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Note to Readers




Jephiel is a work of spiritual fiction that draws inspiration from Sacred Scripture, traditional Catholic teaching, and Christian mysticism. While the characters, events, and celestial settings are fictional, certain scriptural references and religious themes are used to enrich the narrative and reflect the timeless truths of the Christian faith. 

All biblical quotations are included to serve the story’s spiritual and theological tone and are not intended as doctrinal instruction. Readers seeking deeper theological understanding are encouraged to consult the relevant sacred texts and official Church teaching.

For clarity of style and as a mark of reverence, pronouns referring to God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the Blessed Virgin Mary are capitalised throughout this work.








  
  
Dedication




For the Glory of God, and honour of Mary, the Mother of God and Queen of Angels. 



'With our acts, our example and our steps we must put a divine mark on the world, so that Jesus may be recognised by all and that, through our works, his life may have in us its divine echo, heard from one end of the earth to the other. '

St Hannibal di Francia (The hours of the passion - Reflections and Practices) 
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Prologue




‘And there was a great battle in heaven, Michael and his angels fought with the dragon, and the dragon fought and his angels: And they prevailed not, neither was their place found any more in heaven.  — Revelation 12 : 7-8

Before the Beginning

Before the dawn of time – before the creation of the seen and the unseen – the mind of God roused, and there in the darkness of eternal silence He saw all: mysteries of sublime wonder, hidden from the beginning, never to enter the minds of angels or the hearts of men.

In an explosion of incomprehensible light, the heavens reeled with radiance, and from the bosom of divine love were born the angelic choirs – spirits of fire, guardians of the Divine Will, and witnesses of the Infinite Majesty.

 I, Jephiel, was among them – a servant in the courts of the Most High, dwelling in the brilliance of His glory. I knew no shadow, no distance from His light, for in that eternal Presence all things were one, and the breath of the Almighty was our life. The choirs assembled in harmony, each spirit reflecting the glory of the One who made us. I beheld the splendour of the heavens come into being and rejoiced at the birth of the stars. Our songs rose like incense through the boundless expanse, and all creation adored its Maker and His Divine Word.

Yet evil stirred, and the heavens trembled as rebellion took root among the ranks. War ensued, and the fraternity of the angelic domain was forever shattered. Man, made in the very Image and Likeness of his Creator, became the object of envy; his heart, easily corrupted, was deceived – and mankind fell.

Then a voice, like thunder upon the waters, declared that all creation would soon behold the unfolding of a mystery hidden from the foundation of the world. It spoke of revolt and mercy, of light contending with shadow, and of love from His Incarnate Word – love that would one day bleed upon the earth to redeem a fallen humanity. The humble prayer of His future Mother rose like fragrance among the choirs, piercing the clouds, and I felt the movement of the Eternal Will.

A new age would dawn – not of destruction, but of divine fulfilment – when the works of men and angels alike would reach their appointed consummation.

The summons went forth: new assignments, new guardians, new heralds of divine mercy and justice. I was among those called: a lesser spirit of the Lower Hierarchy, unworthy yet willing, my only desire – to will what God wills.

When the command of the Lord was uttered, I bowed low before His Majesty. Light passed through me like living fire, and I knew the hour had come. Then I, Jephiel, received the first whisper of my calling – a message not yet spoken, a revelation not yet revealed, but one that would change both Heaven and Earth.

Thus begins the account of what was shown to me – the warning, the preparation, and the promise of what is to come.








  
  

Chapter one

The Message 








As he moved, I lowered my head in a gesture of humility and offered silent praise to the Most Holy Trinity for the strength and grace of my superior. The brilliance of the light surrounding him pulsed between white and a soft blue hue, and I was often compelled to temper my gaze in his presence. The sound of deep, rushing waters accompanied him, leaving a lingering echo in its wake. 

There was something about this encounter – its secrecy and its mysterious connection with my spirit – that precluded any official recognition.

‘It was not always this way, as you know,’ Gabriel remarked. ‘The great trial and schism during the dark era, and yet there are other matters, Jephiel: matters that are hidden, of such importance and sublimity that I am not yet at liberty to discuss.’

He passed slowly above me before adding, ‘Holy, holy, holy! The Lord is our strength, and all things are ordered by His great providence!’

I pondered in silence. Moved by a spirit of fervour and zeal, I uttered inward chants of divine praise: Amen! Benediction, and glory, and wisdom, and thanksgiving, honour, and power, and strength to our God for ever and ever. Amen!

Gabriel united his voice to mine, and our offering ascended.

‘We all hold Michael, our great prince and leader, with such affection…’ Gabriel hesitated, lost for a moment in that immense sea of delight within his expansive intellect, flowing ceaselessly in God’s Eternal Will. ‘His part will never be forgotten,’ he added softly, reminiscing about the terrible battles fought and gloriously won in the early ages.

I discerned a profound fondness, an unbounded admiration for all that Michael had achieved, and my spirit wholeheartedly concurred.

Gabriel continued, ‘The Lord has asked me to make known to you a divine mystery: something that existed in the mind of God before the beginning. The Lord believes you would benefit from such insights in preparation for the next age.’

He spoke with such profound reverence, his gaze slightly inclined. I watched as he slowly and purposefully lowered his head, as though drawn into deep contemplation. His strength – immensely superior to mine – subtly veiled under the depth of his piety. 

My thoughts turned to the words he had spoken. The message was unexpected and uplifting; I was filled with wonder and awe as the divine light of God’s Majesty penetrated my spirit, and I ascended in exaltation.

‘I am greatly honoured by this news,’ I said, excitement rising as my spirit expanded to its limits. ‘I am eager to learn of this revelation – as God so wills.’

What could this divine mystery be? What was this next age? Gabriel seemed to sense my anticipation and paused, moving to my right to allow me space to ponder.

‘This revelation concerns the things before the present created order,’ he said, looking intently at me, ‘and I should add that you are highly favoured – indeed, as I am. These mysteries have been revealed by our Lord only to a few chosen spirits of the angelic orders and to the souls of men. But first I wish to share something with you – something that has been requested of me, something that has elevated me, filling me with joy, honour, and immense gratitude.’

Gabriel lowered himself as the spirit of humility moved him.

‘The Lord has been ever gracious in this regard and, knowing my spirit through and through, has willed that I be filled beyond capacity.’

I was enthralled, wondering what this great task could be. Gabriel, as Archangel, was held in the highest esteem by all the heavenly choirs; though created an Archangel, he had been lifted among the Seraphim for his faithfulness to God’s Holy Word. I rejoiced that he had been numbered among the Seven – who ever stand before the Lord, ready to serve Him. He radiated God’s power, beauty, and splendour so completely that all angels of the lower orders could not help but sing canticles of praise to God in thanksgiving when in his presence.

I knew much already of Gabriel and his role as God’s messenger in the Plan of Salvation: his dealings with the prophet Daniel; the message he brought to Zechariah and the foretelling of John the Baptist’s birth; and the great announcement to Mary that she was to be the Mother of God. As I considered these things, I realised that such honours could only be reserved for the specially chosen – the noble ones among the splendour of God’s vast creation.

Gabriel continued, ‘marvels of unprecedented grace are set to descend upon humanity. I have been tasked to bring word to the Vicar of Christ on earth of a great prodigy unfolding within the Church Militant – one that will herald the coming of God’s Kingdom in the souls of His elect.’

He ascended slightly and seemed to glow brighter, shifting from a brilliant white to a dazzling blue. As I looked on, he turned to face me. ‘There is more that I would like to say, but…’ He stopped suddenly, and with an elegant movement of his will, veiled his words from my spirit and fixed his gaze upon me. ‘But – not now – it is best that I refrain,’ he said, his expression softening as he momentarily set aside his great authority.

‘You are indeed gracious, as the Lord has rightly said. Yes, yes, it is true! You may be surprised, Jephiel, but the Lord has often spoken to me of His love for you.’ Gabriel smiled, his spirit radiant. ‘Mary, our Queen also – yes, yes, indeed! God has designs for you, tasks that must be fulfilled.’

I could not find the words to reply and offered instead a gesture of humility, which he graciously accepted.

‘There remain many trials ahead. You have not yet been shown the fullness of your true identity in God’s Divine Will. That will be a joyous and blessed day for you – as it will be for all angels,’ he said before descending to my level. ‘I must attend to pressing matters now, but we shall speak again soon. Amen – very soon – that I may reveal the Lord’s mysteries to you.’

At that, Gabriel ascended with speed into the heights, and his light was taken from my vision…

‘What was all that about?’ said a voice softly behind me. I turned, curious, wondering who had spoken. An angel of the same rank approached, incandescent and beaming with intensity.

‘What business have you, a lowly angel, with one who dwells among the great caretakers of the Lord’s throne? You must indeed be favoured by the Lord,’ said the angel in a friendly, light-spirited tone.

In response, I offered a gentle, warm breeze in greeting, captivated by his fiery eyes, which radiated joy like flames from a smouldering fire.

‘Have you been assigned yet? Is that what your encounter with Gabriel was about?’ he asked, a note of eager expectancy in his voice.

‘Assigned?’ I echoed hesitantly, uncertain how much he had overheard – if anything at all.

‘You know… assigned to a soul. That we might light, guard, and protect from evil; that we might offer their prayers, sighs, and sorrows to God for the sake of their sanctification,’ he replied, his voice full of conviction and purpose.

The angel ascended slightly, gazed upward, then turned to face me. ‘You have been assigned, haven’t you? It’s all right…’ He broke off abruptly, concealing whatever thoughts had risen unbidden, then continued more softly, ‘You don’t have to tell me. You’re probably under orders not to speak of it. I understand – I truly do.’ A hint of resignation touched his tone.

I wasn’t sure how to respond. Part of me thrilled at the thought, but my conversation with Gabriel had changed everything.

I had been promised insight into a great mystery – something predating the present created order. I had also been warned of coming trials and entrusted with tasks God wished me to fulfil. Could this be the assignment? A guardian to a soul on Earth? Or something else entirely?

I didn’t know. I considered remaining silent, but within my thoughts, lit by the perfect light of God, silence felt uncharitable. The deeper part of my spirit stirred, insisting that I offer some reply to this radiant soul who had approached me with such joy.

‘The truth is…’ I began cautiously, searching for the right words. ‘The truth is, well…’

I stopped abruptly.

A commotion had broken out behind me. Angels flew in every direction – some wide-eyed with excitement, others wearing expressions of stunned confusion. I turned, trying to make sense of the sudden flurry, when one angel darted towards us, shimmering with energy.

‘Have you heard the news?!’ he cried, his voice bright with ebullience as he hovered erratically from side to side. ‘We’ve all been summoned to a meeting with the Middle Hierarchy, Second Sphere! Something’s definitely happening!’

He didn’t wait for a response, his momentum carrying him straight into the next sentence.

‘And what’s more…’ he continued, eyes wide, ‘one of the angels from our order claims to have seen the Dominations – the Heavenly Governors themselves – in direct counsel with the Seraphim! Now that doesn’t happen very often, does it?!’

His excitement was contagious, his tone ablaze with holy curiosity.

‘I was asked by one of the Archangels to pass on the news. Glory and honour and praise be to the Most High God!’ he exclaimed, before soaring off to our left, eager to deliver the message to others of our rank.

Excitement stirred within me. Never before had I been summoned to the Second Sphere –  though I had passed through several times before during special events. I recalled the momentous occasion of the Incarnation, and the later triumph when our Lord and King ascended to His heavenly dwelling, seated at the right hand of God the Father. The joy throughout the infinite heavens defied description. If we had not been created as immortal spirits, we would surely have expired there and then.

A similar jubilation had filled heaven at the great Assumption and Coronation of Mary, Mother of God and Queen of Heaven. All the angels were permitted to enter the inner sanctuary and share in the euphoria. The singing of all the heavenly choirs, the radiance of their praise across the spheres, the enrapture we felt on those occasions – I was sure that could never be repeated in all eternity.

The recollection of such joy caused my spirit to ascend, and as I gazed upward, there before me lay the vast gate of light that marked the entrance to the Second Sphere.

As I approached, I was met by two Powers – majestic warrior angels appointed as governors and steadfast guardians of the gate. Their commanding presence radiated authority, and I felt small by comparison, almost insignificant, as I passed between their towering forms.

Crossing the threshold into the realm of the Middle Hierarchy, I moved with the gathered multitude, drawn forward by their momentum until we reached the illustrious assembly hall – a vast chamber reserved for formal gatherings between the lower and middle choirs.

The hall was magnificent, radiant with splendour and awash in vibrant colour. The brilliance of God’s light illuminated it from its foundations to the soaring crystal dome above. I was awestruck by the multitude of angels gathered: a vast sea of white, clustered like brilliant stars shimmering within the cosmos.

A host of Powers encircled the assembly like towering columns, containing and guarding the immense congregation of celestial spirits. The Virtues were present in great numbers too, weaving through the throng like living threads of light, knitting the host into a tapestry of divine harmony.

At the centre stood the chief Dominion, lord among the Dominations, flanked by trusted aides and celestial administrators. His face radiated the beauty of God, compelling every angel present to offer praise and thanksgiving to the Most High – the Holy of Holies.

A deep sense of excitement, unity, and holy anticipation filled the assembly, yet it was tempered by reverence in the presence of such divine majesty. Then a sudden hush fell. The chief Dominion raised his hand. Angels to my left and right turned towards me, their radiant faces quickly assuming a solemn air in response to the gesture of their superior.

‘It has been brought to my attention,’ bellowed the chief Dominion, his voice imbued in heavenly authority, ‘by the great servants of the Lord in the Supreme Hierarchy, that the Divine Majesty wills the events foretold in His Plan of Salvation concerning the end times be brought swiftly to their conclusion!’

Gasps rippled through the ranks of angels.

‘Even as we are gathered,’ he continued, ‘specially chosen spirits are now executing commands as decreed by the Most Holy Trinity. The Earth is steeped in sin and stands on the brink of total annihilation through war. Such devastation will not be permitted – divine intervention is necessary to guide humanity away from this reckless path.’

He turned slightly and gestured to one of the Virtues. The angel raised his right hand, and above us a great circle of light appeared, stretching from one end of the crystal dome to the other. The circle parted at its centre, the light rolling outward in opposite directions, forming the shape of a vast, oval screen.

From the depths of its black centre, a vision emerged: a massive rock hurtling through space on a trajectory that would bring it near the Earth’s moon. The image shifted. A solar eruption flared violently from the surface of the sun, its storm reaching out to buffet the Earth.

Another vision followed – a colossal rock, like a mountain flung from heaven, surged towards the Earth, accompanied by a host of angelic Virtues overseeing its flight, ensuring its course adhered perfectly to divine instruction.

More images filled the screen: smaller asteroids cloaked in cosmic debris, moving unseen along a path that intersected with Earth’s own – debris hidden from human detection.

I fixed my will on the visions, perceiving not only their motion but the purpose embedded within them – the orchestration, the Divine Will behind their course. And I praised God for His immensity, for His unfathomable mercy.

The chief Dominion lifted his gaze to the heavens.

‘This is a critical hour for God’s chosen elect,’ he declared. ‘We are to prepare – indeed, to expect – a multitude of assignments as secondary guardians for designated souls!’

At once, rapturous chants erupted from the assembly.

‘Holy! Holy! Holy! Eternal praise and thanksgiving to the Most Holy Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Ghost!’

I was swept up in the rhapsody, carried back to the dawn of my existence – my earliest memory following creation – when God spoke the profound words: “Let there be light!” He made Himself known to me in a way that was personal and unmistakable. Even now, I recall with vivid clarity the overwhelming gratitude and love that flooded my being for my Divine Creator.

In the moments that followed, God’s Plan of Salvation began to unfold before me. Then came the great trial – the beginning of the Dark Era. But I drew my thoughts away from the memory of the great schism: the pain, the loss, the grievous wounds it inflicted upon the heavenly community. This was not the time to dwell on sorrow. This was a time of preparation. Was this to be my calling? A guardian… to a living soul?

As I beheld the grandeur of the assembled host, my thoughts turned to other matters – truths revealed to me by the Archangel Gabriel. I began to wonder if this next age, already stirring into motion, marked a continuation of those revelations. I understood that not everything within the scope of God’s salvific plan for humanity had been revealed to me – nor had I been granted insight into the finer intricacies of the eschatological unfolding.

This did not trouble me. I had no desire for knowledge beyond what God willed for me to know. If there were truths I needed, I trusted fully that He would grant them in due time. From the very moment of my creation, my only desire was – and always is – to will what God wills. All else seems vanity.

Then the light of God poured over me, illuminating my spirit. I experienced the sweet consolation of the Beatific Vision in a new and profound way. An unfathomable radiance – the light of God’s love – enfolded me, and I was clothed in His garment, warm with His holiness. Bliss became my eternal dwelling. I was lost in rapture. All that had come before seemed forgotten, and all that was yet to be no longer held weight. The present became my only reality, and I longed to remain in that sacred now for all eternity.








  
  

Chapter two

The Third Sign








Surprise!’ exclaimed David, as his youngest daughter, Marie, walked into the room, letting out a scream and covering her mouth with her hands. 

‘Papa! What a fright!’ she cried, pressing a hand to her chest as her heart leapt and began to race. Then, as her nerves settled, she laughed.

‘Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you…’ sang David, grinning merrily and pointing towards the corner of the room.

Marie turned and looked. Her pale complexion instantly warmed, her light brown eyes glowing as she saw an elegant pink bicycle propped against the back wall, draped with purple tinsel and shimmering in the morning light like a cascade of sparkling amethysts. 

‘Oh, Papa! You got it!’ she exclaimed, running over to her new bicycle. ‘I can’t believe it!’ She gave a small, incredulous laugh before darting back and wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. ‘Thanks, Papa!’

‘You’re welcome. Happy birthday, sweetheart! I’m glad you like it,’ he replied with exuberance, beaming from ear to ear, clearly pleased with himself. He reached out and ruffled the top of her long brown hair, streaked with natural copper highlights that caught the sunlight flooding the room.

David was in his late forties – tall, with an imposing frame and eyes that smouldered with intensity. Their piercing grey held flecks of brown and yellow near the iris, like embers at the heart of a flame. His short dark hair was streaked with grey, and his neatly trimmed beard matched it in both colour and character.

Marie, tall for her age, shared the gentle beauty of her sister Thérèse. Both had inherited the quiet grace of their mother, Joan. As she clung to him, David’s heart ached. He wondered if she would ever truly recover.

‘Well, go on then – give it a try!’ he said with a spark in his voice, brushing aside the heaviness in his heart like ash from a glowing ember. He moved towards the bicycle, fingers deftly unravelling the purple tinsel, its shimmer holding back the gloom like moonlight scattered across dark waters.

Marie climbed onto the saddle, wobbling slightly, her legs stretching as far as they could until the tips of her white plimsolls just grazed the floor.

‘Hmm… the seat might need a little adjusting,’ David murmured, stroking his beard as he crouched beside her. ‘I’ll fetch a spanner and sort it – won’t take a moment.’

‘Thanks, Papa. I think it does need it,’ she said, bobbing gently from side to side.

‘Apart from that, it’ll be fine,’ said David, rising to his feet and glancing anxiously at her before leaving the room.

‘I’ll try and keep my balance till you come back,’ said Marie, focusing intently on staying still.

David entered the hall through the kitchen door, squinting as the bright autumn sunshine poured in through a casement to his left. He kept his tools in a large utility cupboard at the far end of the hall.

‘Now, where are those spanners?’ he muttered, opening the cupboard door and flicking on the light.

From the other room, Marie listened to the familiar sounds of him rummaging through tools – the clanging rattle of metal, the creak of shelves – then the faint rise of his whistling, softening into a reverent tune. He shifted seamlessly into song: “Ave Maria, gratia plena… hmm mm… benedicta tu…” letting the melody drift through the house like incense.

Marie smiled faintly. Her father’s devotion to Mary was unshakable. He spoke of her often – tenderly, faithfully – and would meditate on the life of Jesus through the Rosary whenever time allowed. He impressed upon her that if you wanted to grow close to Jesus, Mary would help you and lead you directly to his heart. Jesus could deny his Mother nothing.

She remembered how, before his marriage, he had consecrated himself to Jesus through Mary, and how he had chosen this very day – the Feast of Our Lady of the Rosary – to make that vow.

It had always comforted her to know she was named Marie because of this shared love. Her birthday had seemed a sacred thread woven into something eternal – a stroll in the celestial gardens – until now.

Listening to his voice now brought calmer waters to her battered shore, since the terrible loss of her mother and elder sister, Thérèse. The memories were tender – but sharp.

She thought of their weekend plans: the visit to Aunt Françoise, her brother Philippe, and the little ones, Paul and Joseph, whom her father had dropped off the night before. It would have been lovely, she thought, to see Grand Maman and Grand Papa again, their kind faces and familiar warmth waiting on the farm with Aunt Françoise and Uncle Antoine.

Every year on her birthday, her mother would make her a special breakfast – one of those simple, cherished traditions. But this year, nothing felt the same. Her father had made apologies at the last minute, and her aunt had decided to keep the younger boys with her. Her two elder brothers, Bernard and Louis, had left early that morning to go fishing.

As these thoughts drifted through her mind, Marie’s eyes filled with tears. One slipped free and rolled slowly down her cheek. It had been three weeks, yet she still couldn’t bring herself to move on. In truth, she didn’t want to. The world without her mother and sister felt hollow, colourless. School had become almost unbearable, and she had quietly withdrawn from her friends, unsure how to face them – or herself.

‘Ah, finally! I really need to clean out that…Marie?’

David froze in the doorway. The smile faded from his face as he saw the tears streaming down hers. He stepped forward, knelt beside her, and gently wrapped his arms around her. Drawing her tear-stained face close, he held her in silence, offering comfort without words.

He never asked further – he didn’t have to. He was walking through the same grief. The absence of Thérèse had carved a deep wound in them both. Though only a few years older, she had always played the part of the big sister with quiet strength and grace. Marie had adored her, copying everything she did as though seeking her approval.

David’s thoughts turned to that final day. He remembered how Thérèse had clung to him before leaving with their mother – how tightly she had held on, as if she somehow knew it would be the last time.

Then came the ache – the image of Joan behind the wheel. Why did I let her drive alone? She wasn’t ready! Guilt gnawed at him like an unrelenting tide.

He gazed upwards, as though searching for her face, wondering if she could see him, if she sensed his pain. Was she at peace – with God, with Our Lady – in the glory of Heaven?

His eyes filled with tears, mirroring the sorrow weighing on his heart.

For a time, he and Marie held each other tightly, bound by shared grief. And in that quiet embrace, it felt as though they could remain so forever.

A tiny droplet of water unexpectedly fell onto David’s face from above, causing him to look up. He gently released his daughter and stared intently at the ceiling, wondering where it had come from. A sweet fragrance of roses filled the air, and a wondrous consolation stirred deep within his soul.

This was not the first time. David had sensed it before – moments touched by something unseen, delicate as an infant’s breath, yet leaving an imprint upon his soul. Until now, he had dismissed them as fragments of imagination or the workings of a weary mind. But today, as the fragrance lingered and the warmth of peace settled over him, he could no longer deny the quiet thread weaving through the months behind him. Something sacred was being whispered in the silence.

The first occurrence had taken place in early spring. He had returned from a gentle morning walk, a dozen soft rolls under his arm, his heart soothed by the rhythm of the Rosary prayed along the quiet streets. The Sorrows of Jesus and Mary had occupied his thoughts. As he stepped through the back door into the stillness of the hallway, a sudden and unmistakable scent of roses bloomed around him – sweet, pure, unlike any perfume Joan had ever worn. The air seemed briefly charged with the supernatural. He had stood motionless, caught between wonder and disbelief. Then, without warning, a single droplet of water descended from above and landed on the tip of his nose. Quiet, without trace. No rainstorm. No leak. Just tranquility. And fragrance. And mystery. He had tried to dismiss it then, but something within him had stirred.

The second sign came in July, on the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. David had attended morning Mass, as he had done for years, clutching his brown scapular close to his chest – a sacramental worn with love and devotion. As he passed the statue of Our Lady at the edge of the church grounds he was reminded of his heavenly Mother. He paused, bowed his head, and pressed the scapular to his lips. The morning was glorious, the sky unblemished by cloud. Yet, as he stepped forward, a droplet of water glanced his brow – subtle, unannounced, like a falling feather from a passing bird. He gazed up. What? Where? How? No trees. No gulls. Only blue. Only still. Again, he had walked on, baffled but awed.

Now, kneeling in his kitchen with the fragrance still lingering and a tear on his daughter’s cheek, he felt it once more – that same hush of grace, that same sense of being watched, not by earthly eyes but by a merciful, unseen presence. This was the third sign and the question pressed upon his heart: What was Heaven telling him?

‘Papa, what are you looking at?’ asked Marie, puzzled by his upward stare.

‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ said David gently, sensing it was not the right moment to share his mystical experience. ‘Do you feel a little better now?’

‘A little,’ Marie murmured, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. ‘Thank you, Papa.’

David crouched beside the bicycle, lowering the saddle a few centimetres. With quiet precision, he tightened the adjustment bolt and gave the frame a gentle shake to ensure it held fast. ‘There,’ he said, standing upright and brushing his brow with his sleeve, more from weariness than sweat. ‘Try it now, sweetheart.’

Marie climbed onto the seat once more, her movements cautious – as though testing not just the bicycle but her own balance in a world that no longer felt steady.

‘That’s much better,’ she said softly, a faint smile touching her lips. Her toes now reached the ground with ease – two points of contact, simple but grounding – and for the first time in days, she felt a moment of control return.

She made her way carefully to the back door, sidestepping the dining table and chairs as though navigating an obstacle course. David held the door open for her and steadied both her and the bicycle as they stepped into the wild embrace of the garden path.

The garden, once tamed, now bore the marks of neglect – overgrown, unkempt, mourning with them in silence. Fallen leaves carpeted the paving, their colours dulled by time, mingling with strays swept in from beyond the garden wall. The grass had grown tall and unruly, bending lazily in the gentle breath of autumn.

Weeds had pushed boldly through the greenery, maturing in quiet defiance, now resembling a field ready for harvest. The hedgerows, once trimmed to charm, had thickened into tangled walls, impeding passage rather than framing it.

David ducked and raised his arms to shield his face from the wayward branches, while Marie pressed on, undeterred. She walked her bicycle like a knight with shield in hand, ploughing through briars – thorns parting left and right in surrender.

The back gate loomed ahead, half-hidden beneath a cascade of ivy. David searched the post blindly, his hands patting up and down with growing frustration.

‘Where is the wretched thing?!’ he muttered.

‘Try near the top of the post, Papa,’ Marie suggested gently, her patience thinning but intact.

‘Ah-ha! Found it!’ David declared triumphantly. But the gate resisted still; a mound of damp leaves had collected beneath it, wedging the door tight. Determined, he pulled hard, locked in a tug of war, until finally the gate yielded with a reluctant groan.

‘I think I’ll use the front door when I come back,’ said Marie, brushing a confetti of leaves from the spokes of her bicycle, both tired and amused.

‘That would probably be wise,’ David agreed, looking down at his beige jumper, now flecked with twigs and leaves. ‘We’re risking life and limb back here. Just go and enjoy yourself. Ring the front doorbell when you return and I’ll help you in.’ He hoped the motion of the ride, the freedom, the freshness of the autumn air would ease her heart, distract her mind, settle her nerves– It needed to.

Marie nodded. ‘I will, Papa. Au revoir!’ she called, smiling as she began to pedal, fighting for balance as the bicycle wobbled beneath her.

He waved back, the morning sun warming his face, the breeze lifting the corners of his sorrow for a fleeting moment. Her smile was brief yet radiant, carrying a glimmer of hope. But as she turned the corner and vanished from view, his heart clenched.

The fear was sudden and sharp – the dread of losing her too. They had scarcely been apart since the accident, and now even this meagre distance felt like a gulf.

His eyes filled; he wiped them quickly with his fingers.
 ‘What’s wrong with you, man?’ he muttered under his breath, unnerved by his own unravelling.

He looked at his watch: just past half eight. Morning had barely begun, and already the ache of absence gnawed at him. Asleep at the wheel, two were gone – a third would kill him. Every passing minute stretched with longing, and he knew he would not rest until she had safely returned.
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