at him from
the house next door. He lowered his head and continued to walk
through the rain toward his vehicle. He opened the door to the
black four-wheel drive that he had parked in the street earlier
that day and climbed in. He stayed there all that night while the
relentless storm consumed the night as he sat guarding the darkened
house and its grieving occupants. He noticed that the small
dark-haired girl in the window did the same.

At daybreak, the bleak rain continued to
fall. He scanned the house through the rain speckled car window,
all quiet inside. The girl in the window next door was gone.
Satisfied, he turned the key in the ignition and drove slowly away
down the deserted wet street. Rainwater sprayed up over the
pavement as he drove the vehicle through overflowing street
gutters.

 


Grace awoke from a restless night’s sleep
cuddled up next to her mother in the big bed her parents usually
shared. She had slept on her father’s side. She had fallen asleep
tearfully; the scent of her father on the pillow reminding Grace of
her loss. It was morning now, she realized as she rubbed her eyes.
Her eyes felt grainy, as if someone had sprinkled sand under her
eyelids. She heard the rain still beating on the glass window,
blurring her vision. She heard the sound of a car driving slowly
away down the street. Soon all that she heard was the rain and the
soft rise and fall of her mother’s fretful breathing.

 


She remembered a night only a few months
earlier, before her birthday, when her father was still alive. He
was at home on one of his breaks. There had been a bad storm that
had struck in the middle of the night.

The night had been dark; her room had been
even darker. She could hear her parents’ hushed voices talking in
the kitchen, trying not to wake her. She turned on her bedside
light and pushed herself up on her elbows to listen, did she hear
other voices too? Maybe not, she decided.

She heard her mother go outside to take down
the hanging pot plants that were swinging back and fro violently in
the gusts of wind. Her father was bringing in outdoor furniture and
anything else that was in danger of being blown around the backyard
and into the neighbor’s yard. Last time they had a storm like this,
they had to fish their outdoor furniture out of the neighbor’s
swimming pool.

Grace was glad to be tucked up safely in her
bed listening to the wind whistling through windows, slamming
doors. A flash of lightning made the lights flicker on her bedside
table. Moments later the lights went out permanently, a power
blackout. The storm had taken down some power lines nearby. She
reached for the red and blue Spiderman torch in her top bedside
drawer and turned it on, shining it toward her bedroom window.
Trees were bending and scraping at the glass, trying to get in out
of the wind and the torrential rain.
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