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Amber
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Red Gum, Western Australia

In single file we climbed the metal staircase leading to the open hatch of the private jet.

The evening was warm, the air thick with dust. But that was Red Gum for you. It was never not dusty. If you opened up our veins you’d likely find orange dirt instead of blood.

Up until six months ago, I would have said I’d never leave Red Gum. 

But that was then.

“Smile for the camera!” a reporter yelled over the hum of the jet engine.

“Amber. Over here.”

I glanced down at my feet and glared at the ridiculous shoes Bruce Harvey’s stylist had forced me wear. Five inches of discomfort disguised as glamour with a few sparkly sequins and lots of pink. Laughable footwear for a farmer’s daughter. I couldn’t wait to kick them off once I’d found my seat on the plane.

I arched my back and licked my dry lips, desperate for a drink. There would have to be cans of Alive on the plane. We were flying on Bruce Harvey’s jet after all.

“Keep going,” Reece muttered from behind.

But I couldn’t. The line had come to a standstill and if I moved any closer to Kyle, the guy in front of me, we’d become a human sandwich.

From over the heads in front of me I had a clear view of Bruce Harvey. He was dressed in a Buzz Lightyear costume and looked more like a mischievous twelve-year-old than the billionaire owner of Alive Energy Drinks – which was a bit of a worry to be honest, seeing as he was the one who would be flying the plane. 

His blue eyes glittered and his unnaturally white teeth glowed as he surveyed the crowd, his golden surfer hair dancing in the wind. Behind him, the shiny red aeroplane reflected the many flashbulbs going off behind us, like mini fireworks.

“To infinity and beyond!” Bruce bellowed to the crowd below.

The women who’d gathered, particularly the singles, clapped and cheered the loudest. Many had come dressed in their best outfits, hoping to catch the eye of the most successful, and available – now that he’d been widowed – export to ever come out of Red Gum.

But it wasn’t just the locals who’d gathered to see us off. Journalists from all over the world had come, too. Everyone, it seemed, except my parents. But that was no surprise. And I understood why they hadn’t. 

After all the attention they’d received from the press last year, there was no way they were going to drive the ten kilometres it took to get from our farm to the disused part of an old highway that Bruce had converted to an airstrip, just to get hounded by reporters all over again.

My chest tightened at the thought of my twin brother, Sam. Staring up at the purplish evening sky that was darkening by the minute, I wondered if he could see me. I wondered if he knew how difficult these past six months had been without him.

“Turn around. All of you,” shouted one photographer.

“Smile and wave,” another shouted after we’d all shuffled and turned to face them.

People cheered and parents proudly raised huge placards with the names of their children written on them. The entire town had been puffing its chest out for the past two weeks that such an event was taking place in Red Gum, Western Australia, population, 2701.

Likewise the whole world was eager to know every little detail about Bruce Harvey’s adventure with ‘the eight luckiest teens alive.’ Even on red carpet events in Hollywood, famous movie stars stared down camera barrels begging Bruce to take them with him.

We were big-time news.

Ever since Bruce made the announcement that he had selected eight teens from his old high school to sample the latest range of energy drinks on his private island, articles about us had flooded the internet, especially articles about me.

The photo they used was always the same ugly shot of me with one eye peeking out from behind my messy dark hair. Someone from the local paper had snapped it six months ago. The day I lost Sam.

In the picture I was sitting on my front lawn, knees drawn to my chest, while my house spewed black smoke in the background. The original article was titled Death Sparked by Sibling Rivalry, which of course I hated, because none of it was true.

So as I stared down the camera barrels and into the flashing lights, I kept my face neutral. Best not to give them anything. If I smiled they’d print, Dead Boy’s Uncaring Sister Happy, or Sibling Finally in the Limelight. If I scowled they’d call me ungrateful.

“Hey Amber. Amber Reid!”

Inwardly I groaned and bent my knees, trying my best to shrink on the spot. 

A raven-haired woman appeared beside the staircase, raising a boom microphone towards me.

“So, Amber, do you think this trip will help you to get over the death of your brother?”

Quite a number of people from the crowd shuffled forward to listen for my answer.

But having all those eyes on me made my throat close up. I couldn’t say a word if I tried.

The woman arched a perfect eyebrow at my silence and cleared her throat before turning to address the camera.

“As you can see, Amber Reid is still suffering from the tragic loss of her brother. But is this suffering the result of grief or guilt? Only Amber knows the answer to that question.” The woman gave a thumbs-up to the cameraman then turned to me and winked before walking away.

I managed to keep my cool, telling myself over and over that we’d be on the plane soon, leaving all of this behind.

I stared past Reece to watch Claire blowing kisses at the cameras. She was a natural. The flashbulbs gave her caramel-blonde hair a soft halo and her beautiful cherry-red dress made me think back to the fun times we used to have dressing up in our mums’ clothes when we were little. It seemed weird now to think that we were once best friends, that she used to sleep over my house every other weekend.

“Ladies and gentlemen, your carriage awaits,” announced Bruce, before stepping aside and allowing the first student, Noah, to enter the jet. Noah, who looked tiny next to Bruce, turned and raised a hand in a strange kind of salute, something I’d maybe seen on Star Trek, before disappearing through the oval doorway.

This was our moment of the evening, our time to shine in front of our proud families. My stomach churned because I knew that when my turn came, nobody would be waving back.

After Kyle fist bumped the air and entered the plane, I gripped the rails and turned on shaking legs to face the crowd, expecting everyone to boo me. But after a few seconds of awkward silence, Bruce rescued me by giving me a quick side-hug and waving to the crowd.

Bruce and I were the same height. I rarely got to look people in the eye, being over six feet tall. I spent most of my time looking down at them.

“Let’s give this young lady a huge Red Gum send off, people,” Bruce shouted.

They all responded by waving and shouting, “Bye, Amber.”

I waved back, feeling stupid for believing that they might genuinely care for me.

“Thanks,” I mumbled to Bruce, my cheeks burning.

While the crowd roared for Reece, Bruce leaned in and nudged me on the jaw with a gentle fist, the way fun dads do to their kids. “No drama, sweets. Get in, make yourself comfortable, and get ready to leave Red Gum behind.”

I nodded and managed a smile, even though the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Something about the way he’d said ‘get ready to leave Red Gum behind’ sounded so...final. Like I was never going to return.

Still, I bowed my head and boarded the jet, which was... wow was the only word for it. Just wow.

‘Leave Red Gum behind’ was an understatement. The interior was all glamour—red and black velvet beneath sparkling chandeliers. Stepping into the cabin was like stepping through a portal into the land of the luxe. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced.

My stomach rumbled as the scent of delicious food tickled my nostrils.

A line of covered bain-maries were set up towards the back of the plane. With no flight attendants on board, well, none that I could see, it made sense that we’d have to get our meals ourselves. I wondered if Bruce would already have his food waiting for him in the cockpit. I didn’t like the idea of him strolling around the cabin in his Buzz suit while the jet flew itself.

There were four double seats on either side of the plane. Taking a seat directly behind Noah in the third row, I kicked off my shoes and released an audible sigh. The chair was luxuriously soft to touch and so comfy. I hadn’t been able to sleep the past few nights – I doubt anyone on this plane had been able to relax in the lead up – and I was so tired. Hopefully I’d manage to get some rest before we got to the island.

In front of me was a fold out tray attached to the cabin wall and on it a basket filled with snacks; little packaged gourmet treats like chocolate covered strawberries, nuts, lime and cracked pepper flavoured potato chips, and a drink can with condensation beading across the Alive logo. I lifted it from the basket and inspected the label.

Black Magic.

It was one of the new flavours.

The engine whirred a little louder and my stomached stirred with excitement as I stared out the window at the desolate, rural darkness I’d known my whole life, broken only by a small cluster of lights that was our town in the distance. 

But that excitement was quickly squished beneath the weight of sadness.

Somewhere out there, my mum and dad were sitting in our kitchen with its new linoleum floor coverings, new cupboards, and the lingering smell of fresh paint, while their only living child was seated on a plane, about to fly off to a private, remote island that no one really knew the location of, with a man who wore a Buzz Lightyear costume.

“Ready?” Bruce beamed as he pulled the door shut and started to pull and lock a series of levers around the hatch.

He turned around and rubbed his hands together, his eyes sparkling with a school boy’s excitement.

“Around twenty minutes after take-off, I’ll give you the go-ahead over the loudspeaker to unbuckle and get yourselves something to eat. Eat well, the flight is roughly fourteen hours so fill up and try to get some rest. There’s a decent-sized screen on the back of each seat with a whole catalogue of movies.” He paused and stared into space for what felt like a long time, before he blinked, then nodded, and disappeared into the cockpit.

The person sitting behind me yanked on a lock of my hair. I didn’t even need to turn around to know that Reece was my tormentor. He used to be Sam’s best friend and had been hassling me ever since my brother died.

“Movies. Awesome. Maybe we can watch Firestarter, Amber, what do you reckon?”

Though every inch of my body stiffened, I pretended not to hear Reece’s stupid suggestion. 

My eyes did a quick dart across the cabin. Bella was smirking at me, but when she caught my gaze she quickly busied herself with the task of buckling her seatbelt.

Noah peered over the back of his seat and smiled at me. 

“Maybe Reece should watch Dumb and Dumber,” he said, then lowered his voice to a whisper, carefully mouthing the words so that I understood over the engine hum. “Or maybe even The Jerk.”

I hesitated to smile, wondering why Noah, who I’d never really been close with, was being nice to me. But, he was roasting Reece, and I was more than okay with that. I leaned forward in my seat. “Is there actually a movie called The Jerk?”

“It came out in 1979. Steve Martin’s in it.” He popped a chocolate covered strawberry in his mouth. “Bill Murray was actually in a scene but it was deleted before the movie made it to the big screen.”

“Cool,” I said, secretly wondering who on earth Steve Martin and Bill Murray were. The sweet scent of chocolate covered strawberries was driving me insane so I tore open the packet in front of me and popped one in my mouth.

“Good, isn’t it?” Noah said.

I nodded before opening my can of Alive. I took a long sip of the sugar and caffeine loaded drink, sleep be damned.

“There’s a soiree in your mouth, right?” Noah said, grinning, his dark eyes shining beneath the soft chandelier light above us.

Blackberry flavoured fizz dribbled down my chin as I choked down a laugh. 

Noah nodded sagely, obviously pleased with his ability to humour me.

A feeling of warmth spread through my chest and I relaxed into my seat. It was good to know that I potentially had someone to talk to over the next ten days. Maybe this trip was going to be fun.

“I heard what you said, you little shit, Noah. You’re not returning from the island alive,” said Reece, before he smashed an empty drink can against his forehead, and let out a loud burp.

Claire, who was Reece’s current girlfriend and sitting across from him on the other side, laughed, as did Bella and the two other guys on the right hand side of the cabin—Rueben, who was Red Gum’s footy star, and Kyle, the town surfer dude who’d never actually surfed in his life but was obsessed with it.

Rueben followed Reece and drained his can before smashing it against his head, all the while glaring at Noah, his flared nostrils which made him look like a bull. Kyle shrugged and made non-committal grunts before staring out the window where flashbulbs were still going off like little exploding stars, illuminating his sandy coloured hair.

Jacob, the quietest kid on the plane, sat in the first row, in front of Noah, his dark brown hair visible over the seat. He was the tallest one here, taller than me even. His farm neighboured ours and we walked to the bus stop every morning side by side. Though we’d hardly said a word to each other and had never hung out, I knew he was a good guy.

Jacob’s dad had passed away of a sudden heart attack five years ago, so Jacob had taken it upon himself to be a father figure to his younger brothers. He looked after his alcoholic mum too, cleaning up her vomit and dragging her home from the pub. Once, someone said, with only her bra and underwear on.

He was good-looking. Dark brown eyes, tanned skin, and just the right amount of muscles. But none of the girls at school ever asked him out. Because Jacob gave off a vibe that warned people to stay away from him. So they did.

I wondered if that would change on this trip, if we’d get to know him, if I’d get to know him better. A vision of me, Noah, and Jacob appeared in my head, of us three sprawled out on deckchairs under a palm tree on the island, sipping from cans of Alive in front of a turquoise sea.

The seatbelt light flashed, breaking my thoughts. The cabin lights dimmed before the engine made a high-pitched whining sound as the plane surged forward.

Noah returned his seat to its upright position and from the gap between I saw him clutch at the armrest until his knuckles bulged white.

My stomach, which had been rumbling earlier, now churned sickly.

Through the windows across the other side of the cabin, I watched the flashing lights of the press disappear. Darkness enveloped us, except for the tiny lights dotting the makeshift runway.

Snapping my eyes shut, I gripped my armrests and took several deep, calming breaths.

We gained speed fairly quickly, then the g-force pushed me flush against my seat and my stomach dipped as the plane left the ground.

Claire squealed and Bella shouted, ‘Oh my God.’ 

The guys cheered and whooped—even Jacob. I wanted to cheer and whoop with them, but I also didn’t want any trouble from Reece, so I whooped on the inside instead.

Wow. I was going away. I was actually going to an island. Escaping Mum and Dad’s blank eyes and depressing sighs. Escaping the sad sight of my brother’s room, completely renovated after the fire and therefore wiped clean of everything Sam. Escaping the dusty farm that I sometimes loved and sometimes hated. Escaping Red Gum – and most importantly of all, escaping the silent accusation in everyone’s eyes.

I stared through my own small window at the tiny disappearing dots of light that was Red Gum.

In fourteen hours’ time I’d be on Bruce Harvey’s island. 

I was Charlie Bucket with the golden ticket.

And maybe, for once, my life was looking up. 
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Veiled World

I turned the corner and started down the hallway to the library but instantly wished I hadn’t after seeing King Cyril marching towards me. We hadn’t had any visitors drop in from the Unveiled World for quite some time and I knew this was causing the king great distress, resulting in even more crazed behaviour than usual.

“Axel,” he shouted, despite me being only a metre or so away. “Did you hear? They’re coming. They are finally coming.”

“Good news,” I said, trying but failing miserably at sounding excited. It is fairly hard to fake excitement when you’ve heard that ‘they’ were coming every day for the past year.

I sighed with relief when King Cyril seemed to lose interest in me and made for the library door, but swore as the old man about-faced and gripped me by my shoulders before slamming me against the brick wall. Though I was taller than him by at least a head, and more solidly built, the old guy’s madness seemed to have given him superhuman strength. 

“Didn’t you hear me? They are coming, boy. The one with the flying bird. He is bringing them. The one who visited.” He shook me, beating the back of my head against the stone wall twice. “You should be excited, you stupid fool.”

Pictures formed inside my mind of me seizing the old king by the cuff of his golden robe and tossing him down the hallway like a stuffed toy, but I shook my head to erase them. He was my king, after all, and not a bad king truth be told. Plus, his crazy babble was music to my ears.

The old man’s watery blue eyes lit up and he laughed, revealing surprisingly good teeth. His breath, however, was not good. Did the gardener have to grow so much garlic? I twisted my face away slightly. 

“He is bringing,” King Cyril lowered his voice, “challengers.” 

My heart worked faster. If this was true, then perhaps the king would send me out with them. Perhaps I would finally have a chance to get my brother back.

“Your majesty, do you think, if they do arrive, do you th-think—”

“Stop stuttering, fool, my son is calling for you.” He spat out the word son, not hiding his disdain for his only child, then released me and disappeared down the corridor in a hurry.

***
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“Look, Axel.” Prince Ollie stood at the foot of the bed I was making – his bed, and shoved a piece of parchment in front of my face. “What do you see, boy?”

I finished tucking the sheet beneath the mattress, my hands meticulous and slow. The prince hated to wait and I enjoyed stirring the brat, especially when he called me boy.

“Look at it.”

Instead of raising my head, I concentrated on folding the perfect corner crease and said, “Didn’t your father, our king, ever teach you that patience is a virtue?” I moved to the other side of the bed to fold the last two corners, meeting Ollie’s gaze at the same time. 

The prince’s pale, round face turned crimson. “Speak to me like that again and I’ll have you salted.”

My back prickled. My broken skin hadn’t yet healed from the last salting. Ollie was becoming more of a tyrant by the minute. I let out a long, slow sigh. It was better to be on the tyrant’s good side if what the king had said was true. That visitors were in fact coming.

“Give me a look, then.”

Ollie laid the parchment on the bed carefully, his pale, childish fingers fluttering over it. “It’s a drawing... my drawing. It came to me in a dream last night. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Putting a hand to my mouth, I coughed to cover my grin. There was nothing beautiful about Ollie’s drawing. All I could see was a scribbly line that quite possibly resembled a... “Is it a goat?”

A frown creased the prince’s brow, but it quickly vanished and instead he laughed, musical and girlish, like always. “I forget your simple servant’s mind, boy.” He laughed again, his beady eyes glinting up at me like shiny black pebbles. “It is Her hand,” he boasted with raised brows.

My eyes narrowed at the scribble until I saw something that could possibly resemble a hand.

“Whose hand?”

Ollie snatched the parchment from the bed and smacked it across my face.

“The Goddess’s hand, you idiot. You do know what this means, don’t you, servant boy?”

My hands made fists, nineteen-year-old fists that wanted to smack Ollie’s eighteen-year-old mouth to make certain I’d never be called boy again. Instead, I remained as stoic as a statue. He was the king’s son after all, and my dead brother’s well-being depended on me being Prince Ollie’s dutiful servant.

“Whenever somebody dreams of the Goddess’s hand, visitors always arrive. She must be sending people from the Unveiled world. If she sends nine, then we’ll have enough challengers to enter the Land of Resting Souls.”

I cleared my throat, excitement pumping hot blood through my veins. Between the king and the prince, I was starting to think that this might actually happen.

“And if the goddess sends only eight, the kingdom will be one short. Perhaps you would then be so kind as to nominate me to bring—”

Ollie raised a hand to signal the shutting of my mouth and pointed to the wine carafe by his bedside. I poured him a cup, my shaking hands spilling some of the red liquid over his nightstand. To think there was a possibility that this time I might actually get to be a challenger and have the opportunity to bring my brother back from eternal sleep.

“You clumsy fool. That wine is precious.” He shook his head and grinned again. “I’d sooner send you to shovel more dragon droppings than bestow upon you the honour of bringing my dead mother back. You’re not fit to be a challenger.” He snorted. “Your little brother shall remain beneath the cool, dank earth of the servants’ graveyard for eternity it seems.”

The wooden cup trembled in my tight grip and I quickly handed it to the prince before I crushed it with the rage that was desperate to be released from my body. Instead, my anger poured out of me via my tongue.

“That is no hand,” I said, nodding to the parchment. “My four-year-old brother of whom you speak, Goddess rest his soul, could draw better than you and you are a...” I coughed, pointedly, “a man of eighteen years. Perhaps there will be no visitors. Perhaps the drought will continue and we will be without challengers for another five years. Perhaps your mother is destined to remain de—”

Ollie’s pale face darkened with his own rage. 

“Well, if the visitors do arrive, and we send them to the Land of Resting Souls, one thing is for certain.” He crossed the room and stuck his head out into the corridor and shouted for guards before turning back to me. “You won’t be going with them.” He smiled, looking like an evil, cowardly rat. “Even though my father has already nominated you as a challenger should we be in need of an extra, I’ll be sure to change his mind.”

Two elderly men, who had been pulled out of retirement and reinstated as guards because all the young men of the kingdom had died on route to the Land of Resting Souls, appeared. Though their hair had greyed and their skin was deeply lined, they both bore impressive muscular physiques that were more than a match for my long and lanky frame. Instead of fighting, I merely strolled over to them to accept my fate. 

“Salting first, then toss me into the dungeons, am I right?”

***
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After being beaten with a salt-encrusted, spiked staff, I was thrown into a cell with a stinking old man as withered as a grape left to dry in the sun. He didn’t open his eyes at my arrival, but I knew he was alive because of the slow rise and fall of his sweat coated chest. He wore only a tattered hessian slip, his skin red where the material had rubbed it raw. 

The next morning, when my lids fluttered open, the old man’s face hovered over mine, blackened with dirt and adopted by a family of buzzing flies. I swallowed down a scream befitting Ollie.

“Challengers,” he said, before leaning back and pointing to the inch of pale dawn sky we could see from our cell.

I shifted my body, the lower half of me numbed by the icy cold of the stone floor.

“How do you know?”

“Challengers are coming from distant lands, in a bird with steel wings.” The old man raised his dirt-stained hand and appraised it. “Last night I dreamed of the Goddess’s hand.”

I took a good look at the old man’s face and realised who he was. 

“Dream Master?” Dream Master was never wrong. In fact, he was locked up for telling the king that he’d never get his beloved Telitha back as the woman she once was, no matter how many challengers were sent out to seek the Land of Resting Souls. 

“How many challengers are coming?”

The old man raised nine fingers, but seemed to reconsider before reducing them to eight.

Eight. 

King Cyril always sent nine. 

I realised then that maybe laughing at Ollie’s drawing was probably not the smartest move to make. Because the one time I was a possible contender for the journey to the Land of Resting Souls, I was shut up in this stink-hole with a man who could predict the future with his dreams.

A future that would never be mine.
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The muted roar of the jet engine greeted my ears when I woke. Wiping the drool from my cheek, I wondered how long I’d been asleep. I pushed the dirty dinner plates in front of me aside. My eyes had been bigger than my stomach, and I’d eaten way too much.

“Hey,” said Noah, his arms folded across the top of his seat and a half eaten chicken leg dangling from his fingers. “You and everyone else on this plane have been sleeping for hours. I’m the only one who hasn’t slept a wink yet.” He shrugged and licked the corners of his mouth. “Maybe it’s because I’ve had about six cans of Alive.” He paused, his lips moving, silently counting. “Or was it seven?”

“Umm, isn’t that dangerous? As in heart attacks and stuff?”

He shrugged, took a bite of the chicken leg, and continued to watch me.

“Have you been staring at me this whole time? While I’ve been sleeping?” I rubbed my eyes and glanced to my right where Claire and Bella were watching a movie together on Bella’s seat, blankets across their laps, eyes half lidded with fatigue. Kyle was fast asleep, as was Rueben, judging by the way his head was dangling over the armrest.

“No. I’m blessed with sharp senses. I can tell what people around me are about to do seconds before they do it. I felt you wake up.”

I must have looked concerned because he grinned. “Just kidding. You knocked a fork onto the ground and I heard it. Didn’t have my headphones on because I was just coming back from the bathroom.”

At the mention of the bathroom I squirmed in my seat, desperate to relieve myself. So I slid out around the mini table, taking my tray of dirty dishes and the dropped fork with me. After dumping the rubbish into one bin, then the cutlery and crockery into another, I made my way to the restroom, to the left of the bain-maries.

The small cubicle was just as tastefully decorated as the rest of the plane, and after I finished up and washed my hands, I sprayed some of the provided designer perfume on my wrist.

When I returned to my seat, Reece sat up and rubbed his hands together before tugging his headphones off. “We’re nearly there, killer,” he said with a wink before slipping them back on. I shook my head and glanced at his screen. He was watching a bird documentary. For some reason this disturbed me. Reece was a jerk. He should be watching jerk things, not appreciating the wonders of nature.

Claire and Bella sat up and stretched. Claire glanced over at me and looked as though she was about to smile, I could tell by the softness in her eyes, but then Bella elbowed her in the ribs and she looked away.

When I sat back down Noah’s face appeared over the top of his seat again.

“You want to watch a movie together? We’ll be landing in about an hour and a half.”

An hour and a half? A lightning bolt of excitement zipped through my veins and my fingers tightened around the arms of my chair. Maybe a movie would relax me a little.

“Flick through the menu and pick one, then I’ll put it up on my screen too.”

“Okay.”

The screen was fairly easy to use and before I knew it I was clicking through the selection.

“How about a comedy?” I asked. “Name one you like, seeing as you’re the expert.”

“Well, they’ve got Weird Science in the classics. Want to watch that? It’s an oldie but a goody.”

I remembered watching it with Sam years ago when we were visiting with our older cousins. I think I was about seven. It was old already back then. All I could remember was the lead actors wearing bras on their heads.

“Perfect.”

Noah watched me suck in a deep breath.

“Hey, what are you so nervous about?” His dark eyes narrowed with concern. “We’re going to an island, and, knowing Buzz Lightyear, it’ll have its own resort.” He unfolded his shirt collar so that it stuck up around his neck and raised a single brow. “We’ll be living in style for the next ten days, baby.”

I swallowed thickly and tried to smile. “I know, I just...” My eyes travelled to Claire and Bella for only a second, but it was long enough for Noah to notice. 

“Don’t worry about them. You and I can hang out.” He gestured with a flick of his head to the seat in front. “Jacob’s cool and so is Kyle.” Resting his chin against the seat, he frowned. “Is it because of the stuff they say about you and your brother?”

“Oh, look, the movie’s starting.” I said, pointing to my screen, glad to have an excuse not to talk.

Noah pursed his lips, and gave me a look that said this conversation wasn’t over, before he turned around and dropped into his seat. He was actually a nice guy and I was glad he was on this trip with me. But, no matter how nice Noah was, the subject of my brother was off limits.

I got comfortable and tried my best to concentrate on the movie.

But around half an hour later, after Noah popped his head up over the seat for another character-motive analysis, the screen suddenly died. I groaned, as did Noah and everyone else on the plane.

Noah slipped back into his seat and turned his screen off and then back on again. I was about to do the same when the screen turned white and soft music began to play through the speakers.

From behind me, I heard Reece swear as an old picture of him and his mum, who died when he was only twelve, appeared on the screen – on all the screens. They were standing next to a Christmas tree and Reece was smiling sweetly at whoever was taking the photo. I’d forgotten how much of a nice kid he’d been before his mum died. He was so different now.

Reece’s picture faded out and suddenly a photo of two elderly people filled the screen.

“What the hell is this?” Kyle yelled from across the cabin. “How’d he get photos of my grandparents?”

Claire started whimpering when a photo of a baby appeared on the screen. Sorrow tugged at my heart when I realised who that baby was. I’d almost forgotten that Claire had lost her little sister to cot death many years ago. She’d lost a sibling just like me.

Bella put her arms around Claire but started screaming when a photo of her old boyfriend, Carl, who died playing chicken on the main highway that ran through our town, showed up on the screen. I’d forgotten how beautiful he’d been, with his olive skin, dark hair, and gorgeous smile. Carl had been one of my brother’s best mates. Sam was devastated when he lost Carl. The whole school had mourned him, just like they’d mourned my brother only two months later.

More pictures came. 

Of Jacob’s dad leaning against his work Ute, just as muscular and good-looking as his son. Then of Rueben’s famous footballer dad who’d died of brain cancer, hairless and thin, but smiling weakly in a hospital bed surrounded by his family.

When Noah’s cousin, Laura, who’d died in a car accident when she was only ten, flashed up on the screen, I started to sweat and my stomach began churning. I knew what was coming. Knew whose face I’d see next.

I shut my eyes but opened them again just as a picture of Sam came into focus. He was smiling, his dark hair perfectly mussed. It was his famous bed hair that used to take him roughly forty-five minutes to style each morning before school. We missed the bus regularly because of that hair and I used to give him heaps over it.

“Why is she smiling like that?”

“Because she’s a freak.”

I blinked and glanced up to find everyone staring. Reece stood leaning over the back of my seat, his narrowed gazed fixed on me, before he raised his head and looked at everyone else.

“What the hell is going on?” he shouted to nobody in particular. “Who’s doing this?”

The screen turned white again, then one by one, single black letters appeared on the screen, to eventually spell out seven words.

What if you could bring them back?
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