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“Every story has these three things:
a beginning, a middle, and an END.”

 

1: JJ

 

It feels weird getting ready for school. Like it’s all fake, not real, not for me. I brush my hair and my teeth, pull on a t-shirt and hoodie and then, when I look in the mirror, I don’t recognise the boy staring back at me. He looks like any other kid, any other teenage boy getting ready for school, but that’s not me. That’s not who I am. I’m JJ Carson, the weird boy, the freak. The boy who can conjure black mist to help me beat my enemies. I smile when I think of this. I used to be scared to walk to school. Every twig breaking behind me was another ambush, another beating, another humiliation.

But I’m different now. Things are different now.

I check my phone. Darcie has already sent me six text messages this morning. Am I okay? Am I nervous? Am I definitely coming? I grin as I tap in a quick reply.

Meet you in the carpark by the trees?

I sling my bag over my shoulder and trot downstairs. Uncle Henry gives me a quick once over from the stove where he is frying bacon, while Chester looks on hopefully.

‘You’ll do,’ he says. ‘Now remember what I said, okay? No funny business.’

‘I remember what you said,’ I grin back at him. ‘No mist, no super strength. Don’t attract attention to myself.’

He waves the wooden spatula at me approvingly. ‘That’s my boy. You eaten?’

‘Yeah, I had some cereal earlier. I better go.’

‘Okay.’ He turns back to the bacon. ‘Say hi to Darcie for me.’

‘I will.’

Outside, the air is crisp and still. September marching into October. The sun is still low on the horizon across the potato fields and the cows are lowing in the barn. Uncle Henry’s Land Rover is up on bricks because it blew a tyre yesterday. Everything is as it should be. I start towards the gate, looking at my hands and flexing my fingers just to be sure. A wisp of pale grey mist spirals out from my fingers and drifts away into the air. Still with me. Still mine.

Beyond the gate, the river walk beckons. Broken fragments of golden light shine through the canopy of slowly turning leaves. There is a hint of orange and yellow and brown as the leaves start to respond to the changes in the air, their edges drying and curling. As I walk, a few drop from the canopy and coast gently down to the path.

I take out my phone. There is a message from Darcie.

See you there!!

I smile to myself, turn on some music and pull on my headphones. I Got Love by Mother Mother fills my head, and my smile spreads up to my ears. All things considered I am looking forward to sixth form. I never thought I’d go. I thought I’d start working full-time on the farm when I finished my GCSEs, but Uncle Henry wouldn’t hear of it. He reckoned I should pursue art, which was the last thing I expected him to say. I mean, it must remind him of my mother. He never used to ask about it, never used to support it. He would mutter and grumble and roll his eyes if he ever saw me drawing. Now he usually comes and looks over my shoulder and tells me how good it is.

Things have changed a lot. He still looks at me funny though. He thinks I don’t notice, but I do. It’s always when he thinks I’m not looking. I’ll be watching TV or eating my dinner and I’ll catch him staring at me with the same lost expression on his face. His brow will be furrowed, his eyes full of questions. He wonders about me, I guess. He worries about me. And I don’t blame him. We all know what I am capable of, and yeah sure, it gives me a sense of security I never had before, but it also makes me different and maybe not in a good way.

But it’s okay because I’ve got Darcie. Uncle Henry adores her, and Jenna too. He can’t get enough of either of them and he thinks Darcie is good for me. He thinks she’ll keep me on the straight and narrow and so do I.

I’m almost at the end of the path when my headphones are snatched from me. I hadn’t heard anyone approaching because of the music, but now I whirl around, fists raised and ready for battle. I expect to see Erica, or Roland but it’s just Frankie and Andrew, Jared’s goons. Andrew shoves me in the chest, and I go sprawling backwards into the dust.

‘First day back?’ He hovers over me, eyes cold and angry. ‘You should be in prison for what you did to Jared!’

I get quickly to my feet and almost shove him back. I can feel the cold numbing my fists and I know that one shove could hurl Andrew all the way down to the end of the path. I lower my fists but hold my ground. Act normal, Uncle Henry had instructed, and I’d seen the almost desperate look in his eyes when he said it; don’t draw attention to yourself.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I reply, shaking my head. I scoop up my headphones and hang them around my neck as I turn away. It’s probably a bad move turning my back on these two, but they can’t really hurt me. Not these days.

I walk quickly to the end of the path. There will be people out there. Cars passing by. There is still a chance I can make it to school unscathed. I keep Uncle Henry’s words in my head as I move. Act normal, act normal, act normal. I’ll try Uncle Henry; I swear to God I will try.

But as I reach the end, I feel them gaining on me and I’m just about to swing around and defend myself when two figures step into my path. The sun is behind them, stark orange light blinding me and for a moment or two I can’t see who it is, but I can feel it. You better believe I can feel it. Jared.

He towers over me, shark grin pulling his lips out to each side of his long face. That one silver earring glints in the sun, making me blink as I back up a step and feel Andrew and Frankie close in behind me. I’m trapped.

Vicky is beside him, her arm linked through his. She’s chewing gum and wearing the biggest hoop earrings I have ever seen. She looks me up and down like I am a dog turd on her shoe and then she smiles, this cold, promising smile that makes her eyes screw up into slits. Her red hair looks like it is on fire with the sun raging behind her.

I look away from her and focus on Jared. Do they know what he can do? Do they know where he has been? I have no idea what his agenda is so I just wait. And he looks at me like he has won the game and taken home the prize. He slings his arm casually around Vicky’s neck and leans towards me, taking her with him.

‘Hey, good to see you JJ. How are you?’ He gives me a once over and winces. ‘Ooh, still looking a bit banged up there I see. Scrapping again, were you? Got just a touch of your mum’s psycho haven’t you, eh?’

‘Get out of my way,’ I growl and push past him.

I think he’ll grab me. I think he’ll push me. I think he’ll appear in front of me, showing them all what he can do, but he doesn’t. Maybe Jared is smarter than he looks. He just laughs like a hyena, and they all laugh with him. They have no idea who or what he really is. I hurry away from them all, head down, headphones around my neck, heart pounding like crazy. He’s just trying to scare me, I tell myself. That’s what it is. Always the same. Only now I know what he can do, I am scared. Jared is stronger than me because I won’t see him coming.

I hurry on down the street, and the next after, keeping school in my sights. A car slows down beside me and the passenger side window rolls down. My guts are in a right mess now, all tight and squirming and my whole body is rigid with fear. Then I hear Mr Duffield’s pleasant American drawl calling to me.

‘JJ! You want a lift?’

I stop and glare at him. The school is literally in sight. What the hell is he playing at? I step forward and place my hands on the rolled down window. I lean in and I’m breathless with rage and fear.

‘Where’s Darcie?’

‘Already at school, but I saw you walking and thought you might like a lift?’ He gives me that warm, ‘I’m-everyone’s-best-friend’ smile and I want to puke into his car.

‘No, I don’t want a lift,’ I tell him, shaking my head. ‘I don’t ever want a lift from you. I don’t know where the hell I might end up.’ I point my finger at his face. ‘I don’t trust you, Mr Duffield, you might as well know that. And I don’t forgive you.’

I straighten up, turn away and keep walking.

Finally, I make it to school and start running through the crowds of kids, desperate to see her now, desperate to hear her voice. I arrive under the trees like we arranged but she is not there. Shit! I turn in a circle, checking the area, but I can’t see her anywhere. In misery, I drag out my phone and scroll down to her number.

Suddenly I’m grabbed from behind and this time I panic, spin around and the mist escapes before I can even think about it. Powerful black clouds burst free and thump against a wall of gold. What the…

‘What the hell was that?’ Darcie glares at me from behind her golden haze.

‘Oh shit! I’m sorry! I didn’t know it was you!’

The haze fades and the mist disperses. I look around quickly, panicked that someone might have seen. Darcie is wearing a black vest top under a cute, checked shirt and her hair is loose and streaked with red. She glares at me a minute longer and then the scowl morphs into a grin and she grabs me and pulls me in for a hug.

‘It’s so good to see you! But if you ever throw mist at me again…’

‘God, I’m sorry,’ I say, hugging her back. ‘Good to see your reflexes are sharp!’

‘They better be with you around. You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Jared,’ I pull back and nod at her. I’d like to keep her out of it, but she needs to know. She needs to be on her guard as much as me. ‘Andrew and Frankie tried to jump me on the river path. I didn’t use the mist, don’t worry. But Jared was at the end of the path with Vicky, waiting for me.’

‘Vicky?’ Darcie can’t disguise her disappointment.

‘Yeah,’ I nod. ‘Guess she got her boyfriend back.’

‘Ugh. I feel genuinely sick. Come on, let’s go in. He didn’t try anything?’

‘No,’ I shake my head. ‘Not with them there. I’m guessing they don’t know.’

I feel her arm slip through mine, and she presses her side into me and sighs heavily. I consider telling her about her father but in the end I don’t; she has enough to deal with. Jared Wheeler is the biggest piece of shit this strange old town ever produced, and it just so happens he has super abilities, like us. Not good. Not good at all.

2: Darcie

 

Vicky Marshall… I guess some things never change.

I lean back in my chair and tap the lid of my fountain pen against my teeth. Ever since everything over the summer, my old best friend and I had really turned a corner. Sure, she was still as vapid and ignorant as ever, but she was harmless. She’d even started thinking of others instead of just herself. My parents invited her over for dinner a few times in the past couple of weeks. ‘We have to act as normal as possible,’ my dad instructed, ‘and that means mending bridges and keeping up appearances.’ Of course, he would say that. He’s the one that’s in the biggest shit out of all of us. Not only would Erica, or Bio-Chem, or whoever the hell he works for rip him to shreds if they discovered his involvement in JJ’s escape, but he also had the rest of us to convince he was, in fact, trustworthy.

If I’m completely honest, it had been great bonding with Vicky again. She was like a whole new girl. She even helped me catch up with the studying I’d missed whilst on a mission to rescue JJ. Fortunately, there was a terrible flu circulating the town during the weeks we’d missed classes, so my parents were able to cover for my absence. Then again, being Duffields, I doubt they even needed an excuse at all. Hearing that Jared had somehow sunk his claws into Vicky again in just a few days makes me want to throw up. I won’t though. Not anymore. Those days are long behind me. I’m not so fragile anymore.

My power has helped with that, too: my problem with food. Aunt Jenna helped me use it to control my emotions. Take back some of that drive and fearlessness that I’d lost as a child. It doesn’t always work, but I am able to visualise my shield so clearly now, glowing within me, that it melts away any negative thoughts and self-doubt. I’m able to protect myself with little to no effort. It’s kind of freeing but scary too. Who knows how long my power will last, and how long I can keep my guard up.
What happens if cracks start to form, and it shatters all around me? How will I cope then?

I’ll have him, of course. I peer over my shoulder to the boy sitting at the back of the Philosophy class, scribbling away on his sketch pad as if the world around him doesn’t exist. I wonder what it must be like for JJ Carson. To live inside his head. His art is amazing. Even Henry thinks so, and the only art I imagine he’s ever appreciated are the stickers on the six-packs of cider that used to line his refrigerator.

JJ catches me looking and shoots me a grin. He lifts his pad and proudly shows off a pencil sketch of a girl leaning back in her seat, daydreaming. My cheeks grow warm. I wish I could draw… It would be great to show JJ exactly how I see him. Just like he’d helped me see the beauty in myself with the way he draws me. I could write him something… I smile to myself, naturally I had received an A* for my work in English Literature last year.

At the front of the class, Mr Reade drawls on. I want more than anything for him to just crack on with the lesson and tell us to get into groups or pairs so that I can sit closer to JJ. For the last few days before the weekend, I’ve been under strict instruction: School, home, study, bed. Rinse and repeat. My parents started to worry that JJ was inadvertently causing me far too much distraction, and I can’t say they were wrong. Mr Reade clears his throat, and I am already pressing my hands against the desk ready to lunge to the back of the class. Sorry Alice, I peer over at the girl sitting in the desk beside me who looks up hopefully, not today. But to my utter annoyance four little words slip from our teacher’s lips.

‘No group work today.’

I groan a little too loudly and slouch back into my seat.

‘Something wrong, Miss Duffield?’

‘No Sir,’ I lie, flashing him my bright white smile. ‘Not at all.’

If only I had the ability to freeze time, to make all the world around me stop apart from JJ Carson. Even with my eyes fixed on the board ahead I can still feel him in the air somehow, tingling on my skin. I have no idea what’s come over me lately, some coming of age thing, I guess. I smile to myself as I scribble notes in my workbook. For the last few days all I have been thinking about is kissing him. Placing my hands against his chest or running my fingers through his hair.

I never thought I’d feel like this about anyone. Ever since that night at Vicky’s party over the summer, where Jared Wheeler’s hand found its way into the waistband of my jeans, I felt… wrong. I was never a fan of my body at the best of times but since that night, I couldn’t imagine letting anyone see me naked, let alone be intimate with me. Yet, there I was just a short while ago, cuddled up against JJ in his room in nothing but my underwear. Everything we’ve been through, and the trust we’ve built has awakened something in me.

It feels like an age before the bell rings out and it’s time for us to sneak a few minutes together on the journey between classes. I linger by the door and wait for him to gather up his things. Mr Reade calls him over “for a word” but I notice that JJ is still smiling, so it can’t be anything bad. He joins me in the corridor and almost instinctively my hand loops into his. A few of the other students are gawking at us like we’re some sort of exhibition, but we just keep powering ahead through the crowd grinning to ourselves. Let them talk.

It’s not so bad, this being normal thing. In fact, it’s all kind of exciting. At least that’s what I think until I see him up ahead, weaving his way through the bodies like a snake… Jared Wheeler. I grit my teeth. I’d love nothing more than to capture him in a perfect sphere of gold whilst JJ whips him from side to side with his mist, but I can’t. To expose ourselves now could have dire consequences. It just isn’t worth the risk, no matter how much pleasure it would bring. Besides, who knows if it’s even possible to capture him? Would he be able to vanish in the blink of an eye, only to reappear somewhere else entirely? Or would my power hold him? I make out a flash of auburn hair weaving through the sea of students next to him and brace myself for impact.

‘DeeDee!’ Vicky grins as she emerges, then she clocks our hands. I think I feel JJ go to pull away, but I hold him firmly in place. Can’t have him blasting off black mist across the corridor. ‘Oh, so it’s official then?’

‘Well…’ I look at JJ for reassurance and he answers for me.

‘Yeah, what’s it to you?’

‘Now, now, Carson. Don’t go speaking to my lady like that, or you and I are gonna have some trouble. Again.’ Jared grins, his earring glinting under the harsh white lighting.

‘I see you two are right back to normal.’ I throw at Vicky who just smirks back at me as she clings to Jared’s beefy arm like a little ginger bushbaby.

‘I’ve been helping Jared get some of his mobility back, he’s had a slow recovery since the accident but he’s getting there.’

‘I’ll bet,’ I murmur, and I hear JJ suppress a laugh.

‘Well, see you around I guess,’ I say, pushing past them and taking JJ with me.

‘Not likely.’ Jared grunts and I wheel around to meet his gaze. ‘But I’ll be seeing you. You can count on that.’

For once it’s JJ making all the right moves, he steers me away and we make our way out into the fresh air of the courtyard and down towards the Art block.

‘Just ignore him,’ he reassures me as we reach the door. ‘Nothing’s going to happen. He wouldn’t risk exposing himself at school.’

‘Wouldn’t be the first time,’ I sigh.

JJ leans in and places a soft kiss against my cheek.

‘I better head inside. But I’ll see you at lunch, okay?’

‘Sure.’ I smile and release his hand.

As I turn to leave, I smack straight into the side of an oncoming student.

‘Woah, so sorry.’

I recognise the voice before I look up. Isaac Daniels.

‘Oh, hello again,’ he grins, his deep blue eyes drinking me in from head to toe. ‘Long time no see. I hope it wasn’t something I said.’

I just stand there in shock, unsure of what to say. Mercifully, I am saved by the bell as it rings out to mark the start of next period.

‘Well, I better get inside.’ He winks. ‘See you ‘round, beautiful.’

I watch in disbelief as he walks into Art class and takes a seat right in front of JJ, blocking him from my view through the doorway. He leans over his shoulder and takes him in before turning back to me and smiling devilishly.

3: JJ

 

It feels super weird being back in a classroom again, after everything that has happened. My stomach is tight, my throat dry and I can’t seem to sit still. One leg starts shaking, then the other, I scratch my neck, followed by my ear. It’s like I’ve forgotten how to be a normal kid, I guess. So, I take a deep breath and look around the classroom and try to notice how the other kids are acting. The kids without strange abilities.

Mostly, they are talking quietly to each other or unpacking things from their backpacks. As I scan the room, I only notice a few familiar faces. I can’t help checking each kid out one by one, looking for trouble I guess, like it has become second nature. Who can blame me? This place never felt safe to me, and that was before I found out Fortune’s Well contains people who will drug and kidnap you just for being different.

The boy in front of me turns slightly, offers me an over-the-shoulder nod and I nod back. Is that what kids do? Is that a hello? I slouch down in my chair, open my sketchbook and grab my pencil out from behind my ear. The door opens then and Mrs Holly, the art teacher, shuffles in. She’s a small, nervous lady with prematurely grey hair tied into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. She wears John Lennon glasses and navy-blue dungarees. If you wanted to see a photo of someone under the definition of ‘art teacher’ I guess it’d be her.

The class falls silent and I get another good look at them. No troublemakers. No Jared’s or Frankie’s. Just a bunch of quiet, arty kids. I might be okay in here. Mrs Holly is smiling sweetly as she dumps a flowery fabric bag on her desk, from which books, pens, paints and paper spill out. She clasps her hands together and perches on the edge of her desk.

‘Welcome to A-level art!’ she exclaims, with a wide, sweet grin. I had Mrs Holly for GCSE art and I like her. As if reading my mind, her eyes meet mine and she gives me a wink. ‘I thought we’d start today by pairing up and doing portraits of each other. Now, I don’t mind what materials you use, pen, pencil, paint, collage. Help yourself to anything you like. It will be a nice way to get to know each other as well, so try to pick someone you don’t already know.’

There’s an immediate shuffling and shifting of chairs as students turn to face each other and seek out a partner. I hate this sort of thing – getting paired up was always my nightmare here. No one ever wanted to work with the weird kid. But the boy in front of me turns right around and grins mischievously.

‘You up for it?’

I’m speechless for a moment so I just shrug and nod, and he holds out a fist for me to bump as if we are already great friends. I bump him back and feel my cheeks grow red.

‘Isaac,’ he tells me. He has blond hair cut shorter and neater than mine and an air of confidence I can only admire.

‘JJ.’

‘Nice to meet you. You gonna use pencils?’ He nods at my half-finished sketch of the farmhouse. I flip the page over to conceal it and shrug again.

‘Yeah. You?’

He leans back in his chair, rests one arm across my desk and takes his time gazing around the art room. ‘Ummm, I might go mad and try a collage.’

I shrug yet again because I am useless at talking to people. ‘Okay.’

I watch as Isaac springs up from his chair and wanders around the room, picking up materials and putting them back again. Eventually, Isaac returns to his seat and starts arranging pieces of felt and newspaper and magazine pages on his desk. He looks up at me every now and then with an intense frown. This is the most awkward thing ever.

I sigh softly and lower my pencil to the paper. I wait for just a moment, breathing slowly as the mist makes its hesitant appearance. It sails smoothly from my fingers, leaving them tingling with cold, but I feel no anger, no darkness, not when I direct it like this. It swirls rhythmically around the paper until I start to see the picture I want to draw. After that, I don’t need to look up at Isaac or study his face. It’s all committed to memory and the pencil goes to work, creating the lines I saw in the mist.

‘Wow, you’re pretty good,’ Isaac remarks at one point and I just shrug in reply. I lift my eyes to glance at his work, but I can’t honestly tell what the hell he has put together. He’s cut out random eyes and other features and is attempting to make a face out of them. I can’t see that it looks anything like mine. ‘I’m kind of new here,’ he says after a while, obviously trying to strike up a conversation with me.

I shift uncomfortably on my chair. ‘Oh yeah?’

‘Yeah, well actually I lived here until I was like, ten or whatever, then my parents split up and I left with my dad.’

‘Oh,’ I nod, raising an eyebrow. ‘All right.’

He nods back and glues another ear onto his portrait of me. ‘Then my dad decided to marry again and go and live in America, can you believe that?’

‘I dunno. You didn’t want to go too?’

‘Nah,’ he sniffs, crossing one leg over the other. ‘Decided I’d try my mum again. So, here I am, back in Fortune’s Well. Funny little town, isn’t it?’

I freeze, my eyes fixed on my sketch of Isaac. ‘I dunno. Maybe.’

‘So tiny,’ he says, and I can’t decide if he is complimenting or insulting his new home. ‘Like a frigging dot or something. Not much to do either, is there?’

‘You’re asking the wrong person.’

He stares at me. ‘Oh, how come?’

‘I dunno. I just mean, I live on my uncle’s farm so that keeps me busy.’

He stares at me a moment longer and then sniffs again and plasters another piece of random material to his paper. ‘And everyone has changed or left or they don’t remember me from before. Can’t blame ‘em I suppose. I don’t remember you from before?’

‘No, I moved here when I was ten.’

He looks at me again and I can feel how much he wants to ask why. Maybe he already knows. Probably, he does. If he’s only been here five minutes someone would have told him my story. I lower my head, letting my hair fall over my eyes and get on with finishing his portrait. He seems to take the hint and stops bugging me.

Towards the end of the class, Mrs Holly sashays around the back of my desk to peer over my shoulder and she gasps in happy surprise. ‘Oh, JJ! That is wonderful…more than wonderful, that is really very, very good.’

I sit back and give a little shrug before mumbling, ‘Thanks.’

Isaac twists away from his as if he doesn’t want her comparing them. He leans over mine, before easing it away from me and turning it towards himself. His eyes widen.

‘That looks like me,’ he agrees, before pushing it back, ‘but like a really, dark, sinister version of me.’

I’m not sure what he means so I look back down at the portrait. ‘It does have a very intense quality to it, JJ,’ Mrs Holly agrees, before patting my shoulder and sweeping away again. ‘You’re a very talented boy!’

I look at the sketch and they are both right. The boy I have drawn is without a doubt a perfect replica of Isaac, but it’s somehow not either. The eyes are menacing, glaring out from the paper as if trying to warn me off. The lips are pressed together, but look almost ready to split open, revealing something dark and nasty…teeth or… I cover it up, slamming my notebook shut and shoving back my chair. There’s a bad feeling swimming in my belly and I want to get away from this kid.

No luck. He follows me out, slinging his bag over his shoulder and jumping into step with me as if we’re best buddies or something. ‘I’ve got a free period now,’ he tells me. ‘How about you?’

I’m about to lie and tell him I have another class to get to, when I spot Darcie just up ahead. She’s barrelling down the corridor towards me, her head turning from side to side, a worried frown on her face. I feel a mixture of fear and awe when I see her like that. Fear, in case something is wrong, in case something has happened. Like Jared. And awe, because, well, just look at her.

Probably the most beautiful girl in the whole school and it’s not just that, it’s not just the way she looks, it’s her. It’s Darcie. I think about Darcie and I see and feel the warmth of that eternal golden glow and I think, that’s her, that’s who she is. Golden.

Her eyes land on me and she breaks into a huge dopey grin, and I’m filled with relief because I can tell her frown was just worry for me. She flicks back her hair, picks up speed and in seconds, she is right in front of me, her hands reaching for mine.

‘You okay?’

‘Yeah! You?’

She starts to answer, her eyes glowing, and then she stops. She notices Isaac standing beside me, gawking at her and her mouth snaps shut. I can’t quite read her expression but she doesn’t look impressed.

‘Hi Isaac,’ she says tightly.

I look at him and he’s grinning like the cat that got the cream. I watch his eyes slide slowly up and down her body before he replies, ‘Hi Darcie, good to see you.’

4: Darcie

 

You’ve got to be kidding me.

‘You two know each other then?’ JJ asks, his eyes darting between us. There’s a flicker of something in his expression and I know what he’s thinking – are Isaac and I ‘old friends’?

‘We met the other week.’ Isaac flashes a Cheshire grin, running a hand through his perfectly cropped hair. ‘Darcie here gave me a tour of the school.’

‘It wasn’t a tour,’ I half-snap, looping an arm around JJ’s and pulling him into me. ‘Isaac needed help finding his class.’

‘Oh, you didn’t mention anything about school, or meeting a new friend…’ JJ shifts awkwardly.

‘I think we had more pressing things to talk about.’

‘Oh, yes,’ says Isaac, ‘I heard about that awful flu bug. Hope you’re feeling better now. Especially with me working with you and everything.’ Isaac grins and thumps JJ on the arm a little too hard. I watch as his eyes grow dark for a split second before he blinks his annoyance away. It must be hard for him I guess, pretending to be a normal teenager. That’s the thing about JJ Carson, he’s never actually been one before.

‘I’m fine.’ He clears his throat and turns to face me. ‘We should…’ He nods along the corridor, and I smile in agreement.

‘Nice to see you again Isaac. We better get going.’

‘Hey, so you guys on a free?’

‘Well, we—’ I begin.

‘I’ll come with you,’ Isaac shrugs.

‘No!’ JJ and I snap at the same time, wheeling around to face him.

‘Sorry,’ JJ says, removing his glasses and rubbing his forehead. ‘We just have some stuff to talk about. In private.’

‘Ah, okay, mate. I get it. Couple stuff. Well, I shall let you two go on.’ Isaac smiles. ‘Oh, and Darcie,’ he calls up the corridor after us, ‘Mum says you’re welcome to come over for dinner again. Anytime.’

I grin back at him, but my eyes are throwing daggers. He smiles back, all toothy and innocent but I know his game. In my hand I feel JJ’s fist begin to shake as we round the corner out of view.

 

*

 

‘He seems all right.’ JJ says, leaning forward into the book in front of him and taking a large bite of the apple in his hand.

‘Who?’ I look up into his eyes, but he still appears to be completely engrossed in the text.

‘Isaac. Seems like he’s all right.’

‘I. Well, he’s—’ I begin, recalling the awkward encounter I’d had with Isaac’s mother whilst JJ was missing. I can still feel the sinking feeling as I sat at the table in their family dining room only to discover his mother was my very own counsellor, Dr Nicola.

JJ’s eyes flick up to meet mine over the top of his glasses as he chews away on a chunk of apple.

‘Listen to me a minute.’ I say, slamming my book shut and waiting for him to do the same. ‘JJ. Seriously.’

He blinks at me, closes the book and drops the apple into his lap. ‘What’s wrong?’

I shift awkwardly, dreading telling him but at the same time knowing that I can’t keep it from him. I exhale slowly as I try to judge how he might react. ‘Isaac. He’s Jared’s cousin.’

I sit back and watch the realisation sink in. He frowns, looks away, then shakes his head and glares down at his hands which have rolled into fists. We both watch a puff of grey mist escape from each one.

‘You’re kidding me.’

‘Nope. I only found out recently. After I had dinner with his mom.’ JJ glances at me, his expression an accusing one I really don’t appreciate. I slam my book onto the table and a few other students that are loitering in the common room glance across at me curiously. ‘And his brother—but it was hardly dinner-dinner. I was just helping him study.’

‘Oh yeah?’ 

‘Yeah.’

‘Why so tightly wound?’

I narrow my eyes at him. ‘Why so many questions?’

‘Questions? I’m just curious about what I missed. Seems like an entire lifetime happened in just a few days. You haven’t told me anything about any of this. Do we need to worry about him? Isaac.’

I shrug grumpily. ‘I don’t know, JJ. Probably. Maybe. I have no idea. I just thought you ought to know.’

JJ nods and picks the apple back up, rolling it around in the centre of his palm. ‘He made a bee-line for me in art class. He was trying pretty hard to be friendly.’

‘I could see that. And I have no idea why he’s even taking that class. He’s into science.’

‘Oh, so now you know what he’s into?’ JJ takes another bite of the apple, and a smile emerges as he chews. I roll my eyes.

‘What?’ I ask him.

‘I dunno,’ he shakes his head at me. ‘Just, it can’t be simple, can it? Anyway, let’s forget about Isaac for now. He might think he can cosy up to me, but he’s not got a chance.’

I ponder this for a moment. ‘I don’t know, maybe we ought to let him. Play dumb. Keep your enemies closer kind of thing?’

He looks at me and breaks into a bigger grin. ‘You are one sneaky girl, Darcie Duffield. But I think you might be right. Okay then. We play dumb. We like Isaac.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t go that far.’

‘Anything else I need to know?’ he asks me then. ‘Any other kids I need to watch out for?’

‘Well. There’s this guy in my dance class that’s a bit… odd.’

‘Have you had dinner with his family, too?’

I almost pick up my book and slap him on the arm with it, but he gives me a wink and a cheeky grin, indicating that this is all just a wind up.

‘No, and something tells me I wouldn’t be welcome.’

‘Oh?’

‘All right you two?’ Ben Evans, my ex, appears over JJ’s shoulder. ‘Studying during a free? Why don’t you join us? We’re heading down the shops.’

I cringe. This is all I need right now. JJ acting all jealous over Isaac and now Ben showing up and acting all pally-pally.

‘We can’t. We really should finish this,’ I reply.

‘Okay, well, see you around?’

‘Sure,’ JJ nods.

He and Ben didn’t exactly have the best start, but I can tell they’re both trying. Ben has never given JJ any real shit, not like the other lads, not like Jared. Like me, he just never said anything to stop it either. Not at first anyway. I watch him snake away out of view, glancing back at us once more and smoothing the jet-black hair from his eyes.

I guess I understand now why JJ would be a little paranoid about Isaac. At least with Ben the two of them are polar opposites. Ben’s skin, hair and eyes are dark, Isaac however is pretty much a carbon copy of JJ. But he doesn’t need to worry. He doesn’t need to be jealous. All he needs to know is that we belong together and I’m happier with him around.

‘That was weird,’ he mumbles through another piece of apple. ‘Isn’t he still mates with Jared and all those arseholes?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘But they all play rugby together.’

‘That doesn’t make them friends.’ I close my book and climb to my feet. ‘C’mon,’ I say, stretching out a hand.

‘Why, where we going? The shops?’ He grins.

‘Maybe. I’m just sick of staying here. Let’s get away for a bit.’

‘All right.’

He throws his book into the open rucksack hanging on the back of his chair before lifting it onto his shoulder. I can’t help but feel every pair of eyes on us again as we make our way through the row of tables towards the large double doors. For a moment I’m worried we’ll walk into Isaac again, or worse, Jared Wheeler. But to my delight the courtyard is completely empty. JJ looks up at me and I nod towards the large black gates at the entrance of the school.

‘Won’t your parents kill you if we get caught outside school grounds?’

‘Again, with the questions,’ I laugh. ‘It’s a free period. Plus, I doubt we’re ever really alone.’ I look down the long row of trees that line the road ahead of us, certain that out there, somewhere, my aunt Jenna is keeping a watchful eye on us as she had for the last few years.

‘I like this, the new you,’ JJ smiles as we stroll together hand in hand. ‘Not that there was anything wrong with the old you, of course. You just seem… different now somehow. More confident.’

I turn to face him and tuck a loose golden strand behind my ear. ‘You know what, I think you’re right. I think I have changed. I think we both have.’

He smiles and looks down at his shoes.

‘You’re definitely a lot more jealous than you were before,’ I tease.

‘Jealous?’ He laughs. ‘Me? Nah. I’m just trying to do as Uncle Henry asked, you know, be a regular teenage boy.’

‘Well, you see, that’s just not possible JJ Carson,’ I say, closing the space between us and cupping his face in my hands. ‘You’ll never be like all the other teenage boys.’ Our lips connect and it's pure magic.

5: JJ

 

‘So, where we going?’ Darcie links her arm through mine and snuggles into my side.

I just grin and keep walking. It’s moments like these that I live for now. Moments when the sun is shining down on us, the skies are blue and I’m walking along with Darcie Duffield, my girlfriend. Me. Weird JJ Carson. I can’t stop smiling when I think about this. I can’t believe how lucky I am to have her.

‘The bandstand?’ I suggest. ‘Unless you’re hungry?’

‘Ooh.’ She glances at me, her eyes lighting up. ‘Let’s get something disgusting from the bakery on the corner and then head to the park to eat it!’

I nod approvingly. ‘I’m in.’

We arrive at the bakery and stand in line behind an old couple in brightly knitted hats. The woman is tiny and stooped over, her arm through his as she relays to him what she wants to order. The man is taller, but reed thin and when he turns to listen to her, I see such a look of patience and love on his face that it makes me feel warm all over. They are both wearing these knitted hats and I reckon she made them and he wears them just to keep her happy. Darcie nudges me when she catches me staring and my cheeks flush as I glance away.

‘That’ll be us one day…’ she cups her hands around her mouth and whispers in my ear.

When it’s our turn, I let Darcie order. She’s super confident when she deals with people. I’m in awe of her all the time. She’s so smiley and friendly and knows all the right things to say. Me? I’m the epitome of socially awkward. Most days, I’ll do anything to avoid talking to strangers. 

I’m gazing out the window and the bustling high street of our small town, when I see her. On first glance, I refuse to believe it’s her. I tell myself it’s a trick of the light, or something wrong with my new glasses, or it’s my crazy imagination, stress, anything… I close my eyes tightly and open them again fearfully. It’s her. Erica Poole.

She’s across the street, standing there, just staring right back at me. I’m rigid with fear. I can’t breathe. I feel every hair on my body flick up in warning. I feel a cold clenching sensation gripping my spine and my knees almost buckle.

‘JJ?’ I feel Darcie’s hand on my shoulder and I jump. I swear to God I almost piss my pants and scream the place down. She steps back, eyes wide. ‘What is it?’

I gulp and look back at the street but she’s not there. I rush to the window and press my palms up against it, looking desperately up and down the street, but there is no sign of her. How could she have vanished like that?

‘JJ, what is it?’ Darcie has her arm through mine and she holds on tight.

‘Nothing,’ I say, looking down as my cheeks warm up even more. ‘Let’s go.’

We walk to the park in silence. I feel Darcie’s gaze on me the entire time. I feel her concern and her fear but I can’t vocalise mine. Not yet. She’s clutching this little white paper bag with ring doughnuts in and when we get to the park we head silently to the bandstand and she passes me the bag.

‘Here.’

Suddenly, I’m not hungry. I feel cold and sweaty and edgy all at once. I would quite like to just throw back my head and scream. Instead, I drop to the floor and cross my legs and lower my head into one hand with a weary grunt.

‘You gonna tell me what’s wrong?’ Darcie sits down opposite me and pulls the paper bag back to her.

I shake my head and blow my breath slowly through my teeth. ‘I thought I saw her. Erica. Dr Poole… from the…’ I trail off, waving a hand and chewing at my lip.

Darcie leans forward, her eyes burning into mine. ‘Shit. Where?’

‘Just out on the street. Staring at me. But it was busy out there.’ I lift my head and stare out across the park. I can see that old couple again, walking slowly across the grass in their colourful hats. The old man is holding their paper bag while the lady clings to his arm. ‘It was probably nothing,’ I sigh and look back at Darcie. She has gone rather pale and I feel a stab of guilt for ruining our fun yet again. I force a smile. ‘Look, it’s just me being an idiot. I imagined it, I’m sure. I didn’t sleep well last night because I was nervous about school.’ I shrug at her as an explanation. ‘I get a little paranoid sometimes that’s all. You know, after everything that happened down there.’

Darcie nods, her eyes still fixed on mine. She drops the bag of doughnuts into her lap and reaches out, her hands finding mine and closing over them. ‘You’ve never really talked about what happened down there, JJ.’

‘I know.’

‘Maybe you should. I know it must be hard…but maybe, I don’t know. It might help you deal with it.’

I exhale again and tighten my grip on her hands. I can feel my fingers shaking but there is no mist. Is it because I’m not angry? Just scared? I stare back out at the park, scrutinising the bushes, the trees, the people. I was so sure it was her…

‘You’ve had a lot to deal with…’ Darcie tries again, and I know what she is doing. Trying to ease me into it, trying to get me to open up. I love her for it, but I’m not sure I can open my mouth and tell her what it was like down there with those people. How wretched and helpless and owned I felt. I don’t want her to see me like that or think of me like that. I don’t want to even think about what happened, let alone talk about it with her. It’s just too hard.

‘I’m okay,’ I tell her, forcing another tight smile. ‘C’mon, let’s eat those things before we have to get back.’

She looks down at the paper bag as if she had forgotten about it. ‘I’m suddenly not all that hungry, JJ.’

I swallow hard and nod. Me either. And it’s not just thinking I saw Erica Poole from the bakery window, it’s something else. My mouth is dry, my skin feels tight, even my scalp is prickling with something. It’s like my whole body is on alert, trying to warn me or something, trying to urge me into flight. I can’t stop staring around and I can’t relax no matter how hard I try or how much I want to.

My stomach hurts, my chest is heaving and I can’t seem to catch my breath. I feel like I am seconds away from some sort of panic attack. I don’t look at Darcie because I can’t. I stare at the wooden slats of the bandstand floor and I hold her hands in mine and whisper,

‘Darcie, can you feel that?’

She nods slowly, silently. And it’s not just a feeling. It’s not just the skin prickling on my neck, or the goosebumps on my arms, or how hard it is to breathe… It’s a smell too. Not one I can put my finger on, not one I can name, but it’s there, invading my nostrils, wafting around in the air between us.

‘I think we should go back to school,’ Darcie hisses at me and suddenly she is getting up and dragging me with her, the paper bag of ring doughnuts entirely forgotten.

‘Yeah, okay,’ I nod at her. ‘I’m not going crazy, am I?’

‘No,’ she shakes her head as we descend the steps together. ‘I’m pretty sure someone is watching us and I’m pretty sure I know who.’

I don’t say anything. I just hold her hand super tight and we march side by side back the way we came, back to the high street and back to school. The smell finally dissipates when we are back among the people of Fortune’s Well, but I still can’t name it. I just know it was him. He was close. But what about Erica? Was she close too?

When we reach the school grounds, I pull Darcie’s hand and we stop walking. ‘Darcie, you saw what I did to Erica, right?’

It’s not a conversation I want to have with anyone, let alone my girlfriend, but it feels like something is scratching around in my brain, trying to get my attention. And I can’t walk back into that building and just shrug it all off.

Darcie steps closer to me and rests her cheek against my chest. Her way of letting me know she believes in me. Despite everything. ‘I saw, JJ. I walked right in on it. But before you say anything else, you know I don’t blame you, right? You know how I feel about you?’

I lift my hand and rub the back of my neck. ‘I was killing her…’ my voice emerges strangled and thin.

Darcie wraps her arms around my waist. ‘You were trying to get free,’ she whispers. ‘You had no choice. You did what you had to do.’

I sigh and nod, and I hug her back and rest my face in her hair for a few moments before we pull apart and walk slowly towards the school building. It felt good to hear her say that. It’s good that she believes in me, good that she thinks I had no choice…and I didn’t have a choice, did I? I didn’t know they were down there too, trying to rescue me. I didn’t even know they were looking for me. I thought I was alone down there and I did what I had to do.

I feel a little lighter knowing that Darcie understands, that she still feels the same about me despite what she saw me doing to that woman… But later that day, I go to the boy’s toilets and when I’m washing my hands I look up and see my face in the mirror and I remember what I keep trying to forget.

When I was bashing her head in, I enjoyed it.

6: Darcie

 

‘So, how was your day?’ Jenna asks as we stroll along the river together. We’re wearing matching black hoodies and tight blue jeans; other than the colours in my hair we could be mistaken for twins. I grin back at her in reply, school is school, there’s nothing really exciting to report. I admire her for trying to make normal conversation, though it’s a shame I’m about to shatter the good vibes with some questions of my own.

‘Do you remember that first night we stayed over at the farm?’ I dig my hands into my hoodie pocket and kick at a few dead leaves on the ground. ‘Y’know, the night we saved JJ from that awful place.’

‘Sure do.’ She grins, as if recalling some hidden memory, no doubt involving Henry Carson in all his glory. ‘Why’d you ask?’

‘It’s just…’ I bite my lip, considering my words as we continue down the path. ‘I saw you, outside the window, you were talking to someone.’

Jenna becomes deathly silent, and I wonder for a moment if she is going to lie to me, tell me that I was just super exhausted and must have been imagining things but at last she lets out a sigh.

‘You noticed that, huh?’

‘Well, yeah. Who were you talking to? I thought at first that it might be Henry, but when I spoke to him in the kitchen the next day, he seemed confused…’ Once again, she falls silence, forcing me to press for an answer. ‘So, who was it?’

‘A friend.’

‘A friend? Really, that’s all I get. After all the crazy shit that’s happened to us. I think I deserve a little more than that, Jenna.’

She stops in the path, arms folded across her chest. ‘Okay, fine. His name’s Lawrence. He’s an old friend. I helped him out a while back and he owes me a favour. He said he’d get some of his friends together and keep an eye on the farm for me and your parents’ place, let me know if they see anything suspicious.’

‘And have they? Seen anything suspicious, I mean.’

‘Nope. Nada. Why’d you ask?’

‘No reason it’s just… Well, JJ was convinced he saw that doctor in the street the other day. Erica Poole.’ I laugh nervously and brush the hair from my face.

‘Erica? Well, that’s just not possible. She was nothing but pulp when JJ was done with her.’ She grins as if this impresses her somehow then turns serious as she looks up at the frown I am throwing her. ‘It’s probably just stress. He’s been through a lot.’

‘Yeah, I thought that but…’

Jenna returns my frown, waiting for me to finish but I’m not even sure how to explain it… I haven’t let on to JJ, but although I haven’t seen Erica Poole or any of her friends from the tunnels, I’ve certainly felt them. There’s something in the air, an unsteadiness, you can feel it hovering around you, ready to shatter at any moment. But we have to do what his uncle Henry says, we have to keep acting as normal as possible.

I can’t help but wonder though if perhaps we should head back to those tunnels, just to be sure. It would certainly put JJ’s mind at rest. After all, Aunt Jenna is right… Erica Poole was nothing but a pool of blood and gore when we saw her last. Even if she had survived, she certainly wouldn’t be skipping around town in the middle of the day. Then again, Jared had experienced a pretty nasty wound and now he’s…

A cool breeze whooshes past me, tickling the back of my neck and causing me to wheel around. A few golden sparks flicker like static from my fingertips. Of course, there’s no one there… I say no one, but I know exactly who I was expecting – Jared Wheeler. Grinning from ear to ear like the cat that’s got the cream. Two Duffields for the price of one. I shudder.

‘Everything okay?’ Jenna asks, reaching out a hand and pulling me towards her. I notice the way her eyes dart off through the trees and along the reeds on the opposite side of the riverbank. So, she is still just as worried as us… ‘Come on, let’s keep going.’

We continue on in silence, just listening to the rustling of the crisp autumn leaves as they desperately cling to their branches, and the whooshing of the river. It’s so peaceful here. I wish JJ was with us right now… Correction, I wish JJ was with me right now, strolling hand in hand along the winding path.

‘How are things with lover boy, powers aside?’ Jenna quizzes as if reading my mind.

‘Fine,’ I blush.

‘I take it you two haven’t—’

‘No! Not yet anyway…’ I tuck my hair behind my ears and march ahead a few paces.

‘Well, you know if you need any advice, you can always come to me.’

‘Jenna.’ I turn back to her and roll my eyes.

‘What?’ She smiles. ‘I’m just saying.’

‘JJ and I aren’t… We don’t talk about that kinda stuff.’

‘Oh?’

‘Do you think that’s weird? We’ve never really discussed what we even are… We just sort of know.’ I shrug at her, and she catches up to me, looping an arm around mine.

‘No, there’s absolutely nothing weird about that.’

‘What about you and Henry? Don’t think we haven’t noticed.’

‘What about us?’ She winks. ‘Nothing going on there, I assure you.’

‘Yet.’ I tease. ‘Besides, what about that guy from the tunnels, what was his name again, Blue?’

She bristles at the mention of his name. ‘Ah… Thanks for reminding me.’

‘Aren’t you worried he’ll come after you? Or that he’ll have more questions about where you’ve been all this time?’

‘About that…’ She lets out a sigh and stops in the path once more but the rumbling in the pocket of my jeans causes her not to continue. ‘You gonna get that?’ She laughs as I stare back at her waiting for whatever golden nugget from her past she was about to share with me. I reach the call just in time. Ugh… Vicky Marshall…

‘Hello?’

‘DeeDee!’

‘Hi, Vicky.’ I roll my eyes at Jenna. She hasn’t had the honour of meeting Vicky yet and I don’t think she realises how lucky she is to be one of the only people in town who can say that.

‘What you doin’ right now, babes?’

‘I’m at the river with…’ I stop, realising that I haven’t even explained the whole aunt returning from the dead story to her. Best keep things simple with Vicky Marshall. Besides, now that I think about it, I’m not too sure it’s wise I tell her where I am and who I’m with… What if she feeds it back to Jared and he comes after me? Nothing would surprise me these days.

‘Listen, I need your help.’ My heart sinks. What’s happened now? Is this last summer all over again? ‘The Autumn Formal's coming up and I’m in charge of the set up. I need you and the other girls to meet me ASAP.’

‘Vicky, I don’t know…’ Honestly, what is it with this girl? She runs hot and cold so fast it leaves me with whiplash. Then I hear Henry Carson’s voice loud and clear against my ear “be as normal as possible.” He’s right, besides, I could get some intel on Jared.

‘Where should I meet you?’ I sigh.

7: JJ

 

I’m walking down the corridor away from the art block when I feel a bump from behind. My mind leaps to Jared, but suddenly Isaac is right next to me, slinging an over-friendly arm around my neck. Part of me breathes out in relief – I haven’t seen Jared in a few days and I’m hoping it stays that way. But part of me wants to use the mist to pick this annoying kid up and toss him far away. 

The kid is relentless. He’s either got incredibly thick skin or he’s up to something. My first bet is he fancies Darcie and is trying to wheedle his way in. My second is he knows what his cousin is capable of, which would make him a spy. What’s weirder is that Darcie mentioned his mother being a friend of her family. I tried to dig into that but she changed the subject.

Isaac pulls me towards the sixth form notice board and swats his hand against a large brightly coloured poster. ‘Autumn Formal, you going?’

I frown at the poster and try to wriggle out from under his arm. ‘Autumn what?’

‘Formal, you know, dance? Just for the sixth formers. You and Darcie are gonna go, right?’

I make a face and turn away, shrugging him off. ‘I didn’t even know that was a thing.’

‘Oh, it’s a thing all right. Let me tell you,’ he says, skipping after me. ‘Girls love dances, and you can blame America for that. Prom fever, I’m telling you! And Darcie is American, right? She’ll be into this, I promise you.’

I shrug again and focus on the double doors at the end of the corridor. As soon as we are outside, I can make a break for it and head home. The school day is over and I have farm chores waiting for me.

Isaac hurries alongside me, hands gripping the straps of his backpack. ‘Well, I’m going anyway,’ he tells me. ‘It’ll be fun. Like a rite-of-passage or something. You know, so bad it’s good and you’ll regret it if you miss it?’

I nod just to appease him. ‘Sure, whatever. I’ll talk to Darcie about it.’ I am definitely not going to talk to Darcie about it. A formal school dance is not my idea of fun, not in a million years. Besides, me and Darcie have enough to think about. I push through the double doors and out into the autumn sunshine. Isaac hesitates behind me, perhaps waiting for me to ask him what he’s up to, but I don’t, and thankfully he doesn’t follow me. I leave him behind and hurry across the staff car park towards the street beyond.

I’m on edge right away. For some stupid reason I feel safe inside the school. I can’t see Jared pulling anything while we’re in there and I don’t think the Organisation would be able to infiltrate it either. But out here? Walking home, I get the old, familiar fear. It used to be simple: they thought I was a freak who deserved to get jumped on the way home. I’d try and fight them off and would inevitably lose, three against one. It wasn’t fun, but it was simple. But now it’s different, now it’s worse.

Jared Wheeler has powers too, powers we don’t even know the extent of yet. I’ve been thinking about him a lot since we fought in that room underground. When did he first know he was different? What did he do? Did he tell anyone? Was he scared like I was when the mist started controlling me? How did Erica and the rest of them get their claws into him? Is there any hope he will abandon their side and join ours? And what about his ability to vanish and appear again? Both mine and Darcie’s ability has developed since it first appeared so maybe his has too.
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