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For 13-year-old me.


We did it.










AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is full of paradoxes, but so is the human condition.


Prepare for laughter and revenge, love and loss, light and dark. In times of humour there is sadness, and in the greatest moments of despair there is hope.


Alexis’s psychosis is based on my own family history, years of extensive research, and my experience as a senior clinical psychology assistant and healthcare assistant in a psychiatric hospital. Alexis’s symptoms, cognitive profile and mannerisms are inspired by real-life encounters to reflect an authentic experience in a fantasy setting. His journey to understanding himself and living with his mental illness is raw and tumultuous and incomplete, as it is for so many of us.


I hope you love reading The Light That Blinds Us as much as I loved writing it.


Welcome to the Elemental world.


Take care on your descent into darkness.
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ALEXIS


I’ll drown you in your own blood


MICHAELS
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DEMI


Don’t make me tell you twice


NIKOLAS
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BLAISE


I’m sorry that


I’m beautiful


ADEMOLA
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CAELI


I’d rather die than apologise


DORAN













PROLOGUE Eleven years ago



Alexis Michaels’s parents were certain their son didn’t know what he was doing when he tried to drown his therapist.


They were wrong.


Alexis knew exactly what he was doing.


Not that he wanted to kill anyone – he was only six. But even by that age, Alexis had long grown accustomed to doing things he didn’t want to do.


And he would do anything to silence the Shadow Man.


Dr Carl Dash didn’t know this when he arrived for a psychiatric consultation with a boy tormented by nightmares. The appointment, like all of his assessments, began with him thinking of a single word to describe the patient. An outdated method perhaps – but Dr Dash liked to think of himself as a good judge of character. And after thirty-seven years of experience, he wasn’t going to change now. People weren’t as complicated as they liked to think.


He didn’t know it at the time, but the boy standing before him was an exception.


Dark curly hair fell in unruly waves over the boy’s tanned forehead, covering much of his eyes and face. He stood in the open doorway and looked up at the doctor.


Dr Dash smiled. ‘Hello, young man. And who might you be?’


Before the boy could respond, winter’s icy whisper howled, sweeping through the quaint suburban cul-de-sac of Valerian Lane. Dr Dash shivered as he buried his chin into his scarf and pulled his long woollen coat across his chest. The boy, however, didn’t flinch. He only waited for the wind to withdraw before he spoke.


‘Alexis.’


Alexis brushed his hair from his eyes, revealing their colour – an inner ring of icy blue, surrounded by a thicker band of obsidian black. Central heterochromia, the Doctor thought – rare. He had never seen anyone with eyes like this before. They were as beautiful as they were unsettling, in the way all unnatural things are.


‘Alexis!’ A man rushed into the hallway behind the boy, followed by a woman carrying a baby. They smiled at Dr Dash in greeting before the man crouched down to Alexis’s level and placed his hands on his son’s shoulders. ‘What did we say about opening the door to strangers?’ he asked gently.


Alexis nodded and retreated inside the house. Interesting child, Dr Dash thought. What word would best suit him? Peculiar, unnerving, melancholy all came to mind, but none were quite right.


‘Sorry about that.’ The boy’s father stuck out a hand. ‘You must be Doctor Dash?’


‘Yes. And you must be Mr and Mrs Michaels?’


‘Mr and Doctor,’ said the woman, failing to stifle a grin. ‘Didn’t do all those years of medical training to not have the title. But call us Stephanie and Jackson. It’s nice to meet you, doctor. Please come in and have some tea.’


‘Bold’ was the word for Stephanie Michaels. Dr Dash liked her already.


Untouched by the pollution of Central London, and free from its crowded confinements, the houses of Valerian Lane stood proudly against the great expanse of Protegere Forest. Set back and guarded by gates, the Michaels’ home was as picturesque on the inside as one would expect from the outside, with morning sunlight spilling into the tall windows and conservatory where they settled.


Jackson poured them cups of Earl Grey tea. Then he took the baby while Stephanie grasped the teacup with both hands to absorb the comforting heat. They were a young couple – an attractive couple – and very much in love. Dr Dash could tell just from the way their bodies found a way to always be touching, even if it was just at the elbows. Yet there was a worry between them, and it was more visible now.


The doctor was the one to break the burdensome silence.


‘Alexis looks a lot like you, Jackson. And yet – he’s adopted, isn’t he?’


Stephanie’s response flew out, drenched in maternal defence. ‘Yes. Why do you ask?’


‘I understand the circumstances were rather unusual,’ he replied calmly. Stephanie’s leg was bouncing nervously, but Jackson placed a reassuring hand on her knee and it stilled. ‘Would you mind telling me a bit about it?’


It was Jackson who answered, looking at his wife between sentences, every so often glancing at Dr Dash’s notepad. ‘It was around a year ago. Alexis was five at the time, although we’re not certain of his exact date of birth. It was after that mega-tsunami in the South Pacific Ocean. We were in Australia for our honeymoon, but luckily weren’t near the shore when it hit. Stephanie and I went to volunteer; she helped the medics and I helped the survivors. That was when we met Alexis. His parents had both died – that’s what the officials presumed. We bonded with him instantly, as if we were meant to be there to find him. As someone raised in the system myself, I couldn’t leave him.’


Jackson shifted the weight of the baby in his arms. ‘I’m sorry, but what does this have to do with Alexis’s current issues?’


‘It is helpful to get a sense of history to understand the present.’ Dr Dash loosened his shirt collar. ‘But let’s move on. Could you tell me about Alexis’s presentation and the reason you called me? You mentioned he suffers from nightmares?’


‘Every night,’ Stephanie began, setting down the empty drink. Without anything to fiddle with, she interlocked her hands and tucked them beneath her chin to hold up her head. ‘Wakes up screaming and crying. Sometimes he even hurts himself in his sleep, scratching his chest and arms, making them bleed. We’ve tried everything to help him. We even have him in our bed now, but nothing seems to stop them.’


‘Does he tell you what these night terrors are about? A particular worry?’ Stephanie shook her head. ‘I understand he has been diagnosed with retrograde amnesia and doesn’t remember anything before the tsunami.’


‘Not even his name,’ said Stephanie with a sad smile. ‘But the nightmare is always the same. It’s always him falling off a cliff.’


Dr Dash added to his notes and then stood up. He didn’t want to speak too much longer in case he had any preconceived ideas when he spoke to Alexis, but there was one more thing they hadn’t discussed – the thing that had led him to take their case in the first place. ‘And what about his hallucinations?’


The word alone brought over a cloud of disquiet for both Stephanie and Jackson. Even the baby sensed the change, squirming in his father’s arms. Jackson tried settling him as he began crying, but soon handed him to Stephanie.


‘Excuse me,’ she said, standing also. ‘I’ll let you explain, darling.’


She left the room, soothing the baby. The distant wailing soon subsided.


Dr Dash turned back to face Jackson. His eyes had followed after his wife as she left, brimming with adoration and concern. It was that look alone that helped Dr Dash find Jackson’s descriptive word: ‘Guardian.’


‘The hallucinations?’ he prompted gently.


‘Sometimes he looks like he’s talking to someone who isn’t there,’ said Jackson. Through the glass table, the doctor could see his fists clenched so tightly they shuddered. ‘He’s better in the mornings and when he’s around Jason; Jace, he calls him. But at night, he’s… he says he talks to a man. A man made of shadow. He said the man tells him to do things, bad things.’ Jackson met the doctor’s eyes, finally sucking in a long breath. ‘We’re so worried about him, that he’s going to hurt himself or his brother. The last two psychiatrists that came refused to medicate him, saying he was too young, but we can’t risk anything happening to him. Please, doctor, you have to help us. I-I’m powerless here. I can’t bear to see him in pain any longer.’


Dr Dash could see the desperation, the pain, the exhaustion. ‘I think it’s time I talk to Alexis.’


Jackson led him towards the bright living room where Stephanie sat on the cream carpet, Jason resting in the crook of her arms. Alexis was crouched over his brother, letting the baby hold his finger, swaying it back and forth in the air. The corners of his eyes were crinkled from smiling so widely.


Alexis’s face was a portrait of unconditional love. It was enough to make Dr Dash wonder if he and his wife had made a mistake in deciding not to have children of their own. The thought was only fleeting, however, for his attention shifted towards something odd – a bucket of water beside the mother and sons. A blue stone pendant cut into an inverted triangular shape floated on its surface, bobbing up and down.


Alexis glanced up, catching him staring. Alexis snatched the pendant out of the water, hastily pulling the chain over his head to conceal the pendant beneath his collar.


‘What are you doing to your toys there?’ Dr Dash asked, tucking the notepad away in his pocket. Jackson and Stephanie had reluctantly agreed to give him a few minutes alone with the boy. Now Alexis was entertaining himself by dunking three small plastic figurines into the pail of water beside him. Each time he submerged them beneath the surface, he too held his breath, pinching his nostrils closed with his free hand.


Two red blotches dotted Alexis’s tanned cheeks until he finally gasped for air. He pulled the toy free from its underwater capture and placed it dripping on the carpet. Dr Dash was about to repeat his question before Alexis replied, his blue eyes still focussed on the water’s surface.


‘They’re my friends. I’m seeing how long they can breathe underwater.’


‘Why would you want to drown your friends?’


Alexis looked up at him, his eyebrow arched. ‘Obviously they’re not real.’ He went back to playing with a slight smirk to himself.


‘Obviously,’ Dr Dash muttered, feeling humbled. ‘So, do you have any other friends? Maybe from school?’


A long exhale slipped out as Alexis shook his head, his smile waning. ‘I don’t go to school.’ He suddenly shut his eyes. His face contorted and his shoulders shot up as if to cover his ears from an inaudible, sharp sound. It was only brief, for he soon opened his eyes and added, ‘I don’t go anywhere. Mummy and Daddy don’t let me out. I have no friends.’


‘That’s a shame,’ Dr Dash said, making a quick note. ‘It’s good to have friends your age. Friends can be some of the best people in our lives. I’m sure that when he gets older, you’ll find a friend in your brother.’


Alexis didn’t seem to have heard him. He was looking past Dr Dash, somewhere over his shoulder. He looked like he was listening to something, or rather trying to ignore something. Dr Dash tried his best not to, but he couldn’t help but turn around. There was nothing there, of course, but a coldness had descended on the room, and he felt prickles on the back of his neck. There must be a draft coming from somewhere.


Dr Dash turned back. ‘Alexis? Did you hear me?’


The boy didn’t blink. He seemed transfixed. Scared. And as the clouds outside came together, unleashing a tide of rain that thrashed down on Valerian Lane, the natural light in the Michaels’ home fell dark, and Dr Dash shared in Alexis’s unease.


‘Alexis,’ he said quietly. ‘Is there someone behind me?’


Alexis nodded.


‘I can’t see or hear him, but can you?’


The boy nodded again.


‘Can you feel him? Can he touch you?’


Alexis’s throat bobbed, his eyes threatening to spill with tears.


‘Is he your friend?’


Alexis shook his head. He clutched the pendant through his T-shirt. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper, almost as if he was frightened of being overheard. ‘It’s the Shadow Man. It is real and it is not my friend.’


‘Can I see your necklace?’ Dr Dash asked, hoping to distract the boy.


Alexis shook his head. ‘It’s an amulet.’


‘Did your parents get it for you?’


‘No. It’s mine. It floats sometimes.’


‘I saw. I’m sure it’s a very special necklace, then,’ said Dr Dash, before correcting himself. ‘A very special amulet.’


He received a smile from Alexis in return, a smile that revealed his dimples. This was a boy who didn’t smile often, Dr Dash observed with sympathy. There was a vulnerability to the joy, a hesitancy to be happy. Dr Dash wanted to do whatever he could to help make this rarity a reality.


‘Here,’ said Alexis, broken from his trance. He handed the doctor a toy. ‘Who are you?’


‘Thanks,’ said Dr Dash, looking down at the battered figure. He began to walk the toy playfully across his knees. ‘I’m a doctor.’


Alexis grinned widely. ‘My mummy is a doctor. She fixes hearts.’


‘I’m a different kind of doctor.’ Dr Dash tapped his temple. ‘Your mother treats people’s bodies. I treat people’s thoughts and feelings, to make them feel better. I have helped many children just like you, in fact.’


Alexis looked at him thoughtfully. ‘You’re here to help me? To help us?’


Before Dr Dash could reply, Alexis gasped and recoiled. He squeezed his eyes shut, clamped his hands over his ears and shook his head from side to side. All the while, he repeated the same two words over and over again, his plea nothing more than a whisper.


‘Please stop, please stop, please stop.’


‘Alexis?’ Dr Dash spoke loudly and firmly. ‘Alexis, do you know what I do when an upsetting emotion takes over? When I want to focus on the here and now?’


Dr Dash didn’t know if his voice was louder than the one Alexis was hearing, but it was enough to make Alexis crack open his eyes. The doctor rolled back the sleeves of his own sweater. Slowly, he tapped each finger against his thumb, repeating the action over and over, rhythmically, purposefully. ‘Can you copy me?’ he asked.


Alexis watched for a while before imitating him, concentrating intently until he became familiar with it. It seemed to help, pulling his focus back and grounding him to a calmness.


Dr Dash handed him back his toy. ‘Does the Shadow Man talk to you?’


The rain outside had fallen still, silenced by the clouds above. In the absence of all sound, the darkness of the sky held a noise of its own. Low. Persistent. Hostile.


Alexis’s eyes were locked onto the water within the bucket. The surface was disturbed, rippling. Dr Dash didn’t recall Alexis knocking the bucket at any point. ‘It used to be a voice in my head. Now it’s real. It scares me.’


‘And what was he saying just then, Alexis?’


Alexis dropped his toy and looked straight at Dr Dash. There was a sorrow to his voice when he spoke, a guilt. Regret, not for what he had done, but for what he was about to do.


‘It told me to drown you in your own blood.’


And Alexis lunged.





A strangled, gargling scream echoed throughout the house. Jackson had been waiting outside and flung the door open the second he heard the commotion. His heart thundered in his chest at the prospect of his son in danger, but what he found was the very opposite.


Alexis was holding down Dr Dash’s head in the pail of water, pushing with all his weight. The old man’s arms thrashed, scratching out at Alexis and drawing blood, but Alexis didn’t move. His eyes were wide and unblinking, lips trembling. Somehow charged with unnatural strength, the boy fought against the old man’s resistance.


As Jackson rushed towards them, he noticed where the pail’s rim had cut into Dr Dash’s throat, deep enough to spill his own blood into the bucket where he was drowning.


Jackson hauled Alexis away with both arms, restraining his son as he screamed in defiance.


‘I have to! I have to!’ Alexis cried, fighting with a strength Jackson didn’t know was possible for a six-year-old.


Stephanie ran into the room just as Dr Dash swept the bucket away, gasping for air, his thin, white hair plastered to his forehead. A mixture of blood and water dripped down his face, staining his shirt and sweater.


‘I’m sorry!’ Alexis bawled, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles before pressing his palms against his ears. Jason’s cries in the distance rang out as Stephanie inspected Dr Dash for signs of major injury. He was cut and shaken, but he was going to be okay; just.


Alexis twisted in Jackson’s grip, staring up at his father. ‘It made me! If I don’t, it hurts Jace.’


Stephanie and Jackson locked eyes with one another from either side of the room. It had been bad before, but never as bad as this. As the seconds rolled out – seconds of disbelief and wordless deliberation – Alexis’s resistance grew futile, his strength depleting. Soon, the exhausted child crumbled.


‘I don’t want to,’ Alexis whispered, tears streaming down his face as he buried it into Jackson’s chest. ‘I just want to make it stop. Please… make it stop.’


Dr Dash batted off Stephanie’s hand as he struggled to his feet, breathing raggedly. He ignored her as she began to apologise. Everyone was silent, watching the small boy clutching his blue amulet between his hands as if that would save him. As if that would somehow grant him sanity and safety.


Another delusion. Another fantasy.


Dr Dash realised in that moment that Alexis Michaels was beyond his help, possibly beyond anyone’s.


He shook his head and backed away. He had to get out of this place.


He said only one thing before he had left, the one word to describe Alexis.


‘Doomed.’










PART I


DEMI


Fated to fall


‘I am more than my emotions’
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1 NOCTIPHANY



Noctiphany (n.) Latin and Greek origin


An appearance of something that occurs only at night


Eleven Years Later


Each night, at dawn’s first light, Alexis Michaels had the same nightmare.


The nightmare that tormented him like a plague, ever since he was a child. The nightmare that didn’t feel like it was a dream at all, but rather a distant memory, something that had been buried deep in his unconscious and resurfaced only in his sleep. Feeling like an imposter in his own body, he braced for the pain that would inevitably come to wake him, unable to do anything to stop it.


He stood at the cliff edge overlooking the ocean, its waves crashing against the shoreline far below. Even from a distance, he could feel the cool salty spray dampening his curly hair and plastering it against his golden-toned skin. There was something tranquil about being surrounded by water, peaceful. The rhythmic pulling and pushing of the waves had an order that made sense to him. The ocean made him feel small – made his worries and pain insignificant. Things that could be swept away by the current. Inhaling as the waves drew back and exhaling with every broken crest, the boy closed his eyes to savour the perfect synchronicity.


But, as usual, the moment of peacefulness, of tranquillity, did not last.


The colour of the scene around him drained away, tinting all that he saw grey. His body plummeted – cold as ice as a violent, explosive pain struck him like a tidal wave from within. He gasped at the intensity of it and clawed at his face and neck, trying to exorcise the pressure.


But the pain only grew, snatching the air from his lungs as it did.


His vision blurred as pools of red bled across his body, pulsing out through the tiny pores of his skin. It was unbearable. It flooded his consciousness and his sight, forcing him to buckle over.


Alexis tried to call out for help, but even his voice had abandoned him in his suffering. He stumbled back. He had to get away. But in his struggle he had forgotten where he stood, remembering all too late once the ground disappeared beneath him. Fighting to regain his balance with only one foot left on the earth’s edge, he cast a final look towards the vacant cliffside.


A second boy with striking white hair appeared in the distance. He was running towards Alexis, his face aghast in horror.


The boy desperately called a name, ‘Nero!’ and reached out, but at that point there was nothing to catch but air. Alexis disappeared over the edge of the cliffside.


The bitter sea air stung his blood-soaked body as he fell, twisting and turning in his attempt to somehow slow his descent, his eyes upon the element that would seal his fate.


The black surface of the ocean rushed towards him. Waves crashing. No longer peaceful. No longer tranquil. No longer safe.


Nero closed his eyes as he met the darkness.





Alexis bolted awake, sitting up straight in his bed as if to stop himself from hitting the water. The afterimage of the dark ocean remained at the forefront of his mind for a while, determined to linger as his heart pulsed in his throat. Yet with the light from the sunrise shining into his room, illuminating the walls with a warm orange glow, the darkness of the nightmare was forced to recoil, releasing Alexis from its clutches.


He used the back of his hand to wipe away the feverish sweat that glazed his skin and spent a couple of minutes tapping his fingers to his thumbs, timing each brief pressure with the regulation of his breathing, just like a doctor had shown him years ago. To settle his mind, he reached out for the book on his bedside table and removed the bookstore receipt that served as a bookmark.


Despite every effort to stay awake, his eyelids began to droop. The nightmare only came once at sunrise, so it wouldn’t disturb him again. He must’ve drifted because he was once again startled awake, only this time it was by the frustrated shout of his mother.


‘Boys! If I have to call you one more time, you’re getting a bucket of cold water over you. I come home and no one’s even loaded the dishwasher.’ The sound of her tutting somehow managed to carry up the entire flight of stairs. ‘Alexis, get a move on or you’ll be late!’


A bucket of cold water didn’t sound too bad, Alexis considered, but a hot shower would probably be a more relaxing option.


Alexis stared unblinking into the mirror as he brushed his teeth. Although the Shadow Man was long gone, he was still haunted by its remnant voice. It was one of his more unusual superstitions, the distrust of his own reflection, wary that if he blinked, the Shadow Man would be able to reach him again. He was probably just being paranoid – points for consistency. A short blow of air from his nose indicated that he at least found himself funny.


The moment the shower water touched his body, he instantly relaxed as the previous night’s disturbed sleep washed away. Under its near-scalding temperature, Alexis’s amulet remained cold. The small, blue gem sat in the centre of his chest, droplets falling freely from the bottom point of its shape.


After quickly dressing and throwing on a hat to cover his messy dark hair, he picked up his pre-packed suitcase and shut the door to his room. He pounded his fist against the door of his younger brother’s room and pushed it open before he continued downstairs.


There was a grumble in response. Probably a swear, but Alexis didn’t catch it.


The kitchen doors swung open and Stephanie Michaels burst through them, a wooden spoon held out like a weapon in her hand. She stopped when she saw him. ‘Lexi, there you are.’


He gestured to the kitchen utensil. ‘That for me?’


‘Not now that you’ve come down,’ she said, flashing him a grin. ‘Come on – if you insist on going on this trip, you need to make sure you eat something before you go. You know Dad will nag you otherwise.’


‘Morning, son,’ Jackson said as Alexis joined him at the table. ‘How did you sleep?’


The lie came to Alexis as easy as breathing. ‘Fine.’


When the hallucinations had stopped a few years back, his parents had assumed his nightmares had gone too. Alexis had let them, because the endless trials of medicine and countless child psychologists had become unbearable for them all.


He was protecting them. They deserved peace of mind after everything he had put them through. Besides, he hadn’t hurt himself – or anyone else – for years now; it was easier to pretend the nightmare of Nero had disappeared along with the Shadow Man.


Alexis watched as his dad stood and pulled his mum in for a kiss. ‘Sit down and rest, darling. The boys and I will clean up,’ he said, trading places with her behind the counter. ‘Right, have you packed a coat in case it gets cold or rains?’


‘Dad, it’s basically summer,’ Alexis replied in between mouthfuls of scrambled eggs. ‘We’ll only be gone for a couple of days for this stupid geography coursework.’


‘Doesn’t matter. It’s windy on the Jurassic Coast. Do you need any money?’


Alexis shook his head as Jason thundered down the stairs. His younger brother trudged into the kitchen, dragging his feet across the tiles, still in his superhero pyjamas. He had inherited his father’s blue eyes and mother’s dirty blonde hair and short height. Otherwise, he looked no more biologically related to them than Alexis did.


‘Why do I need to get up so early?’ Jason moaned. ‘I don’t have to be at school for another hour.’


Stephanie kissed the side of his head as Jackson handed him a plate of breakfast. ‘Didn’t you want to say goodbye to Lexi before he goes?’


‘I don’t care,’ Jason mumbled.


‘I don’t care,’ mimicked Alexis, exaggerating the crack in Jason’s voice, making him scowl.


Alexis moved over to the sink to wash his empty plate. His mother joined him. As she took the plate to towel it dry, she quietly asked him for the twentieth time that week, ‘Are you really sure about going?’


‘Mum, I’m seventeen and it’s not like it’s a holiday – it’s for school. It’s compulsory if I want to get top grades. If it makes you feel any better, Demi will be there.’


‘I know,’ his mother replied, nodding to herself. ‘That’s the only reason we’re allowing you to go.’


Alexis’s parents had always been strict, especially with him. They had eased off a little over the years, especially when he had joined Bishop’s Secondary School, but they were still over the top. Alexis understood, however. He hadn’t been the easiest child growing up.


‘I’ve barely left Protegere all my life. I promise I won’t wander off or get into any trouble.’


Stephanie took his hands, squeezing them tightly in her steady surgeon ones. ‘Maybe you should take some medication with you, just in case.’


‘I’ve been off them for years now, Mum. With no episodes or symptoms, bar the odd delusional thought, but I hear that’s common for teenagers.’ Alexis grinned, hoping that in convincing her it was no big deal, he too would be reassured. ‘I’m not going to suddenly lose my mind.’


‘I know, I know.’ She looked sheepish for having brought it up. ‘It’s just… to me, you will always be my little boy who hated letting go of my hand and would never let me say “love you more” without saying it back.’


‘He’s a young man now, Steph,’ interjected Jackson from the other side of the kitchen. ‘He knows how to look after himself. Besides, Alexis, what do we say if we ever see the Shadow Man again?’


Alexis got into the fighting stance his dad had taught him years ago after he told him he was getting bullied at school for being adopted. Swinging punches at the air in front of his mother’s face, he said, ‘I didn’t come this far just to come this far.’


Stephanie was so used to them shadow-boxing that she didn’t even flinch.


Jason scoffed. ‘I don’t know what’s weirder: how overprotective you are or the fact that Lexi used to see things. Oh, and that no one knows about it except us.’


Alexis didn’t need a second’s thought to react. ‘What’s weird is that at eleven-years-old, you still cry if there’s no night-light in your room.’


‘Mum said you can’t joke about that anymore!’


‘Lexi!’ Stephanie tutted.


‘What? He shouldn’t start a fight he can’t win.’


Thankfully, the doorbell rang. Demi Nikolas had come to Alexis’s rescue. As Stephanie left to answer the door, the two brothers scowled at each other.


‘We battle at sunset,’ Alexis said, pointing an imaginary sword at his younger sibling.


Jason failed to suppress a smile, raising an invisible weapon of his own. ‘Farewell, brother, enjoy this day for it shall be your last.’


That was all the goodbye the Michaels brothers needed.


Alexis wheeled his suitcase into the family room. Demi was laughing at something his mother had said, and with that laugh, she brought in the warmth of summer.


‘At last.’ She threw her arms up when she saw him. Her voice was raspy and laced with a faint Greek accent. ‘I’m sure I spend half my life waiting for you.’


‘Some of us take longer to make ourselves look pretty,’ Alexis replied, flashing a grin so wide that his dimples showed.


Demi’s bronzed skin brought out the bold green of her eyes, which looked brighter still framed by her unruly brunette curls, worn loose as always. Two pendants hung from her neck, a horizontal golden crucifix that sat on a shorter chain and another that was concealed beneath her T-shirt. And she was smiling. Ever since her family moved from Greece into Valerian Lane a few years ago, they seemed to have brought a warmth and lightness with them that was more beautiful than the wisteria and lavender that decorated their front garden.


At the boundary between spring and summer, Demi looked particularly radiant, although Alexis would never tell her that directly. Instead, he fist-bumped her and rested his arm over her shoulder until she shoved him off.


‘Give us a hug before you go,’ Stephanie said, pulling Alexis in for a fierce embrace.


Jackson followed, hugging Alexis and whispering, ‘Be safe. Look after my boy, Demi.’


‘I always do.’


Alexis’s parents stood in the doorway as he and Demi walked down the drive. He knew they would watch long after he had vanished from sight.


‘I love them,’ Demi said, her face tilted up as she admired the lush canopy of Protegere Forest.


‘They’re full on,’ he said affectionately. They had good reason to be, he supposed, but Demi didn’t know why, nor would she ever. ‘But I love them too.’


They started jogging when they saw the coach waiting at the stop opposite their cul-de-sac, its engine rumbling gently and their teacher, Ms Mason, pacing in front of it. She shook her head when she saw them arrive.


‘What time do we call this?’ she chastised them in a voice so high-pitched Alexis was surprised the local dogs didn’t start howling. ‘Now we’re going to be stuck in rush-hour traffic.’


Alexis went to open his mouth to take the blame, but Demi beat him to it. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Mason. It was my fault completely. Kallisto took a fall this morning and I had to make sure she was okay. I’m sorry for holding us up.’


Ms Mason’s hawk-like face softened. ‘That’s okay, dear.’ Alexis had to bite his inner cheek to not crack a smirk, his eyes fixed on the ground so he wouldn’t look at Demi and laugh.


Ms Mason stepped aside as Demi boarded the coach. Her stern look swiftly returned as Alexis went to pass her. ‘Give me your earphones. That way I can make sure you are paying attention to for once.’


If only you had something interesting to say, Alexis nearly blurted out, before he decided it was better to just nod and hand them over without complaint.


There was no cheering of Alexis’s name like there had been for Demi’s when she’d gotten on the coach, but he hadn’t expected any. He had already pulled out his actual headphones. Ms Mason had the faulty pair that had been in his bag for weeks.


When he was younger, earphones had drowned out the Shadow Man, but now he wore them more out of habit. He had just started to play an audiobook when he heard his name.


‘Lexi!’ called Demi, waving him over to a pair of vacant seats near the back of the coach.


Demi had that rare but endearing quality that made her liked by everyone who knew her. It made her offer even more sincere that she chose to sit next to him over anyone else.


‘I can’t believe you used your sister’s blindness as an excuse,’ Alexis said, taking the window seat so that she could chat with her friends in the aisle.


Demi pressed her lips together. ‘I know; I feel really bad for it. I did have to help her get ready this morning though. And at least it got us out of trouble.’


‘Demi Nikolas lying?’ Alexis gasped, feigning shock as he tucked his earphones into his pocket, knowing that no matter how long the journey, they would not run out of conversation. ‘What’s next? Swearing? Violence?’


Demi threw her head back to laugh. The coach suddenly jolted as it took off, and she grabbed Alexis’s hand to steady herself. He held it tightly in his, feeling its warmth until he let go. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, as did he.


Alexis leant back and looked out the dirty window as Valerian Lane disappeared. For the first time since he could remember, he was leaving Protegere. He was going to be further from his parents than he had ever been.


With a pang, he realised he never told his mother he ‘loved her more,’ this time.


Demi straightened her golden cross at the base of her neck, and then pulled out the second necklace that sat beneath it. Despite seeing it a hundred times, Alexis couldn’t help but stare at the small green pendant that hung from its chain, the triangular emerald stone identical to his own, save for the colour. Demi caught him looking and smiled.


Even now, years after, Alexis remembered their meeting on his first day at secondary school. They had been paired together, the boy who had been home-schooled and the girl whose family had recently moved to the country. She had approached him just as he found an empty table to sit at alone to eat his lunch. When she neared, both their amulets had suddenly flickered alight, shining as though powered by a supernatural force that had stirred to life. Like an evanescent flash of light from a distant star, moving through the darkness and igniting the stones for only a moment. Just long enough to leave an imprint.


‘It’s meant to be,’ Demi had told him, her accent thicker then than it was now. ‘We have to be friends now.’


It had been six years since they first met and the amulets hadn’t glowed again since. Over the years they had convinced themselves it was just a trick of the light. It had also become easier to explain it as some sort of friendship jewellery to those who noted their likeness, even though Demi’s was a family heirloom and Alexis had had his since before he was adopted.


And yet Alexis cradled that memory, never allowing it to be forgotten. The amulets glowing, the sudden lightness in his chest. How it felt as if it was the universe’s way of telling him he had made it out of the darkness and had found someone with whom he belonged, a guide to a better life. How it was the very day the Shadow Man finally disappeared, cast into the darkness of Alexis’s mind from where it came. Never to stand in the light again.










2 DUYÊN



Duyên (n.) Vietnamese origin


A predestined affinity; the force that binds people together as friends or lovers in the future


They had been driving for a few hours before a student decided to projectile vomit. She swore it was travel sickness, but Alexis didn’t need a detective as a father to know from the smell that it was more likely due to the concealed bottle of vodka and orange juice she had been guzzling.


While the girl retched and students shrieked, Alexis and Demi climbed on top of their seats to open the window which barely moved more than a couple of inches, sucking in precious gasps of fresh air.


Demi pressed both hands against the window to steady herself.


‘Don’t you throw up as well,’ Alexis warned, unsure of whether to rub her back in circles or dive over the chair in front to escape the line of fire.


Demi didn’t seem to hear him, however. Instead, she was staring at something in the distance, a blur of grey that stood out against miles of field. ‘Is that Stonehenge?’


Despite the chaos around them, an uncommon silence passed between Alexis and Demi. As they pulled closer, the famous stone circle became clearer, sharpening into focus and standing tall against the throngs of tourists surrounding it. There was something about it that demanded Alexis’s attention too, so much so that he didn’t notice the coach screeching to a stop.


‘Everybody out!’ demanded the coach driver, a burly man who stunk of cigarette smoke. ‘Go get yourselves sorted. Out now!’


The students scrambled out, herded by Ms Mason whose shrill voice instructing them to stay by the coach was drowned out by the commotion. After pausing to pass a bottle of water to the girl who had thrown up, Alexis evacuated last.


Once outside and in the fresh air, an unfamiliar sensation washed over Alexis, one that he couldn’t attribute or explain. The only thing that was certain was that he had to get closer to Stonehenge.


He rounded the back of the coach and began to head for the site. Someone caught him by the arm.


‘We’re supposed to stay by the coach,’ said Demi, eyebrows furrowed.


Alexis looked back and saw Ms Mason with her hand over her nose and mouth, ushering the sick-covered girl out. She wouldn’t notice.


‘Don’t you want to see it properly?’ he asked, noting the glint in Demi’s eye every time she glanced at it. ‘Come on, we’ll be back before they even know we’ve gone.’


He turned back to the road. This time, Demi joined him. ‘This better not get me in trouble.’ Then, almost as an afterthought, she added, ‘Mum said we should take a look if we went past.’


The walk was farther than Alexis had anticipated. The warm summer sunshine washed over the pair as they hurried towards the distant structure, soft grass replacing the unyielding concrete. Something was making Alexis feel unsettled, although he wasn’t sure what it could be. Was he homesick already?


‘Did you hear me, Lexi?’ Demi touched his shoulder, and he realised she’d been talking but he hadn’t heard a word. ‘I said, do you know why it was built?’ she repeated.


‘I’m not sure. I read somewhere that it’s to do with the summer and winter solstice – you know, the longest and shortest days of the year. The sun lines up with it apparently. That’s all I know.’


When they finally reached the stones, they found dozens of tour guides explaining its origins, what kind of stone it was, and how it had decayed with time, but Alexis knew they didn’t have the time to stay to listen. Taking Demi’s hand, he weaved seamlessly through the crowds of chattering tourists and ducked beneath the barrier that blocked pedestrians from getting close until they reached the simple rope fence that guarded the ruins’ circumference.


He’d seen pictures, but Alexis wasn’t expecting the monoliths to be so impressive. The giant standing stones were embedded into the ground in a broken circular arrangement, balancing the remains of the lintel rocks between them. It looked… powerful.


And Alexis could hear something.


At a frequency that he wasn’t quite sure was audible, Alexis heard it somehow – a humming. The sensation was as ineffable as it was daunting. His thoughts raced dangerously beneath the surface of his expressionless façade. One thing was clear – this shouldn’t be happening. He shouldn’t be hearing noises that couldn’t be real. He knew what it signalled.


Demi cupped her hands over her ears. ‘I don’t know if my ears have popped, but I swear I can hear humming.’


Alexis felt his chest deflate. It wasn’t just in his head. There must be a speaker or a radio somewhere. Although that didn’t explain why he felt so drawn to Stonehenge. He looked longingly at the stones and felt a strong urge to touch them.


‘Should we ask someone to take a picture of us?’ Demi suggested. As she turned, she bumped into a tall girl about their age with long platinum blonde hair who was in the middle of a debate with a handsome dark-skinned boy.


‘It wasn’t made by aliens,’ the boy chuckled. ‘Oh, watch out.’


Demi stumbled backwards. Alexis caught her before she fell, taking a step back as he did to balance himself, his body passing the decking rope guarding Stonehenge.


‘Watch where you’re going,’ snapped the girl, scowling at Demi through hooded stormy grey eyes.


‘Sorry, my bad,’ said Demi as the broad-shouldered boy raised his hand in apology. Demi turned to thank Alexis.


It was as if all her breath was stolen from her lungs. She didn’t say anything. Instead, her eyes widened, fixed upon his chest.


Following her gaze, Alexis looked down to see his amulet glowing beneath his black T-shirt. The stone shone with a fierce blue light, growing brighter still as he pulled it out to examine. He went to say something to Demi but was interrupted when her own pendant sparked in response. The stone glimmered with a deep, brilliant green.


‘Caeli, what the hell is this? Wait… what?’ Alexis turned to see the muscular boy staring at him, maroon eyes wide with shock. Golden clips decorated his box braids, glinting like burning embers as they reflected the red-glowing amulet hanging from his neck. ‘You’ve got them too?’


‘What’s going on?’ said the silver-haired girl, Caeli. She held up a pendant of her own that pulsed with a steady grey light and looked between her boyfriend and Alexis and Demi. ‘Where did you get yours?’


‘I’ve had mine since I was born,’ Demi replied, her voice thick with confusion. She took a step closer to them, pulling Alexis with her. As she did, Alexis felt a surge of energy flowing between his amulet and theirs. The pendants simultaneously lifted from their chests in search of one another, like magnets drawn to the opposite pole.


‘Is this a prank?’ laughed the boy.


‘Has yours glowed before?’ asked Alexis, inching his hand closer to his own amulet.


The boy shook his head.


‘Once,’ corrected Caeli. ‘The day I met Blaise.’


‘Same here,’ said Demi. ‘Although this feels… stronger.’


Four stones, all glowing. Two inverted triangles, and two unturned.


As if in an unspoken agreement, without question or hesitation, the four teenagers allowed the glowing gemstones to meet, the edges of each lining up to make a large diamond that flashed white when they all connected. The joined amulets then pointed towards Stonehenge, and the humming sound that Alexis and Demi thought they heard earlier grew deafeningly loud.


‘Seriously,’ said Blaise, looking between them. ‘How is this happening? And Cae, don’t even say aliens.’


Before she could answer, the amulets yanked the four teens to the ground. Alexis could hear blood thundering in his ears as his metal chain cut into his neck and pulled him over the grass as though he weighed nothing. Demi gasped for air beside him, tears dotting her eyes. Somehow, she had not let go of his hand.


The massive rocks of Stonehenge loomed ahead, reverberating as they were dragged towards it by an invisible force. Caeli managed to escape first, ducking out of the way. She rolled past the others, her amulet continuing to fly ahead freely.


With bloodied fingers, Alexis managed to untangle Demi’s necklace. The amulet’s chain rolled from underneath her chin and she bundled to a stop. At the same moment, Blaise came free just ahead, swinging out to knock Alexis’s amulet off-course but failing to connect.


The outer ring whizzed by Alexis as he neared the centre of Stonehenge, the harsh sides of the fallen rocks scraping the bare skin of his arms, his vision darkening where the chain cut off his circulation. The others’ amulets had secured onto the base of the stone in the very centre, fitting perfectly into white-glowing hollows that had been carved out in the arrangement of a compass.


Blaise’s red stone fastened itself to the south-facing position, Caeli’s grey to the east, and Demi’s green to the north. Kicking off the ground in one last desperate attempt, the chain came loose from Alexis’s neck, and he rolled free only seconds before his amulet slammed into the rock, completing the diamond formation, facing west.


The others joined Alexis in the centre of Stonehenge, staring at each other incredulously. Caeli waved her arms at the crowds of tourists surrounding them, trying to get their attention. ‘Are we invisible or something?’ She raised her voice. ‘Hello?’


‘This can’t be real,’ Alexis murmured, his hand going to the place on his chest where his amulet had always been. ‘This can’t be—’


He broke off as an explosive white light burst from Stonehenge, so bright it blinded the four of them and shook the very earth beneath them. As the light hit him, a spasming sensation rippled down Alexis’s body. The feeling of untapped energy coursed through him as if it was contained within his blood, his brain, transfixing his body to the spot beside the others. The power flooded his senses until it was too much to comprehend.


The monoliths of the outer ring of Stonehenge rose steadily into the air, summoned by the skies. As the pillars hung above the ground, glowing with a light brighter than the sun, a thunderous chime rang out in waves, undulating across the fields into the horizon.


With each chime, a ripple surged across the earth within the halo of Stonehenge, crumbling the ground beneath the four teens. The earth fell in on itself, breaking away before dissipating into a hollow pit of darkness.


And yet all this time, not a person from outside the structure batted an eyelid. It was as if the spectacular phenomenon occurring to them was nothing but a projection of their minds, a tangible yet imaginary hallucination, one that Alexis could recognise all too well. One that Alexis thought no longer plagued him.


Damn, he knew he should’ve listened to his mother.


Holding tightly onto each other, the strangers formed an unbreakable connection as the ground disappeared beneath them. When Stonehenge chimed a final time, they plummeted into the dark abyss together.










3 MOIRAI



Moirai (n.) Greek origin


The Fates; goddess of fate and destiny


Once the lights faded away and the quaking of the earth drew still, the first noise that followed was that of Caeli moaning.


‘I think I’m dead. This is not what I thought heaven looked like.’


‘I think we’ve gone in the wrong direction for heaven,’ said Alexis, slowly sitting up.


‘And for God’s sake, these boots were brand new!’


Blaise threw a handful of damp soil at Caeli. ‘Never mind your boots! What the hell just happened?’


Following his gaze, Alexis looked skyward to see the huge open hole from which they had fallen. Untethered from power, the bright glow of Stonehenge receded as the structure rebuilt itself, burrowing back into the soil metres above them. The earth’s surface was too far for them to reach without climbing, even if they helped each other. They were trapped like prey in the pit, with no sign that anyone would come to their aid.


Alexis took a quick scan of their bleak confinement and saw Demi and Blaise slowly getting up, Caeli remaining sprawled dramatically on the ground until Blaise hauled her to her feet. Aside from the dull ache from landing and the dirt that marked their bodies, they appeared free from injury.


Alexis’s relief was short-lived. Sweeping across the pit crawled a blanket of shadow. Visibility in the cave disappeared once the earth sealed above them like a lid closing, plunging them into pitch-black darkness.


‘And now we’re buried alive!’ Caeli cried, trailed by a low thud as she whacked her hand against the wall of mud. ‘What is going on? I’m not dying down here.’


‘I love your optimism,’ Alexis mumbled as his eyes adjusted to the darkness.


All his life, Alexis had worn his amulet. It was the only thing he had left from a time before he was adopted, the only link with his biological parents, whoever they were and wherever they may be. He felt its absence as if it was a lost limb. ‘We need to stay calm and find a way out.’


‘We should at least start digging,’ Demi added, turning on her phone torch. Alexis soon heard her muttering something under her breath as she ran her hand against the edges of the earth. He didn’t need to listen for long to know she was praying.


‘Do you think this is some sort of trap?’ Blaise asked, kicking at the soil with his foot.


‘Seems like it.’ Alexis dropped to his knees, running his hands across the ground. If this was still a hallucination, it was the most vivid one he’d ever had. On the off chance, the tiniest chance that it could be real, he had to take it seriously.


He couldn’t explain it, but even in the darkness, he was starting to feel an affinity with the strangers, just as he had the first time he saw Demi. He wouldn’t let that fool him into letting his guard down though. Probably just danger-bonding. Who knows, maybe they had something to do with it? He doubted it, judging by the shock on their faces and the fact that they were buried in the cavity with him.


Demi was still whispering. Alexis reached for her blindly in the darkness, finding her shaking hand. He placed his own on the small of her back and felt her breathing slow.


Alexis spun round when he heard Caeli thrash out at the wall she had been picking at. Her fear and frustration was turning into wild panic as she began shrieking.


Demi rushed towards her, stepping between her and the wall. ‘Hey. Hey. Calm down. Caeli, right? Cae?’


‘Yeah,’ she said, struggling against her.


Demi didn’t budge. ‘I’m Demi, and this is Alexis. We’ve probably got our whole class from school looking for us right now. We’re going to get out of here. But there’s only so much oxygen in here; you’ll use it all up screaming like that.’ Her soothing voice seemed to resonate, and Caeli soon stopped resisting. Demi turned to the others, speaking with conviction. ‘We are getting out of here.’


There was a faint skittering noise, the sound of falling earth. Whether by coincidence or luck, a portion of the pit started to loosen, crumbling away in chunks that landed at their feet. Once the dirt settled, what remained was a tunnel entrance, one that led to a brightly lit man-made pathway which slanted deep underground with no end in sight.


Blaise backed away. ‘Isn’t this the part in the movie where you scream at the characters to not go down the hallway that likely leads to hell?’


‘And then they go anyway, don’t they?’ Alexis replied with a shrug. ‘There’s no other option.’


‘Do you think it leads to a panic room or something?’ Demi asked, treading dirt onto the pristine white-glowing floor.


Caeli snorted as she finished wiping her knee-high boots with her sleeve. ‘Don’t need a room to do that.’


For minutes they walked, barely saying a word, silently searching the pathway for any sign of escape. Blaise bumped into Alexis several times, saying he was worried in case he took a step out of line and risked getting blown up or decapitated. Alexis would have found it annoying had it not served as a distraction from his thoughts.


In the back of his mind, he was trying to silence the fear that had settled there. Was all this his mind playing tricks on him, punishing him for the last few years of thinking he was safe and sane? It wouldn’t be the first time that the line between reality and his imagination had blurred for him.


Yet his hallucinations were always of darkness, of shadows. The white-glowing walls of the tunnel had no place in it. This was different somehow. The presence of the others and absence of the Shadow Man was enough to prove that, wasn’t it? Before Alexis could dwell on the thought, the end of the tunnel came into view.


Approaching with extreme caution, the four teenagers entered a massive white space that looked more like a laboratory than anything else. White and pale blue light shone through the glass panels, not a scratch or an edge along them as they curved to meet the ceiling, illuminating every corner of the room. Metallic high-top tables held dozens of monitors that were faced away from them. Cool air was blowing in from somewhere, sweeping away the oppressive, musky smell of the dank pit they came from.


The room was completely empty, but an open journal with an uncapped pen sat on the main desk, a shot of espresso still steaming beside it.


Someone had been here recently.


In the bright lights, Alexis took a moment to survey the two strangers he was now stuck with. Both were beautiful in the way Demi was, with striking eyes and symmetrical features. Caeli’s porcelain pale cheeks were flushed red beneath her high cheekbones. Her manicured eyebrows narrowed as she inspected the room. She caught him looking at her and glared until he averted his eyes.


‘Hey, I’m Blaise,’ said the boy, leaning over to address Demi with a charming half-smile. He extended his hand, and she shook it. Alexis counted the seconds he held it; it was longer than necessary. Alexis noted his strong jaw and broad shoulders, accented by a tight designer t-shirt, and felt a rush of heat prickle the back of his neck at the way he looked at Demi.


Demi smiled politely and then returned to Alexis’s side.


‘This looks like some sort of lab or government headquarters,’ said Caeli, shouldering past Blaise as she made to move towards the computers. ‘Where are w—?’


A low growl rumbled through the laboratory, freezing Caeli mid-step. The only other entrance – or exit – was through the double doors at the far end of the room, and looming beyond was a creature. A snow-white wolf, larger than Alexis thought was possible. It was as beautiful as it was dangerous as it bared its ferocious teeth and approached them with long, heavy strides.


Blaise gasped and pulled Caeli back by the waist. ‘Is that a wolf?’


‘It’s definitely not a Chihuahua,’ Alexis retorted, wishing he had a more useful response to threat than sarcasm.


The animal neared, lowering its body to the ground and locking its stormy eyes with Alexis. It snarled again, saliva dripping with every step. It was preparing to attack.


Before Alexis could stop her, Demi stepped out between them and the wolf. She reached her hand slowly to its nose and spoke in gentle tones. ‘Hey, boy. We’re not going to hurt you, we promise.’


The wolf’s ears softened slightly, the growl dwindling in its throat. But before Alexis could relax, the doors to the laboratory burst open again.


This time, it was a man, a man so beautiful he looked like an angel, with neatly cropped white hair and piercing blue eyes that sparkled in the artificial light. His face was full of colour as if he had been running. He skidded to a halt and beamed at the sight of them.


‘About bloody time you guys showed up! You have no idea how many decades I’ve been waiting for you.’


Even though Alexis knew he had never met the man before, there was something familiar about him. Maybe it was the smile on his tanned face, the complexion similar to his own, or how the light seemed to reflect off his ivory robe to make him look like he was glowing.


‘Gibbous,’ the white-haired man said sternly, crossing muscular arms. ‘Be nice.’


The wolf, Gibbous, retreated, and stood by the man’s side.


Despite everything that had happened, the first question that Blaise asked was, ‘Your wolf is called Gibbous?’ Then, after a beat, ‘What’ve you been feeding it?’


The man chuckled. ‘Named after one of the moon’s phases. And he eats anyone who wanders into the lab…’ Met with a collective gasp, the man raised both hands. ‘That was a joke; poorly timed, I must admit.’


‘What did you mean you’ve been waiting for us?’ Alexis asked.


‘Are you the one who trapped us here?’ Demi added.


‘That? It wasn’t a trap,’ the man replied, amused. ‘It was to bring you here safely.’


‘Drop us into a pit and bury us alive?’ Caeli said, her face upturned with doubt. ‘Who’s in charge of health and safety around here?’


Alexis interjected. ‘Who are you? And how do you know us?’


The man considered the four teenagers. He took in their appearances one by one. He examined Alexis last, staring at him for a few seconds longer than the others, his face concealing whatever he was thinking with an easy smile. Alexis didn’t take it personally; he had learnt that the black and blue heterochromia of his eyes usually made people stare.


‘Alexis Michaels. Blaise Ademola. Caeli Doran. Demetria Nikolas.’ The man recited their names like he had known them for years. ‘I wouldn’t expect you to remember me. You were mere minutes old when we last met. My name is Incantus Arcangelo.’


Incantus held out his hand and the loose sleeve fell away from his wrist. A white glow spread over his open palm, emanating from his fingertips to his wrist. From behind him, suspended in the air as if held by invisible strings, the four amulets floated towards him.


The pendants continued to glow dimly, supercharged under Incantus’s invisible touch; blue, green, grey, and red. Incantus gestured them forward to claim their stones.


‘I gave you your amulets on the days you were born. But it was Stonehenge that brought them here. And fate that brought you all to Stonehenge today. Gibbous, go say hello, you big softy,’ he added, seeing the wolf’s tail wagging at Demi who smiled hesitantly at him. Demi stroked his head before he rolled onto his back to expose his belly. She brushed his silky white fur with her nails.


‘This still doesn’t make sense,’ said Alexis, fingers tapping his thumbs behind his back.


Incantus nodded. ‘Why don’t you all have a seat? There is a lot to cover.’


None of them sat. They just stood there, waiting for Incantus to begin. Finally, after a deep breath, he began.


‘There is no easy way to say this, so I’ll just… say it. Stonehenge brought the four of you here because you are the Children of the Elements. Your arrival here has been expected for some time, because it was foretold in the Prophecy of Light and Darkness. The prophecy says that you – the four of you, with your Elemental powers – are destined to destroy Mortem and the Darkness.’


Demi let out an involuntary laugh, Caeli scrunched her face up in disbelief, and Blaise swore. Alexis said nothing.


A long silence ensued as Caeli picked neon pink polish from her fingernails.


Incantus sat patiently, waiting for one of them to respond.


Alexis turned the amulet over in his hand. In the centre of the blue stone was a delicate engraving of a drop of water. The Children of the Elements. Alexis knew what element he would be linked to even if he didn’t have the amulet. His obsession with rain and the ocean. Powerful, chaotic, dangerous.


He couldn’t deny it. Ever since the white light struck him at Stonehenge, he had felt something coursing through him. As if his blood was amplified. As if there was a power contained within, something that had been locked away all his life but now urged to be unleashed.


But it made no sense. Caeli and Blaise were strangers. How could they have been drawn together? What could this man possibly mean by saying that they were destined to destroy the Darkness? And who in the hell was Mortem?


Eventually, it was Incantus who spoke again, his deep voice rich with enthusiasm. ‘Even though what I am saying sounds completely implausible, deep down you all must know it is true.’ The teens exchanged silent glances. ‘Everything that has happened today is because it was meant to happen that way. Not coincidence, but fate. And now that you have come to Stonehenge, your power is finally accessible.’


Caeli peered around as if looking for hidden cameras and whispered, ‘Do you think this is some sort of reality TV show?’


Blaise laughed, eyes shining with excitement. ‘You’re telling me you don’t feel different since Stonehenge? I feel like my heart is beating so fast it’s on fire.’


‘That’s just heartburn,’ Caeli countered. ‘Doesn’t mean that he’s telling us the truth. We weren’t even supposed to be here. We stopped here by chance for a break.’


‘I feel it as well,’ Demi spoke up.


Caeli frowned. ‘You can’t be that naive?’


‘I thought it was fear or adrenaline at first, but it’s more than that. It’s in my bones,’ Demi continued, unshaken. ‘It’s as if they’re… vibrating with a kind of energy. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t know if I believe in whatever this prophecy is – no offence, sir – but I can’t ignore what I feel.’


Caeli stared ahead, her grey eyes unblinking. Then, with a long sigh, her chest deflated, and she turned to meet Demi. ‘My lungs,’ she said quietly, glancing between them. ‘My lungs feel… bigger. I feel as if I’ve never taken a proper breath until right now.’ Although she didn’t exactly break a smile, the crease between her eyebrows faded.


Alexis felt their attention shift to him.


He knew the warning signs of his psychosis: avolition, decline of his personal hygiene, paranoia. Yet he had never felt more alert. The daily experience of life had never felt so vivid, so tangible. Was there a chance this could be real?


‘You are not alone,’ Incantus reassured them, encouraged by their gradual acquiescence. ‘There are others who possess powers. We are called Elementals. But since the First Borns, no one has ever been born with the powers of the first four elements until you.’ Incantus paused, looking between each of them with a knowing smile. ‘I assume you do not need me to tell you which power you each possess.’


The four stared at their amulets. Caeli’s the colour of a windstorm, Blaise’s bright as a flame, Demi’s a bold forest green, and Alexis’s sparkling ocean blue.


‘Mr Michaels, I didn’t meet you at birth to give you your amulet like the others; I met you a couple of years after. It was then that I, with the help of another Elemental, placed the block that would shield you from your powers and this world. It is nice to finally meet you again, Alexis.’


Alexis sighed. Of course he had to be the one different from the rest, even in a fantasy world. He then realised something – the sequence of time laying out before him, or rather behind him.


‘Was it before I was adopted?’


He noted the eagerness in his voice, and instantly felt guilty. It wasn’t that he wasn’t proud of being adopted. He couldn’t dream for better parents. It was just that his whole life he had wondered who his birth parents were. Incantus could know that. It was the only time in years that he could grow closer to finding out a little bit about them, and in turn, about himself.


Incantus shifted his weight, tucked his hands into his pockets. ‘I believe it was after,’ he said.


Alexis shook his head. He had too many questions and no idea where to begin.


As if reading his mind, Incantus smiled, and the hallway he had come from lit up behind him. ‘I will explain everything. But first, you need to be proxied.’
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