
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   To, Alexandra,
 
   Thank you for all the support you’ve given me.
 
   You are a wonderful mother and a true friend.
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   Michael
 
    
 
   “Why won’t she wake up?” 
 
   I was sitting in the same chair I had been for three days, hoping and praying Cassie would open her eyes. The doctor was staring down at her, his glasses down by his nose, a clipboard in his arms.
 
   “I don’t know. There really is no reason why she hasn’t. She’s taken quite a shock and I think her body is just adjusting.”
 
   I shook my head, worrying she might be suffering. “She was only shot in the shoulder.” I just couldn’t understand what was taking her so long to open her eyes. To see me and let me know she was okay. I already knew that wasn’t the case after what happened to her, but I needed to be with her, speak with her, comfort her.
 
   “She lost a lot of blood. It’s also not the first time she’s been in here, is it?”
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head. It still hurt to think about that. I should have been there for her.
 
   “The good news is she is stable and her vitals are improving every day.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “Don’t mention it. I’ll be round later to check on her again.”
 
   Nodding, I focused on Cassie again. She looked so fragile. I couldn’t help but think about everything that happened. I had been so blind these last few months. I was so used to being perceptive and good at what I did. It had always been my forte. 
 
   How could I have not seen who Cassie was from the start? How could I have not seen who Kali was? She was right under my nose the whole time, but I was so busy with my feelings for Cassie, I didn’t even acknowledge her presence half the time. It was silly and reckless of me. I took my eye off the ball, which resulted in Cassie being injured.
 
   The past few days, I had a lot of time to think. I’d started to doubt my meaning on earth. I miss home—now more than ever. I wanted to go back, but I didn’t want to leave Cassie. Stephen sacrificed his life for hers. He deserved her more than I did.
 
   Lost in my own little world, I didn’t even realise there was someone behind me until I felt a hand on my shoulder. Turning around, I saw a dear and close angel friend, Luana.
 
   I stand up in disbelief. “Luana, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to see you. You’re looking good, Michael.”
 
   I embraced her and instantly felt at home. “Come,” I said, pulling her away from the ward. “We need to talk.”
 
   Walking down to the ground floor, we both bought some coffee and found a seat. “So,” I began, “what have you been up to?”
 
   “I don’t know if you heard, but the girl in America was killed. I took my eye off her for a moment and now she’s dead.”
 
   She looked ashamed. “I did, too, Luana. Look at where Cassie is now.”
 
   “She’s okay, though, isn’t she?” I stared at her beauty as she struggled with her emotions. Luana was always a sight for sore eyes. With her very tall, athletic figure, she was never short of male admiration…even from me. 
 
   Clearing my throat, I managed to answer, “Yes, she’s fine. And Stephen’s back where he belongs.” 
 
   I watched in appreciation as she flicked a few strands of her luscious golden locks behind her shoulder. “Really? That’s good. I know he did wrong, but he’s been trying hard to make amends.”
 
   I sighed. “I know he has. He saved Cassie’s life. Sacrificed his own to save her.”
 
   Her eyebrow raised slightly, like she was trying to figure me out. “So, he’s back home, and she’s still here.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You know who she is, don’t you?”
 
   Well, that told me everything I needed to know. It made me wonder who else knew before I did. “Yes, I realise that now. It took me a while, but now I know. It changes things.”
 
   “You’ve fallen for her.”
 
   I saw the resignation in her face and couldn’t find it in my heart to lie to her. “Yes.”
 
   Shaking her head, she looked away for a moment before finding my eyes again. “What are you and Stephen like? This is not tit-for-tat.”
 
   “I know. I didn’t know who she was at first, did I?”
 
   “No, but something attracted you to her to begin with. You’ve never felt anything for a mortal before.”
 
   I sighed again, knowing she was right. Luana was always right. “I know. I should have realised it at the time.”
 
   We fell silent for a moment, then her posture changed a little. It was almost as if she were a cat about to seductively lick her paws. “My offer still stands, you know. I understand you were hurt, Michael, but I wouldn’t do that to you.”
 
   “I know.” I smiled at her reassuringly. “I just can’t leave her now. I’m the only one she has left. She seems to cling onto us as we’re the only ones to whom she can really relate.”
 
   Luana crossed her shapely legs and smiled. She was never one you could easily take your eyes from. “Well, don’t leave me waiting too long, Michael. You can’t imagine how many other offers I have.”
 
   Looking at her cheeky grin, I chuckled. “Yes, I can.”
 
   Laying her hand on the table, she gently slid her finger over the back of my hand. “Did you ever tell her about me?”
 
   I blushed and bowed my head. “No.” My confession embarrassed me somewhat.
 
   Swirling her finger around my hand, she smiled. “I take it she wouldn’t like it if she knew?”
 
   I closed my eyes for a brief second, savouring the feeling she was giving me. “I don’t think she would.”
 
   Stopping abruptly, Luana looked into my eyes with a heated, firm expression. “You really have fallen for her. Can I ask how far you’ve taken it?”
 
   “She is not mine. I am not hers. I think you understand my meaning.” I could see where this was headed and had to try to stop her before she made my head spin with questions.
 
   “Don’t you think you may be letting your emotions run away with you? You were hurt.”
 
   I had to try to change the subject, and the only thing I could think to change it to was Elizabeth. “Did you hear she was here?”
 
   She sighed, breaking the intimate touch. Slinking back into her chair, she looked at me resolutely. “Yes. We were all very shocked about it, to be honest. I never thought she could ever be that cunning.”
 
   “She was right under my nose and I knew nothing about it.” I shook my head again, unable to believe how I didn’t see it coming.
 
   “Which brings me back to my original question about running away with your emotions. You could let them run away with me.” She gently placed her hand on mine again. “I can play vulnerable.”
 
   “You? Vulnerable?” That sentence made me laugh. “There’s nothing vulnerable about you, Luana.”
 
   “I get it,” she said, smiling. “You want a girl you can dominate and I’m far from that. We can dominate each other.” Her cheeky grin lit up her whole face as she played with the back of my hand.
 
   “You’re quite the woman, Luana. You really are.”
 
   “I take that as a compliment.”
 
   I chuckled a little. “It was definitely meant as one.”
 
   We grew silent for a minute, appreciating each other’s stare.
 
   “So, what happens now?” Luana pulled her hand away and sat back in her chair.
 
   “I’ll be here for Cassie for as long as it takes. I can’t abandon her. Not now.”
 
   “What are you going to do if she wants you to stay—for good?”
 
   I took a moment to think about that. I was conflicted. I fell for her, but I didn’t know whether a part of me subconsciously knew who she was from the start. That could have been what fed my longing in the first place.
 
   “You seem undecided.”
 
   “I am,” I whispered.
 
   “I know I’m bias here, but don’t you think if you have to think about it, there’s something wrong? You should never enter a relationship without being one hundred percent certain.”
 
   I sighed, knowing she was right…again. “I don’t think that’s bias at all. I think what you say is very wise.”
 
   She studied me carefully. “I truly hope you find what your heart desires, Michael. I hope it is with me, but I just want you to be happy. You deserve it, and that, above everything else, is what’s important to me.”
 
   I regarded her with admiration. “You know, I always thought you had the heart of a lion, but I’m completely wrong. You’re really just a big softie.”
 
   She shrugged, giving off this air of indifference. “I try my best. You know how much I like you.”
 
   “I know. I appreciate everything you’ve said.”
 
   She sighed and patted my hand. “Good. I’ll support any decision you make, as I’m sure the others will, too.”
 
   “So you’re not angry with me for wanting to stay?” I had to know. I didn’t want to string Luana along. I knew she had liked me for a while but, I must admit, she was right in her assumption of dominating. That was probably another reason I fell for Cassie. She was sweet, innocent—fragile. Something called for me to protect her and care for her. Luana was a woman who could take care of herself. She was very headstrong and knew exactly what she wanted. I could understand why some men would find that appealing. Maybe I just needed to calm down a little.
 
   “Not at all, Michael…if it’s what you truly want. But just remember one thing.” Her back straightened as she leaned over the table to take my hand. “If you decide to come back, I will be waiting. All I ask is that you give us a chance. Just spend some time with me and see how you feel. No pressure.”
 
   Looking into her deep brown eyes, I saw it. Right there in those precious seconds, I saw a little hint of vulnerability. Something stirred a little, and I didn’t know whether the feeling was welcome or not.
 
   As if this feeling wasn’t enough, Luana then gave me a picture of us in my head. A picture I shouldn’t have in the middle of a very public hospital.
 
   “Luana, that’s not fair.”
 
   The glistening in her eyes grew brighter as she smiled her best innocent smile. “I just couldn’t go back home without leaving you with a little reminder, that’s all.”
 
   “And what a reminder it is.” I chuckled. “I promise you I will think long and hard.” Her eyebrow raised as she gently played with the hairs on my arm. “Stop that, Luana. You’re not playing fair.”
 
   “Well, it would seem I have competition, so of course I’m not going to play fair.” I watched as a slight pout formed on her lovely rosebud lips. She was something else. 
 
   “She called me, you know. Just before everything happened with Kali.” 
 
   Luana pulled her hand away, ending our playful banter. “What did she say?”
 
   “She said she wanted to speak with me. She sounded worried, but I could also hear the urgency in her voice.”
 
   Luana frowned a little. “What do you think she wanted to tell you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I was honest with her, but couldn’t help feeling it had something to do with us—and with Stephen. It was another reason I was eager for Cassie to wake up. I had to know what it was she wanted to say.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Standing by a door, I could hear the sound of laughter. It was familiar and I longed to know who was behind that door.
 
   I placed my hand on the wooden frame and tried to push with my shoulder, but it didn’t budge. I was frantic, desperate to know more.
 
   The giggling intensified and I stopped for a moment, leaning my ear against the door. Children—that was what it was. The sound of children laughing. I smiled, but a tear fell down my face as I clung onto a memory I couldn’t seem to remember. What was it? Who was it?
 
   I closed my eyes and my hand stroked the wood. What was I missing? Who were these children, and what were they doing behind the door?
 
    
 
   Opening my eyes with a jolt, I realised where I was. I started gasping for air, trying to breathe away the pain I was now feeling in my shoulder. Deep breaths—just slow, deep breaths.
 
   “Cassie, it’s okay. You’re in the hospital.”
 
   “Michael?” With my eyes adjusting, I finally managed to settle them on a very sweet, worried, familiar-looking face.
 
   “I’m here, Cassie. I won’t leave you.”
 
   “Oh, Michael. What happened?”
 
   “Don’t you remember?”
 
   Confusion seemed to fill my senses as I scrambled to remember. “Stephen. Where’s Stephen?” As soon as I asked the question, I knew. He was gone.
 
   I felt a burning in my throat as the tears threatened to fall. “He’s with my mother, isn’t he?”
 
   Michael stared blankly at me. “You remember who you are?”
 
   “You know who I am?” I tried to sit up a little, but the pain in my shoulder quickly reminded me of why I was here.
 
   “Here. Let me help you.” Michael snaked his arms around me, gently pulling me up to a sitting position. 
 
   Once he released me, he started to sit back down, but I grabbed his hand. “Please, sit with me, Michael.” His smile was sweet as he sat on my bed, not once taking his hand away. “So you know who I am?” I needed to know more.
 
   “Yes. Do you know who you are?”
 
   “I saw Charisma. She told me.” My memories were a little hazy, but the more I kept thinking and talking, the more it came back to me.
 
   Michael’s eyes widened. “But can you remember?”
 
   “Remember what?” I quickly wanted to get to the point, but he seemed to be skirting around the issue.
 
   “Who you are?”
 
   “No. I only know I’m Charisma’s daughter because she told me so.”
 
   Michael slouched a little, either in relief or comprehension. I didn’t know which.
 
   “Are you going to tell me?” I searched his eyes for something—anything.
 
   “Tell you what?”
 
   “Who I am.” This conversation was suddenly frustrating the hell out of me. There was something I didn’t know. It was almost as though it was within arm’s reach, but I couldn’t get to it.
 
   “I can’t.” His face was resolute and stern.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’m not allowed to. It is against our law to remind mortals of what they used to be. You are here for a reason and your memory is one of this life, not the life you used to lead.”
 
   “But why can’t I remember? Why was I not given my memory?”
 
   Michael looked off into the distance for a moment before replying, “I don’t know.”
 
   “Was I bad? Is that why my memory was taken?”
 
   Michael frowned. “I don’t ever recall hearing you were bad. Until recently, I didn’t even know you were sent here.”
 
   I knew Michael wasn’t going to tell me everything, but I still had to know. I still had to have something. “When did you discover I was the daughter of an Archangel?”
 
   Michael sighed, looking away briefly. “It was something Mark Richards said when I arrested him.”
 
   “What?” I gripped his hand tighter in mine, willing him to elaborate.
 
   “He quoted a poem to me. He said, ‘We wear the mask that grins and lies. It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes’.”
 
   I could feel myself blinking rapidly, trying to decipher it in my head. “O…kay… What did he mean by that?”
 
   “I thought it had something to do with the tattoos on his face. However, I began thinking about what he meant. I looked into his background and found a history of abuse.”
 
   I felt a sudden sadness for Mark Richards. I didn’t know where it came from, considering he had deliberately ran into a little boy.
 
   “That sounds terrible.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But what has that got to do with me?”
 
   Michael clasped his other hand on mine and smiled. “For the first time in a long time, I sat there and thought about you and what kind of mask you’re wearing…metaphorically. I believed you were wearing one without you even realising it.
 
   “I thought about the dreams you were having about Charisma, and I thought about how I wanted to be around you all the time. I already told you an angel has never fallen in love with a mortal before—well, there was a reason I fell for you. It was then that I realised who you must be. It all seemed to just click into place.”
 
   I thought about what he had said for a moment. “Knowing this, how do you feel about me now?”
 
   Michael’s face looked pained. I could tell he was conflicted and he was having a hard time trying to find the words. I knew we had to talk, but I thought it best to save him from his pain for now.
 
   “Look, you don’t have to say anything. Maybe this isn’t the place anyway. What’s been happening since the shooting?”
 
   Michael exhaled and patted my hand. I knew I had saved him from an awkward situation.
 
   “Before I go on, there’s something I should tell you.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “The other angels have been gathering. I just spoke to Luana. She was protecting a girl in America. Unfortunately, that girl is now dead.”
 
   For some reason, I felt a huge loss. I also wondered why I had survived and others had perished. It didn’t seem fair.
 
   “I’m so sorry to hear that. I feel so bad.”
 
    “Why? None of this is your fault. You were born this way. You certainly didn’t bring it on yourself.”
 
   “How do you know that, though?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “How do you know I didn’t volunteer for this?” The minute I said it, I knew that’s exactly what I had done. I still didn’t know who I was, but something inside me told me it was true.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
    “I do know. Charisma told me I offered to help,” I said.
 
   “Oh.” Michael’s face crinkled a little.
 
   “Bits are coming back to me. Stephen has earned his seat back now. He sacrificed his own life to save mine.” I could see by the look on his face that Michael already knew this.
 
   “Yes, and I’m really happy for him. Did she say anything else?”
 
   I tried to think back to our encounter. Things were still a little fuzzy. Something was telling me I needed to tell Michael something, but I couldn’t remember what.
 
   Sensing my frustration, Michael squeezed my hand a little. “Don’t worry about it now. It will come back to you.”
 
   “Thank you for being here for me.”
 
   He smiled, stroking my hair. “Don’t mention it. As long as it takes.”
 
   I was beyond confused. “But you only have three weeks.” The words seemed to fly out of my mouth before I could stop them.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You have three weeks to make a decision. I remember now. I knew there was something important I had to say. You can go sooner, but you only have twenty-one days.”
 
   Michael looked off into space. “It will only be eighteen days now.”
 
   I was shocked. “I’ve been out for three days?!”
 
   “Yes. The doctor couldn’t understand why you were unconscious for so long.”
 
   “I wanted it.” A sadness fell over me, remembering how I had felt when I realised my best friend was evil, Lisa-Marie was dead, and Stephen had gone home.
 
   “I’m sorry, Cassie. I know you’re hurting.”
 
   Michael’s sympathetic half-smile was endearing. It instantly eased me. Just having him near me made me feel so much better.
 
   “Thank you. I’m glad you’re here.” I offered Michael a smile and he exhaled again.
 
   “So what was it you wanted to tell me?” he asked
 
   “Michael!” a voice shouted from the distance.
 
   We both shot our heads up in the direction of the voice. My breath nearly caught. “Stephen?” My smile was wide as my heart began racing.
 
   Suddenly, his face changed. It was as if he was trying to study me, trying to figure out what I was thinking.
 
   “This was what I wanted to tell you.” Michael’s panicked gaze settled on my face.
 
   “I don’t understand.” I searched his eyes, then peered over at Stephen. His smile was there, but there was something different about him. Something strange.
 
   “This is Simeon…Stephen’s twin.”
 
   “Nice to finally meet you.” Simeon extended his hand, but I was still in shock. He was a replica of Stephen. He even sounded like Stephen.
 
   He dropped his hand. “I’m sorry. This must be a shock to you. I just assumed you already knew.”
 
   “I was in the middle of telling her when you came in.” He turned his face to me. “I’m sorry, Cassie.”
 
   Somehow, I found my voice. “It’s okay. I’m sorry, Simeon. You just look so much like him.” I offered him a smile, but I couldn’t help the sadness I felt. Seeing him here was like torture.
 
   I turned toward Michael. “Well, it would seem you’re still full of secrets, Michael.” The look I gave him made him wince a little.
 
   “Sorry. There are just things that have to be left unsaid, just in case—” He stopped for a moment and sighed. “If I tell you things, there might be a knock-on effect. One that would make you—” He paused again. He was obviously having a hard time choosing his words.
 
   “Remember?” I offered.
 
   He looked me in the eye and smiled. “Yes, you could say that.”
 
   “So you’re Stephen’s twin?” I asked, looking at Simeon again.
 
   “Yes, although I wouldn’t say we are quite the same.”
 
   “You got that right.” The minute I said it, I threw my hand over my mouth. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know from where that came. I don’t even know you.”
 
   “That’s okay. Stephen would be happy to hear that anyway.” Simeon offered me a courteous smile, whilst Michael glared at him. 
 
   What’s his problem? He was fine a minute ago, but now that Simeon was here, he was kind of off.
 
   “So, where have you just come from? Who were you protecting?” Changing the subject seemed to be the best course of action right now.
 
   “I’ve just come back from Australia, and his name is Matt. He’s a right pain in the arse.” Simeon cleared his throat. “Sorry—just slipped out.”
 
   For a moment, I smiled at him. His infectious grin stared back at me and I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes off him.
 
   Suddenly, a voice from out of nowhere crept into my mind. He’s not Stephen!
 
   I had to shake my head because one, I had to rise out of this stupor—and fast—and two, I thought I might be hearing things. Although the voice was a woman’s, it didn’t sound like me at all.
 
   “Are you okay, Cassie?” Michael gently squeezed my hand and frowned.
 
   “I’m fine. Thank you.” I paused to take a deep breath. “Is he okay?” I turned my attention back to Simeon.
 
   “What’s that?” Simeon’s eyebrow arched slightly, causing me to gasp a little.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Matt… Is he okay?”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. He’s fine. I had to tell him some random story about his soul being ripped from him if he ever breathed a word of this to anyone.”
 
   My eyes were like saucers. Simeon saw my expression and giggled. “I’m only kidding! You don’t think I would really say that, do you?”
 
   “Simeon, are you here to bid farewell?” Michael gazed upon his brother, glaring again.
 
   “No, actually. I thought I would hang around with you guys for a little while. I kind of like it on earth. So many things going on at the same time. So many adventures to take, people to meet.”
 
   Michael shot up out of his seat. “Simeon, I think we need to talk. Come with me.”
 
   Michael led Simeon out of the ward. I was a little miffed I couldn’t be privy to their conversation. I could understand Michael being annoyed at Simeon being here. Maybe Michael just wanted it to be the two of us and no one else.
 
   When they walked back in, Michael looked pissed and Simeon was smiling. “Michael thinks me being here may upset you a little.”
 
   I had to agree on that front. “Well, you do look a lot like him.”
 
   His face suddenly fell. “I’m sorry. I really don’t want to hurt you. Maybe I should go.”
 
   “No, of course not. If you want to stay for a while, then stay.”
 
   Having Michael with me was calming enough, but the two of them? Well, let’s just say it made the pain bearable. I felt like I was home.
 
   “That’s settled then!” Simeon beamed, but I heard a voice inside my head tut-tutting away like some holier-than-thou schoolmarm. 
 
   “Michael, I need to ask you something.” I glanced away from Simeon as his smile was hard to take.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “What have you told the police? I assume they’ve come here and interviewed you.”
 
   Michael scratched his head. “Yes. And I suppose I’d better tell you because they’ll probably be here shortly. Our stories have to collaborate with each other.” I nodded. “Kali had the gun, which means her fingerprints are all over it. Not only that, her body was on your floor so I had to tell them she was responsible. No point in lying about that.”
 
   “They must have asked for a motive. She was supposed to be my best friend, then she—” I stopped for a moment. It was hard to take in everything that had happened and everything she had done.
 
   “I know how you must be feeling, but I’m here for you.” Simeon gripped Michael’s shoulder, causing him to glance his way for a second. “We’re here for you,” he corrected, gazing back at me with a gentle smile.
 
   “I appreciate that. I really do. Please—go on.”
 
   “I told them Kali had an obsession with Stephen and she shot you. I just didn’t mention Stephen wasn’t there.”
 
   I frowned a little. “So how do we explain Stephen not being around then?”
 
   Simeon smiled. I looked from one brother to the other. “You’re going to pretend to be Stephen?”
 
   “Only for a little while. Just until Michael can figure out a way to explain his disappearance. I’m going to hold the fort for my little brother.”
 
   That was a little confusing. “What do you mean? You’re twins.”
 
   “Ah, yes, but I was born first.”
 
   “So you’re telling me you’re going to act like Stephen, be a police officer like Stephen, then you’re going to put in your resignation and leave?”
 
   Straightening his back, Simeon grinned mischievously. “I suppose so—in a sense.”
 
    I couldn’t believe the cheek of this man. I guess being twins meant more than just looking like one another. “Do you even know how to be a policeman?”
 
   His smile faded a little as he looked indignant. “I’ve watched The Bill, you know.”
 
   I didn’t know where it came from, but I suddenly found myself laughing. “Are you—?”
 
   “Handsome? Dashing? Sexy? Smart? All of the above?”
 
   He was so much like Stephen. “I was going to say are you sure you know what you’re doing?”
 
   “Trust me, Twinkles.” He clucked his tongue and winked at me.
 
   My heart ached. I clutched onto it as if I was having a heart attack. For the first time, the tears fell—and they just kept falling.
 
   “Simeon, you arsehole. What have you done?” Michael was livid.
 
   Suddenly the panic rose to Simeon’s face as he desperately waved his hands in front of him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. It just slipped out.”
 
   I could see how sorry he was, but all I kept thinking was how did he know?
 
   Michael’s glare was even more severe now as he looked at Simeon, who seemed to recoil a little. “Maybe I should go.”
 
   “Maybe you should.” Michael huffed the words, but softened his features as he turned to stare back at me.
 
   “I’m sorry. It was nice meeting you, Cassie. I suppose I shall see you soon.”
 
   I offered him a weak smile and he walked out of the ward.
 
   “You were doing so well up until that point. I’m sorry he upset you.”
 
   “It’s okay, Michael. You don’t have to apologise.”
 
   He stared at me for a moment, like he was searching for something. Finally, he spoke, “That telephone call you made to me before everything happened—”
 
   “Cassie!”
 
   I looked up to find Simon heading towards us, a great big bouquet of flowers in his hand. I didn’t know whether or not him coming at that precise moment was a good thing. I had to tell Michael how I felt at some point, and I wasn’t entirely sure how he would take it.
 
   “Simon.” I breathed out a heavy, contented sigh. “So nice to see you.”
 
   “I just saw Stephen as I was walking in. He looked a little different, but I suppose it’s been a shock for everyone.”
 
   I smiled inside, thinking how perceptive Simon really was.
 
   “It’s good to see you awake.” He placed the flowers down on the bedside table and leaned over to give me a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you for the flowers, Simon. They’re beautiful.”
 
   “No problem at all. How are you feeling?”
 
   “A bit sore.” In fact, I was really sore, but not in the physical sense.
 
   “I can’t believe Kali did this. She hid it so well, but I guess the psychopaths do, don’t they?” He gave a sarcastic chuckle. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. She was a psychopath.” Remembering what she did and the fact she was responsible for my parents’ death proved that. I was still angry—still full of pain.
 
   “Well, if there’s anything I can do…” He went to reach for my hand, but my gasp halted him. Instead, he laid his hand on my arm, immediately relaxing me. I really didn’t want to see inside another person’s head right now. I just couldn’t cope with that at the moment.
 
   “I appreciate that. I really do.”
 
   “Do you mind telling me what happened?”
 
   I looked at Michael, then back at Simon. I assumed he already knew the story.
 
   “I came home from a brief visit to my uncle’s house and she was in my flat.”
 
   Just as I said this, Michael rose out of his seat. “Shit. I promised to call your uncle. He was here earlier, but went back home to wash up and rest. He’s coming back, but asked me to call if you woke up.” He offered an apologetic smile.
 
   “Tell him I can’t wait to see him.”
 
   “I will.” Michael walked off, leaving Simon and I together.
 
   “So, you were saying?” Simon prompted.
 
   “Oh, yes. I came home to find my friend lying on the floor, Kali standing over her with a gun.” The memory of it still coursed through my veins.
 
   “My goodness. That must have been a shock. I’m sorry you went through all of that.”
 
   I could see how much he cared for me and it made my heart swell. “Thank you. I just didn’t see it coming.”
 
   “How could you have seen it coming?” He looked away, frowning. “Hold on a minute. How did you not see it coming?”
 
   “It’s been a very long time since I touched her hand. She knew about me and knew I didn’t like touching hands too much. In fact, she used to avoid it. Now I know why.”
 
   Thinking about it reminded me of the vision I saw just before we got our jobs at the station. I guess Kali gave that to me, considering angels had a natural gift of giving visions. She must have known we were going to work there. The thought of it made me shudder.
 
   “This is hurting you. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine. I guess I’m still in shock. None of it has really sunk in yet.”
 
   “So she was obsessed with Stephen?”
 
   “Yes, although she never gave me any indication.” I paused and took a deep breath. “Actually, now that I think about it, she did like Stephen from the beginning. She was a little pissed off with me when it seemed he liked me instead, but she seemed to get over it. Then she started seeing Hamish.” As soon as I mentioned him, I began to wonder. He must be upset about the whole ordeal.
 
   “Yes, he’s quite cut up about it all. In a sense, he blames himself. He said he should have known.”
 
   “How could any of us have known?” I sighed a little just as a doctor appeared at my bed.
 
   “Cassie, so nice to see you awake. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I feel a little tired, and my shoulder is throbbing a bit.”
 
   “It will take some time. You got shot and, to tell you the truth, we don’t get many of those around here.” He paused to smile. “It took a little while to find and retrieve the bullet. Plus, there was some tissue and bone damage, which added to the time. You should be fine, but we will need to keep you in for a few more days just to make sure it’s healing and no infection develops. I’ll go get the nurse to give you some pain medication.”
 
   “Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “No problem at all, Cassie. I shall see you when I make my rounds tomorrow morning.”
 
   The doctor swiftly turned and made his way over to a nurse, who promptly walked over and gave me something for the pain. It was an instant relief.
 
   “I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch like this, Simon. It would seem I’ll be here for a few more days.”
 
   He grabbed my arm and squeezed. “I still have Ruth with me for a couple more weeks. Just enough time to help you heal a bit more.”
 
   I laughed. “Yes, luckily for me it’s my left shoulder that got hit. At least I can still type, although it will be awkward for a while.”
 
   “It will take time, Cassie. You can’t rush these things. You got shot, for Pete’s sake!”
 
   Despite the seriousness of the situation, I had to laugh. It just sounded funny hearing it out loud.
 
   Just as I was about to ask Simon about his sister, we were interrupted by Michael, followed swiftly by Paul and Callum.
 
   “Hey, guys!”
 
   “Hey, Cassie,” they said.
 
   “Your uncle and Chris are on their way.” Michael sat down and took my hand again.
 
   “Thanks, Michael.” Looking at Paul and Callum, I said, “I take it you two are here on business rather than just to see me?” Of the two, Paul looked more tired.
 
   “A bit of both, actually. We wanted to see you, and someone has to ask your version of events. I thought you would prefer to give it to someone you knew and were comfortable with. At least, I hope you’re comfortable with us?” Paul smiled as he took his hat off.
 
   “Yes, of course. Thank you. It is very much appreciated.”
 
   “Would you like me to leave, Cassie?” Simon’s tender voice made me smile.
 
   “No, of course not. Stay. I will only tell you later, so you may as well know the whole story now.”
 
   Paul and Callum grabbed a chair and sat close to my bed. “So,” Callum began. “First of all, how are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m okay, considering.” I smiled, despite my pain. It made me think about the poem Mark Richards quoted. Right now, I was wearing a mask to hide my agony.
 
   “Are you okay to talk about it?” Paul was poised, pen and pad in hand.
 
   “Yes. Let’s get this over with.”
 
   “So, what can you tell us?”
 
   I began telling them the story about my visit to my uncle’s place, then my shock once I returned home and found my friend lying on the ground.
 
   “Do you know why she was there?” Paul interjected.
 
   “No. I can only assume Lisa-Marie interrupted her plans…whatever they were.”
 
   “So you believe her intention was to kill you because she was obsessed with Stephen?”
 
   “Yes, I believe so. She did like him from the start. I thought she had gotten over the fact Stephen liked me instead, but I was obviously wrong. She hid that pretty well.”
 
   “You’re telling me!” Callum snorted, then apologised for his outburst.
 
   “How long have you known Kali?” Paul looked up after jotting something down.
 
   “About eighteen, nineteen years. We’ve been friends since we were little.”
 
   “And she never once showed any signs of being troubled in any way?”
 
   That hit me more than it should have. I knew Paul didn’t mean anything by it, but it still hurt to think I had been friends with her for so long, yet knew nothing about her. “No. She loved guns and practised shooting every Saturday that she could. I assumed it was a hobby, but maybe it was some sort of release. I don’t know.” 
 
   Paul smiled reassuringly. It made me wonder if he was naturally like this with all his victims and witnesses. “That’s fine, Cassie. She did what she did and, unfortunately, we’ll never know why. Her family is just as shocked as everyone else. However, they did say she was always somewhat detached from the family, but they put that down to the fact she was adopted.”
 
   I nodded, remembering her little confession about how boring we all were to her, even her adopted family that took her in and cared for her.
 
   “What happens now?” Looking into Paul’s eyes, I searched for an answer.
 
   “There will be an investigation, but she was killed in self-defence. Michael’s version of events pan out, so there shouldn’t be any problems there.”
 
   “I still can’t believe it. I thought she was my best friend.”
 
   Their sympathetic stares said it all. I had to look away in the end in case I lost it.
 
   “Do you think you have enough?” Simon looked at Paul and Callum. I think he was trying to save me.
 
   “Yes, sir. I think we have everything we need.” Paul motioned to Callum and they quickly rose from their chairs. “Here’s my number,” Paul said, handing me a piece of paper. “If you need anything, let me know.”
 
   Smiling up at him, I realised that he really wasn’t the bullish man I always thought him to be. Despite his extra-curricular activities in the bedroom, he was like a teddy bear.
 
   “Thank you, Paul. I appreciate it.”
 
   I watched as they got up to leave, but then something made me remember a question I needed to ask. “Callum?” I called after him.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “That girl I predicted you would meet. Have you met her yet?” I tried to look as though I was joking, even though I was genuinely intrigued.
 
   Callum frowned for a moment, then a spark of recognition crossed his face. “Ah, yes, I have. I met someone about two weeks ago. She’s pretty amazing. That was quite some coincidence, Cassie.” He winked at me, and Paul frowned. “I’ll tell you later, man,” he said, slapping Paul’s shoulder. “Anyway, take care of yourself, little lady.” Callum smiled and winked again.
 
   “I will, Callum, and thank you.”
 
   Once they both left, I turned back to two very important men in my life. Michael, for obvious reasons, but Simon and I now had a very strong bond, as well. I could feel it. We shared something that not a lot of people have ever shared. Seeing him staring into my eyes, I knew he felt it, too. It was never an attraction. It was almost like a family bond, like he was the brother I never had. Honestly, it seemed strange. He is my boss, after all. But, for some reason, that seemed to come second in our relationship. I cared for him deeply. I worried for him and his precious family. They meant more to him than anything. I just wished there was something I could do to make it easier. Ease his pain somewhat so that losing his sister all over again wasn’t so agonising.
 
   “Michael, would you mind giving me and Simon a moment?”
 
   Michael nodded and eased himself off the bed. “I’ll wait outside for your uncle and Chris.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   I watched as Michael disappeared, then turned my attention back to Simon. “How are things with you?”
 
   Simon chuckled a little. It wasn’t in amusement, but frustration. “You’re stuck in the hospital after getting shot and losing who you thought was a close friend, and you’re asking me how things are?”
 
    It made me smile, despite my pain. “I care about you, Simon. I worry you’re in pain.”
 
   Shaking his head, Simon sucked at his teeth. “Cassie, will you think of yourself above others for once?”
 
   I regarded him with a smile. He was looking out for me as much as I was him. “I’m just not wired that way, Simon. I guess it may have something to do with whatever this is I have.”
 
   “A gift.”
 
   “Okay…,” I said, chuckling. “A gift. I just like being there for people. Helping them if I can.”
 
   “So I’m just ‘people’?” he said, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “You know you’re more than that, Simon.” 
 
   I saw his bright smile, but then he frowned. “Can I ask you something?”
 
    I had to shake my head. I was trying to find out about him, and he very cleverly deflected it back onto me. I wasn’t going to forget, but I thought I would play along. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Did you make a decision in the end?”
 
   Wincing, I had this sudden pain in my shoulder, but it was the pain in my heart that hurt the most. “No,” I said. I really didn’t want to talk about this now. Talking about it would only bring up memories of that night.
 
   “Listen, Simon. We haven’t got that long before my uncle shows up. I really would like to hear how you are. Have you managed to speak with your sister yet?”
 
   Sighing, Simon let go of my arm and flopped back in his chair. “No. She hates me. I took away her ‘one true love’, as she calls him. All I see him as is this monster who I want to wrap my hands around and squeeze the life out of. I can’t believe he did this to her. I can’t believe she loves him like she does. It’s just messed up. Caroline is apparently having nightmares and screaming for her father. I just feel so torn up. The only good thing that’s happened is Sharice finding out we’re having a baby. That, and I’m off to Jamaica in a few weeks.”
 
   Remembering my vision, I smiled. “Shit. It was your birthday yesterday, wasn’t it?”
 
   Slapping the bed, Simon laughed. “See, I knew you knew. As soon as they surprised me, I thought ‘I bet Cassie knows the full picture’. You little sneak.”
 
   “What can I say? I couldn’t give it away, could I? You thought she was having an affair. Shame on you.” Seeing his anguish, I immediately felt guilty. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “No, don’t be. You’re right. She is my wife and I should have trusted her.”
 
    I suppose he was right. He didn’t trust her, even though he should have. It didn’t help she was sneaking around and acting suspicious. Anyone would have been a little apprehensive that something was going on. It’s amazing how people’s nature is to automatically think the worst. I think we’re all hard-wired into believing something bad will happen, so that when it does, it doesn’t hurt as much.
 
   “I want to help you as much as I can, Simon. If you want me to, I’ll speak with Molly. There are things I can find out that the shrinks will have a hard time getting out of her.”
 
   Simon shook his head. “First of all, you’ve done enough. Second of all, I don’t think that would be fair without her knowledge. Third of all, and most importantly, you need to think about yourself for a change. Let yourself heal.”
 
   You’ll never heal!
 
   Gasping, the shock nearly took my breath away.
 
   “Are you all right?” Simon’s eyes were darting from me to the nurses. I could tell he was conflicted as to whether I needed help.
 
   “I’m fine, just a little sore.” I was lying, but if I told anyone I was hearing voices, I’d be locked up quicker than a lightning strike.
 
   “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   More like heard one. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
   “I’m fine.” I tried reassurance, but it didn’t help reassure me. Looking up from my bed, I saw my uncle and Chris walking towards my bed. All of a sudden, I felt much better.
 
   Michael nodded his head as if to ask if it was okay he came back. I smiled, letting him know it was more than okay. I even held my hand out to him again. I needed the calm he gave me.
 
   “Cassie, my precious girl.” 
 
   I saw the tears in my uncle’s eyes and it nearly set off some fresh ones of my own. “Don’t, Uncle Billy. You’ll make me start.”
 
   After Billy gave me a hug, it was Chris’ turn. “How are you feeling, Cassie?”
 
   Looking up at him, I could see the hint of a tear forming. Chris was never one to show emotions. It was always my uncle who seemed to wear his heart on his sleeve. Seeing Chris showing his softer side had my heart swelling. I really didn’t want to lose it.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you. A little sore, but the nurse gave me some painkillers a minute ago. It’s eased it off quite a bit now.”
 
   Hearing Simon scrape back his chair, I looked over to see him leaving. “I better go and leave you with your family. I’ll come by tomorrow for a visit, if that’s okay?”
 
   “Sure, Simon. That would be nice.” I smiled as Simon leaned in to give me a kiss on the cheek.
 
   Before leaving, he held his hand out to my uncle. “Nice to meet you,” Simon said. I could tell Simon recognised Billy from somewhere, but he didn’t ask.
 
   My uncle and Chris both shook his hand, then he walked away.
 
   “I take it that’s the boss?” Uncle Billy asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Looking at Billy, I saw him shift uncomfortably in his seat as he looked towards Michael. He obviously wanted to say something, but was having difficulty with Michael there. “Did you manage to do that thing we…?”
 
   I shook my head. Chris and Michael looked at one another, confusion on their faces.
 
   Turning my attention to Michael, I squeezed his hand. “Do they know what really happened?” He nodded with a half-smile as a sob escaped Billy.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Cassie.”
 
   “Please, don’t. I just don’t want to think about it right now.”
 
   Seeing Billy nod his head, I knew he was trying to gather his composure. He had a tissue at the ready, and I could see his puffy, drawn, tired eyes.
 
   “You look exhausted, Billy. Have you had much sleep?” I saw Chris shake his head. “You need to look after yourself. I don’t want you getting sick.”
 
   “Cassie, you’re my only family. Of course I am going to worry about you. You’ve been shot by that…that evil, sadistic bitch!”
 
   I’m not sure where it came from, but my laughter suddenly radiated the walls. “Uncle Billy!” I scolded. “I never would have thought you would be so…so…”
 
   “Butch?” Chris offered, making me laugh again.
 
   Grabbing Billy’s arm, I tugged at him. “I’m not going anywhere. I need to torture you some more before I leave this body.”
 
   Billy and Chris looked at me, stunned. “Well, that was an odd way of putting it.”
 
   I gave Michael a knowing smile. “I guess it is.”
 
   Chris and Billy stayed for a while. There was a lot of crying and laughing, but I was constantly crying inside. I ached all over. I had lost so much in so little time. Despite knowing Kali was never my best friend, knowing that she was just using me still hurt. The worst part about it was she took my friend away. Someone I had come to love and to trust. In the short time I knew her, I had felt more of a bond to Lisa-Marie than I had ever felt with Kali.
 
   I pondered this for quite some time as I chatted idly with everyone. Michael could see the hint of sadness in my eyes, so he squeezed my hand reassuringly.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I could see sudden movement. I looked over to find Catherine standing there, staring pensively.
 
   My eyes immediately moistened as she came over with a relieved sigh. “Cassie, how are you?” Catherine’s tears began to fall as my own surfaced.
 
   “I’m sorry. Everybody, this is Catherine, a dear friend. Catherine, this is Michael, and this is my Uncle Billy and his partner, Chris.”
 
   Catherine smiled and shook their hands. “I’ve heard so much about you two,” she said. Billy and Chris just smiled, not knowing what to say. I hadn’t gotten around to explaining Catherine to them yet.
 
   “I just came down from ICU and had to pay you a visit. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
 
   Frowning, I wondered why she would have come down from ICU. She must have a friend or relative up there. As if losing Lisa-Marie wasn’t bad enough, she was also here for someone else whose life hung in the balance. How much more pain could she possibly bear?
 
   “I’m so sorry for all that happened, Catherine.” The guilt washed over me at thinking how much Lisa-Marie had been embroiled in all this mess. It was never her fault, yet she died because of me.
 
   “How can you be sorry for someone else’s actions? Lisa-Marie would never blame you for this.”
 
   I shook my head, trying to keep it together. If it wasn’t for Michael, I think I would completely lose it.
 
   “She lost her life because of my so-called best friend.” I dipped my head down, hearing nothing but silence. When I looked up, I was met with was confused faces. Why on earth was everyone looking at me like that?
 
   “Cassie, didn’t you hear?” All Catherine could see was my confusion. “Lisa-Marie’s not dead. She’s in ICU.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    I’m not sure how many more shocks to the system I could take. My eyes seemed to ooze tears of joy at the knowledge that she wasn’t dead.
 
   Catherine smiled. “The doctor just told me that things are looking more positive. If things carry on the way they are, she could be moved out of ICU and onto the ward.”
 
   My chest heaved. At least one miracle had come out of this awful mess I had created. I closed my eyes and thanked the Lord for giving me my friend back. We hadn’t even had a chance to start our friendship yet, but I still felt close to her.
 
   “Thank God! I thought she was—” I couldn’t say it. Everyone smiled and Michael squeezed my hand supportively. “I wonder if they’ll let me see her.” I tried to sit up, the pain reminding me why I was there. Three sets of hands shot out, keeping me in bed.
 
   “You need to rest, Cassie,” Michael ordered.
 
   I saw the look of worry pass over his face, but I was too consumed by the knowledge of Lisa-Marie being alive. “I want to see her.” I looked over at Catherine with desperation. “I need to speak with you, Catherine. I need to tell you something.”
 
   After everything that had happened, I thought she deserved an explanation. She deserved to know about me and why Lisa-Marie was now lying in the hospital. Lord knows what she thought. She must be confused as hell. I suppose the only logical explanation she could come up with was that poor Lisa-Marie was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.
 
   Michael stood up to leave, but I gripped his hand. “It’s okay, Michael. You can stay.” 
 
   Turning my head to Catherine, I motioned for her to sit. “I suppose you’re wondering what happened.”
 
   She looked at everyone and shook her head in confusion. “I just assumed Lisa-Marie was there to see you and got in the way.”
 
   “I thought so. It has more to do with how Lisa-Marie and I became friends, and why she was specifically targeted.”
 
   Her posture picked up. “Targeted? I don’t understand.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I said, “Catherine, I have the gift of sight. I can see things when I touch people’s hands.”
 
   Catherine laughed a little, but when she saw no one else was amused, she stopped.
 
   “She’s telling the truth.” My uncle smiled at her.
 
   “I don’t understand what this has to do with Lisa-Marie.”
 
   Hearing Michael clear his throat, I looked at his uncomfortable stare, but continued on, “Did Lisa-Marie ever tell you about the train crash?”
 
   Recognition hit her. “Yes. She said she was meant to be on it but that you…you fell on some ice and, because she helped you, she missed the train.”
 
   Smiling, I thought about how tactful Lisa-Marie was being. She was ever so loyal, trying to protect me.
 
   “I slipped on some ice, yes, but that didn’t stop Lisa-Marie from making that train. I did. She helped me up and I saw what was going to happen, so I warned her not the take the train. It wasn’t until later that night I realised she hadn’t. She came to my flat and waited for me to come home. I invited her in and told her all about me. She didn’t tell you because she was trying to protect me.”
 
   Catherine smiled a little at that. It seemed she admired Lisa-Marie as much as I did. “She never said anything.”
 
   “She wouldn’t.”
 
   “So…this gift. How does it work?”
 
   Sighing, I looked down at the bed, then met her eyes. “I have to touch someone’s hand to see their immediate future. I can’t tell you what will happen in five, ten years. But I can tell you something important that will happen in your near future. It’s kind of complicated.”
 
   “So you saw Lisa-Marie getting on that train?” I nodded. “You never saw me?” She saw my smile and gasped. “You did?”
 
   “Yes, right after. When she came around, she was so worried something would get her for not dying, it kind of freaked her out. I offered to touch her hand to see what was in store for her. I saw you straight away.”
 
   Catherine blinked a few times and shook her head. “My goodness, you’re full of surprises. But what has this got to do with Lisa-Marie getting shot?”
 
    Feeling Michael stiffen beside me told me this was going to be complicated. I wasn’t going to delve into the world of angels with Catherine. She already had a big shock. I didn’t need to add to it.
 
   “See, Kali was a strong believer in what’s meant to be is meant to be. When she found out what had happened with Lisa-Marie, she didn’t like it. She kind of voiced as much when I told her. She was very aloof about it at the time, but I should have read the signs. There was obviously more there than I noticed. She thought that, maybe, it was her time to go.”
 
   “Or maybe you were meant to save her.” Catherine’s face was defiant and it made me smile.
 
   “Exactly. That’s what I told Lisa-Marie when she visited me.”
 
   I felt Michael relax his grip. He probably wondered why I had to tell her more than what was necessary. I should imagine Lisa-Marie knows as much herself. I could picture Kali spouting off that same level of anger at her as she did at us. It made me shudder to think about it.
 
   Catherine smiled and came in for a hug. I wasn’t sure why she was being so nice to me after telling her the love of her life was in the hospital because of me. I suppose she really didn’t blame me after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Two days had passed since I woke up and I was getting antsy. I managed to visit Lisa-Marie once they moved her out of ICU. She looked frail and gaunt, which was very unlike her normal jovial self. It was kind of hard to take, but I’d take that over the alternative any day.
 
   Michael hadn’t left my side the whole time. He was being my guardian right up until the end. We hadn’t spoken of that night. I knew I needed to speak with him, but now wasn’t the time. I was hoping he would come home with me when I got discharged so I could reveal to him what he so desperately was asking for.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   Snapping out of my daydream, I looked up into Michael’s sincere eyes. “I just want to go home,” I whined.
 
   Smiling, he gripped my hand. “I can understand that.”
 
   “Good morning, Cassie,” the doctor said, walking up to my bed. Smiling brightly, I caught the mischievous grin on his face. “Eager to get home, I see.”
 
   I nodded, feeling like an excitable dog waiting for her treat.
 
   “Then I shall put you out of your misery. You can go home today, providing you’re not in any pain of which I should be aware.”
 
   Vehemently shaking my head, the doctor smiled. “Okay. I shall write you a prescription, get your discharge papers together, and you can go home. Get ready and I’ll have the nurse bring it to you in a few minutes.”
 
   “Thank you so much for everything, Doctor.”
 
   “Don’t mention it, Cassie. You take care of yourself.”
 
   I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as Michael helped me out of bed. I was still a little sore, but I chalked that up to being in bed for so long.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   Getting up, I stood in front of Michael. I grabbed him and pulled him in for a hug. It was an instant relief.
 
   “Thank you, Michael. I don’t know how I would have handled everything without you by my side. You are my true guardian.”
 
   Pulling away from our embrace, Michael’s smile grew wide. “It was my pleasure, Cassie. It’s always my pleasure.”
 
   For the briefest of seconds, we stayed like that, our eyes locked in a tender moment. Looking at him in this way made me realise our talk needed to come sooner rather than later. He needed to know how I felt.
 
   Michael’s gaze fell when he realised I needed to get changed. He closed the curtains so I could have some privacy, then pulled some clothes out of a bag. “I didn’t know what to bring, so I just got you some jeans and a jumper to go home in. I hope that’s okay.”
 
   I almost laughed at how sweet Michael was being. He was tending to my every need.
 
   “It’s perfect. Thank you.”
 
   Michael watched as, with great difficulty, I tried to pull my gown off. It was amazing how only having one arm could render me completely helpless.
 
   “Here, let me help you. I promise I won’t look.”
 
   I saw the cheekiness in his smile and it made my heart flutter. It amazed me how much I had missed this side of him.
 
   Once undressed, getting me dressed again was the hardest part for us both. The amount of times Michael brushed against me as he tried pulling my top on or my jeans up was unbelievable. To say it was extremely uncomfortable was an understatement. 
 
   “There. I think you’re all set.” 
 
   Michael pulled the curtain open and we were greeted by a nurse who handed me my discharge notes, some tablets and gauze. “You can take these four times a day for the pain, and you must redress your wound every day. That’s very important. Also, you have to keep it dry, so bathing might be a little difficult.”
 
   Oh, bloody fantastic!
 
   I politely took all the contents from her hands. “Thank you.”
 
   “Here’s the prescription. You can get the tablets on the first floor. Take care now.”
 
   The nurse was soon gone. They were all very busy on the ward and had other people to tend to. Which reminded me… “I just have to visit Lisa-Marie before we leave.”
 
   Michael nodded as he gathered all my things. “Ready?”
 
   Smiling, I grabbed his arm. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   We took the stairs down to the next floor where Lisa-Marie had her own room. Just as I expected, Catherine was there with a couple other people.
 
   “Cassie!” Catherine jumped from her seat and came in for an awkward hug. All my hugs were going to be awkward, at least for a little while. “Cassie, these are Lisa-Marie’s parents, Lisa and Trevor.”
 
   They smiled as I came in to shake their hands. Luckily, Michael remembered my gloves, so there was no worry with regards to me seeing anything. “We’ve heard so much about you, Cassie. I’m sorry we haven’t been to visit. It’s just—” Lisa stopped, her voice filled with emotion.
 
   “Don’t worry about that. I completely understand. She’s a very dear friend of mine and I owe her a lot.” I looked over at Lisa-Marie’s pale face, and it made my heart ache. She still looked so ill.
 
   “You don’t owe her anything. It was just an unfortunate incident.” Lisa smiled at me, but I still couldn’t help but feel responsible.
 
   “I still feel awful about what happened. I thought I had lost—” I could feel the tears start to sting my eyes. 
 
    Trevor got out of his seat to rest his hand on my arm. “I have every faith she will be okay. She has made it this far and my girl is a fighter.”
 
   I hoped and prayed he was right. She just looked so lost and fragile beneath all those tubes.
 
   “Are you going home today?” Catherine’s sweet voice pulled me from my slumber.
 
   “Yep. I’ve been given the all-clear to go.”
 
   “You look tired. You need to go home and have a proper rest.” I chuckled, thinking that’s all I’d been doing lately. “I’ll call you if anything comes up. I promise.”
 
   I gave Catherine a smile, making sure she had my number before leaving.
 
   “Are you okay?” I felt Michael’s arm around my shoulders, instantly relaxing me.
 
   “I’m fine. I just want to get home and eat pizza.”
 
   Michael raised his eyebrows. “You want pizza?”
 
   “For some reason, I’m craving it after all that hospital food.”
 
   Laughing, Michael squeezed me tighter. “Well, I know just the place to go. I’ve called a taxi to take us back, then I’ll hop on the bike to fetch you that pizza.”
 
   Looking up into Michael’s beautiful blue eyes, I couldn’t help but feel adoration. No matter what, he made sure I was taken care of.
 
   Once we made it back and I was inside my flat, I was immediately overcome by a strange tingling sensation. I looked over to where Lisa-Marie was laying that night and the shudder came unexpectedly.
 
   “It must be hard for you to be back here again after…”
 
   Under different circumstances, watching Michael trying to find the right words would have made me laugh. However, after everything that happened, all I could do was offer him a smile. “It’s fine. I’ll get used to it.” 
 
   I should really move, but there were too many good memories here. Memories I certainly refused to taint.
 
   “Shall I go get that pizza for you now? Or would you prefer I stay with you for a while?”
 
   “Michael, I won’t break just because you leave for a few minutes.”
 
   “I know. It’s just—”
 
   “I’m fine—honestly. Your damsel is not in distress today.”
 
   Michael looked at me, a glint in his eye. “Damsel?”
 
   I chuckled, thinking how much Michael loved to dominate everything. To be in control. He always looked at me differently when I was vulnerable. Not that he liked seeing me in distress or anything. I just got the feeling he kind of liked women who needed to be taken care of.
 
   “Yes, Michael. Damsel. I think I’ll be okay.” I walked over and pulled him into my arms. “Thank you for everything. Words can’t describe how much I appreciate you staying with me while I was in the hospital.” 
 
   I breathed in his sweet scent and sighed. I didn’t know what it was that made me pull towards it so badly.
 
   “You needed me, Cassie. I was never going to leave you.”
 
   Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nodded into the crook of his neck. The conversation we needed to have needed to happen quickly. I just didn’t know how I was going to explain myself without coming off all jumpy and nervous. I was nervous as hell about what his reaction would be when I told him. What he would say once I revealed how I truly felt. The decision I made on that fateful night.
 
   “I’m starving,” I said, trying to lighten the mood a little. “I could eat a horse.”
 
   Michael pulled away and smiled. “I can’t get you a horse, but I can certainly get you the best pizza you’ve ever tasted. How does that sound?”
 
   I couldn’t help but lick my lips. Just thinking about that first bite of hot pizza had me salivating.
 
   Michael stared at my lips as I licked them. I could see a certain hunger in his eyes and I didn’t think it was because of the thought of pizza.
 
   With the nerves kicking in, I cleared my throat and stepped away. “It sounds heavenly, Michael.”
 
   He just smiled, grabbed his helmet, and pulled open the door. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   I nodded and watched as he shut the door with a muffled thud. It was then that I sank down onto the sofa, pulled a cushion to my face, and balled my eyes out.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Stephen
 
    
 
   I’d be damned if I thought I could come back here and everything would be okay. I gave Cassie what she wanted, so why was it that I still felt her calling out to me? Why was it I yearned for her more than I ever had in my entire lifetime? It was painful before, but it was unbearable this time. I chalk it up to the thought that maybe it was just me who couldn’t get over her. I was clinging to her memory as hard as a child held onto their mother when they were frightened. I couldn’t let her go. 
 
   I didn’t want to let her go. 
 
   I tried my hardest to give her the one thing I knew she really wanted—Michael. I knew I was too late, but I couldn’t help wondering what it was she wanted to talk to me about. I could hear the apprehension and excitement in her voice when she phoned me before everything happened with Kali. 
 
   Or should I call her Elizabeth? Oh, how fucked up that was. I couldn’t help thinking back to that time when I betrayed my brother. How much I wanted them to know. How much I wanted Cassie to know. I will never forget the events that unfolded on that fateful day many moons ago. Michael and Cassie didn’t know the half of it. I wish I could tell them, but I had gotten myself in way too deep. Despite what they thought, I did what I did to protect someone. Someone I loved and cared for deeply. 
 
   I shivered slightly at the thought they would never know. I kept this secret from them for so long now, it really didn’t make a difference…especially now that I lost Cassie.
 
   My god, I missed her. I missed her long, wavy brown locks brushing against her face as she slept. I missed the way she used to moan my name in her sleep. Geez, how hard I would get at the sound of it. I wanted to wake her and pull her to me, kiss her, make love to her. Cassie never knew of my desire for her. I craved for her day and night. Under the cover of darkness, I used to follow her to make sure she was safe. She was the air I breathed, my unspoken words—my everything.
 
   I can’t help but wonder what she was doing right now. I knew I could be there for her if she wanted me to be. All she would have to do was call my name and I would be there in spirit. I could feel her pain, and it killed me to know she was suffering.
 
   Why is she suffering? What could she possibly be in pain over now? 
 
   God, I’m such a dick. She not only lost the best friend she had known her whole life, she found out she was just using her the whole time. Of course she would be in pain. Of course she would be suffering. I just hoped Michael would be there to comfort and protect her. 
 
   He would, of course. Michael loved to protect. It had been hard-wired into him ever since he was a little boy. Always wanting to salvage, always wanting to take charge and shield the ones he loved.
 
   I wanted to shield Cassie. I wanted her more than anything in the world. But, most of all, I wanted her to be happy. If giving up my own happiness made her truly happy, who was I to get in the way? It would be selfish of me to be there and toy with her feelings the way I knew I was. That was why I had to let her go. 
 
   All I knew now was I had to treasure all the happy memories I took with me. 
 
   Oh, her hot chocolate. My goodness, I could taste it now. I wasn’t sure if it was the way she made it, or it naturally tasted like that. All I know was that I was hooked on the stuff, and craved a cup of it right now—made by the woman I would love forever.
 
   “Son, why are you looking so sad?” The words made me jump. I was so lost in thought, I didn’t realise my father had entered the room.
 
   Looking up, I saw concern on his face. I had been here a while now and my mother and father were ecstatic I was finally home. They opened their arms to me without judgment, without criticism. I was pleasantly shocked by their acceptance. Despite what I had done to Michael, they still held me in high regard.
 
   “It’s nothing, Father. I’m just lost in thought.”
 
   My father grabbed my shoulder and held my stare. “You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?”
 
   Was I that transparent? Was I so miserably in love, it was written all over my face? I suppose it was. I was in too much pain to care.
 
   “I don’t know why, but I feel her, Father. I feel her anguish.”
 
   Sighing, my father took a seat beside me. “You know, Archangel Gabriel would never approve of this, Alexander.”
 
   I smiled at my father using my given name. “You still determined to call me Alexander?”
 
   He shook his head, frowning. “That was the name given to you, Alexander. You are not the outcast anymore. You deserve to have your real name back, especially after what you did for the one you love. That truly does make you great.”
 
   I shook my head. “I prefer Stephen, Father.”
 
   My father raised his eyebrow. “Why would that be?”
 
   I smiled, remembering what Cassie said. “Because she prefers it.”
 
   My father sighed. “That is in the past now. You have to move on and treasure everything you’ve done. You’ve done so much to make it right, Alexander. Cling to that.”
 
   I felt my aching heart accelerate that much more. “Then why is it I feel so bad?” I whispered.
 
   My father pondered before replying, “You have to see it this way. You truly made for all the wrong you did to Michael. You have given him a precious gift. It would seem he loves Cassie and, in turn, you have given her the one precious gift she obviously desires. You should be happy. Archangel Gabriel is certainly happy with the match.”
 
   I cringed, thinking how much I wanted to shout out how much I loved his daughter. How much I could give to her if only they would let me. If only Cassie would let me.
 
   Despite my pain, I smiled. “You’re right, of course. Cassie has finally found the love she’s been searching for. I’m happy for them both.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Before Michael got back, I awkwardly washed my face as quickly as I could. It felt good to get it out of my system. I still felt it, though. I felt the gripping agony within me. I felt like my whole life had ended. Why? Why did I feel this aching need, this truly gut-wrenching, pulsating notion that I was missing something important—something life-changing?
 
   A knock at the door pulled me out of my thoughts. It must be Michael with the pizza.
 
   With a sigh and a shake of my head, I rose to answer the door. I was pleasantly surprised to see Simon. “Simon, so good to see you.” Without thinking, I came in for a hug. 
 
   He stiffened a little, then chuckled in my hair. “Well, that was quite the welcome if I ever had one.”
 
   “I’m just happy to see you. I didn’t see you yesterday.” I motioned for Simon to come in, then set about putting the kettle on. We British liked to make tea. It was the only polite thing to do.
 
   “Yes. Sorry I never came. Things have been a little busy lately.”
 
   I saw the sadness in his eyes so I waved my hands towards the sofa. “Tell me what’s been happening.”
 
   Simon sat, chuckling to himself. “Nothing gets past you, does it? I don’t want to bother you with all my problems, Cassie. You’ve been through enough.”
 
   Shaking my head, I adjusted slightly in my seat. “You don’t understand how much I need a distraction right now, Simon. If nothing else, I really need to have my mind focused. Otherwise, I think I’ll go mad.”
 
   Simon smiled, almost grabbing my hand before stopping himself, wincing. “Sorry. I keep forgetting.  I can understand how you feel about keeping your mind occupied—in more ways than one.”
 
   “So tell me what’s on your mind.”
 
   Sighing, Simon closed his eyes. “It’s Justin Merryfield.”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “Well, we’ve been delving into his past and nothing adds up. You see, someone like him should have priors for something like this. I’m not talking about abducting young girls, but a history of some sort. He has no sexual priors, no indecent assaults, no history of any kind. It’s just…weird. He was a little timid and a little quiet in school, but was a great student. His work colleagues don’t understand how he could have done this. He was always polite, hard-working, and extremely diligent. I can’t understand it.”
 
   Turning my head, I pursed my lips in thought. It did seem a bit odd. You would think there would be something, even if it was the tiniest hint of something out of the ordinary. It made me wonder. If Simon wouldn’t let me see his sister, then maybe he...
 
   “Let me see him.” The words were out of my mouth before I even registered them. What am I getting myself into?
 
   Simon’s bewildered stare held mine. “Cassie, that is not a good—”
 
   “Let me see him somewhere comfortable—somewhere quiet. Maybe he will feel relaxed enough to open up to me. If not, there is always the alternative.”
 
   I looked up at Simon with an amused smile. He needed answers and, right now, I needed to give him those answers. I needed something to take my mind off everything that happened.
 
   “I wouldn’t know what I would do to myself if anything happened to you. I refuse to let you in the same room as that evil son of a bitch.”
 
   Sighing, I slouched in my seat. “Look, I know you don’t want to hear this, but your sister and niece don’t feel that way.”
 
   Simon looked at me, anger written all over his face. “How can you say that? They only feel that way because he brainwashed them.”
 
   Raising my hand in surrender, I tried placating him. “I know, I know. It’s just… You’re obviously feeling there is something not quite right. I feel, like you must, that the answer lies with Justin Merryfield. If I can get into his mind, maybe I can get to the heart of what really went on over the years. Come on, Simon. You know it makes sense.”
 
   I could see him contemplating. Just as he was about to answer, there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Hold that thought, Simon. It must be Michael with the pizza.” He saw me dash off the sofa in rapt enthusiasm. I could hear the laughter echoing around the room as I answered the door.
 
   It wasn’t Michael. In my surprise, I almost forgot myself. “Hi, Sime…Stephen.” Just the mere mention of his name had my gut twisting. I could hear the voice in my head telling me I shouldn’t be calling him by that name. He wasn’t Stephen—far from it.
 
   “Hey, Twink...Cassie. Is it okay to visit?”
 
   I moved so he could walk through the door. There was no way I was going to tell him to leave in front of Simon because that wouldn’t look right.
 
   “Hey, boss. How are you?”
 
   Simon rose from his seat with a big smile. “I’m good, thanks. I just thought I’d visit Cassie and see how she’s getting on.”
 
   As they were talking, I glanced over at Simeon. He wore casual jeans and a white V-necked t-shirt. Lord knows how he could wear such a thing with as cold as it was outside. His hair was a sexy, wavy mess, just like Stephen’s. He hadn’t shaved today and sported a rather sexy five o’clock shadow. His eyes were the exact replica of Stephen’s. They were a dazzling shade of blue that could hold your stare for hours. The only difference was that he lacked that natural glint Stephen possessed.
 
   There was also another way I could tell them apart. Simeon had this way of standing while he talked. He kind of leaned to one leg as he relaxed into a conversation. I noticed it when I was in the hospital. I don’t recall ever seeing Stephen doing that.
 
   Just as I was appraising him, Simeon looked over with a glint in his eye. Busted. I didn’t want him thinking my staring was intentional.
 
   “Cassie,” he said with an amused smile. “Simon was just saying you were waiting for pizza.”
 
   Did he? I didn’t hear anything. “Oh...oh, yes. Michael will be here soon with some. I’m absolutely starving.”
 
   I caught the humour in his smile, but I wasn’t going to let him see how much he affected me. He just looked like him—he wasn’t him.
 
   The room fell into an uncomfortable silence, finally broken by a knock on the door. This had to be Michael.
 
   As I swung the door open, I was met by a comforting smile and the most delicious smell. I breathed in deep and sighed. “Oh, wow. That smells heavenly.”
 
   Michael beamed back at me, but the smile didn’t last very long once he spotted Simeon behind me.
 
   “Hey, Michael. I thought I would pay Cassie a visit and see how she’s getting on.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Simon looking back and forth between Michael and Simeon. I imagined he could sense the tension in the air, too.
 
   With a sharp intake of breath, Simon stood up and slapped his hands on his legs. “Well, I must be off. I just wanted to make sure you were healing okay.”
 
   Smiling brightly, I held the door open. “I’ll see you out.” I wanted Simon alone because we had some unfinished business I wanted to wrap up.
 
   Once we were out the front door, Simon turned to say goodbye. “Simon, please let me do this.”
 
   He shook his head. “This is too much. You’ve only just come out of the hospital.”
 
   I held onto the door, gripping it with all my might. “If you won’t let me do this for you, please let me do this for me. I know it sounds selfish, but I need this. I need something to keep my mind off of everything that’s happened. Please.”
 
   Simon fell silent and dipped his head. I was wondering if he was going to say “no” again. In fact, I was expecting it. Finally, he blew out a breath. “Okay. I’ll see what I can organise and be in touch.”
 
   Sighing heavily, I felt rejuvenated somehow. It would beat sitting around the house all day. “Thank you, Simon. That means a lot.”
 
   He laughed. “I don’t know how this can mean a lot to you. Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around? I’m the one seeking answers, but you’re the one offering yourself up on a plate for them. I owe you the world for what you’ve already done for me.”
 
   Looking into his eyes, I could see the hurt written all over them. I could see how appreciative he was and it almost made the tears well up.
 
   “Well, I better be off. Sharice will be wondering where the hell I am.”
 
   I thought about her being pregnant and felt empathy for her. “Of course. She must be waiting for you. She needs you now, Simon. You have a child on the way.”
 
   I saw the bright smile and it made one break out on my face. Just that one little gesture had me forgetting my own troubles for a split second.
 
   Taking the steps down to the pavement, Simon nodded. “I’ll be in touch.” And with a wave, he was gone. Time to face the music inside my flat. I didn’t know whether I welcomed it or not.
 
   Shutting the door behind me, I made my way into the room only to find Michael and Simeon eating my pizza with the biggest, cheesiest grins on their faces.
 
   “Hold up a sec. Are you eating my pizza?”
 
   Simeon just smiled and, with a mouthful of pizza, said, “Oh, come on, Cassie. There’s plenty to go around. Come, sit.”
 
   Smiling, I walked over to the table and took a seat. Michael grabbed a slice and placed it on a plate for me.
 
   “You taste,” he murmured between bites. “The best pizza, remember?”
 
   Nodding, I picked up the pizza and thought about tasting what smelled so good. I took one bite and closed my eyes, savouring the flavours bursting in my mouth. I could taste cheese, herbs, tomatoes, sausage, ham—all just zooming its way to the back of my throat. My god, I wanted this. You didn’t appreciate how much you missed these moments until they were suddenly taken from you. I had nothing but hospital food for the past week.
 
   “Wow, watching you is almost perverted.”
 
   I turned toward Simeon and saw his cheeky smile. The one that didn’t belong to him. I couldn’t help it, though. I had to smile back.
 
   “Sorry. I suppose I missed it. Michael, you’re right. This pizza is the best I’ve ever tasted.”
 
   He raised his slice up in salute. “See. I told you.”
 
   As we sat eating, I pondered the uneasy feeling I had in my stomach. Here I was, sitting with both Michael and Simeon, yet there was no animosity. When Michael and Stephen were together, they were constantly at each other’s throats. I understood why, but I couldn’t help feeling immensely sorry for Stephen. He was the outcast—the dark one. I just wished they could see what I saw. Stephen deserved to have this level of intimacy with his brother. It broke my heart to think he hadn’t had that for a very long time.
 
   I shook my head, not wanting to think about it anymore. What was done, was done. Stephen was where he belonged and I hoped he was finally at peace, finally happy.
 
   “So, what happens now?”
 
   My question halted their chewing. “What do you mean?” Michael frowned.
 
   “Does this mean the danger is finally over? I don’t understand how everything can go back to normal now, just like that.”
 
   Simeon placed the remainder of his pizza on his plate. “Well, they’ve all struck now, so I should imagine they’ll go underground for a while. You will still be watched over, just not with the intensity of the last time.”
 
   Frowning, I couldn’t fathom that. “Don’t you think that’s rather dangerous?”
 
   Wiping his hands, Simeon leaned back, regarding me. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, if they think that’s what you’ll do, won’t they think it will be the best time to strike? Now that all your guards are down?”
 
   Michael looked at me with a smile. Turning his head to Simeon, you could tell he was eagerly awaiting his answer.
 
   “I don’t think—”
 
   “I’m not sure this has been thought through.”
 
   Michael laughed heartily. Frowning, I looked at him. “What’s so bloody funny?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said, almost choking on his pizza. “It’s just nice to watch you like this.”
 
   Folding my good arm, I slunk back in my chair. “Like what, Michael?”
 
   Now it was Simeon’s turn to smile. Throwing my good arm up, I said, through gritted teeth, “And what are you smiling at?”
 
   I wasn’t sure what had gotten into me all of a sudden. I was never normally this confrontational, this argumentative.
 
   Simeon waved his hands in front of him. “Nothing, Cassie. You’re perfectly right in what you ask. Maybe we should pay more attention.”
 
   Exhaling with small sigh, I closed my eyes. I didn’t understand why I was so wound up. Maybe it was just the thought of Stephen.
 
   “Don’t worry, Cassie. Just enjoy your pizza and concentrate on getting better. How about that?”
 
   Looking over at Simeon, I had to wonder if it was that easy. I didn’t think it ever would be.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Several hours had passed before Michael reluctantly said he had to go get ready for work. He was working nights, but he didn’t want to leave me so soon. I assured him I would be fine. Simeon offered to stay with me, but I didn’t think it was a good idea. I needed space to try and clear my thoughts. Even though they calmed me, being around them only masked what I was truly feeling.
 
   As I slowly walked to bed, I heard my phone vibrating. Picking it up, I saw it was Simon. “I didn’t think I would hear from you so soon.”
 
   “I made some calls and set everything up. It was easier arranging it than I thought.”
 
   “Really? For when?”
 
   I heard him hesitate, then sigh. “I had a window of opportunity tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” I asked, shocked. I didn’t think it would be that soon.
 
   “I know. It’s too soon. I’m sorry. Let me cancel it.”
 
   “No! No, it’s fine. What time do I need to be there?”
 
   “It’s set up for ten o’clock. I’ll come around for you at nine-thirty, if that’s okay.”
 
   “That’s fine, Simon. Perfect.”
 
   With a click of the button, the silence filled the room. I edged over to my bed so I could climb under the sheets. It was kind of awkward with my arm in a sling. It still hurt when I moved it, but the pain seemed more bearable now.
 
   I lay back on my pillow, noticing it was only ten, but it felt like I had been up for days. I knew sleep would quickly find me because nothing compared to the feel of your own bed. And, with that notion in my head, my eyes grew heavy and my breathing shallow. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   There it was again. The sound of laughter filling the air. I turned towards it, only to see that bloody door again. Why couldn’t I open it? Why couldn’t I see through it? Why wouldn’t it just open and let me see who was laughing? I knew they were children. I could hear the childlike innocence fill the air. What I couldn’t understand was how important it all seemed to me. It felt like I was on the precipice of finding something major— something monumental. 
 
   I gripped my eyes shut and took some deep breaths. I had to try to break down that door. I had to find the answers to my questions.
 
   I felt like the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood. I was huffing and puffing, ready to blow the door down. The laughter was all around me, teasing me with its wonderful sounds of happiness—happiness I so desperately desired.
 
   I was standing at the door. It was within arm’s reach. Closing my eyes, I counted down from ten. Once I got to zero, I slammed my shoulder into the door as hard as I could. Nothing moved, though. I became frantic, kicking and punching it with all my might. But nothing worked. Nothing I could do would open that door.
 
   In my frenzied haze, I could hear another sound. It sounded like my alarm clock. Why was my alarm in my dream? 
 
    I turned and could see the door slipping away from me. I tried to reach out, tried to grab hold of anything I could, but I was being swept away by some unknown force. 
 
   “No!” I cried, wanting so desperately to find my way back.
 
    
 
   Gasping for air, I woke up. My alarm was still ringing, but the sound of my heart was louder. What the hell was with these dreams? They were all the same. Nothing changed. I knew the dream was significant, but I didn’t know why.
 
   With a push of my arm, I managed to switch the alarm off. The pain in my shoulder jolted me, though. It would seem I wasn’t healing as fast as I would have liked.
 
   With a sigh and a shake of my head, I climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom. I took my pain meds and stared longingly at my shower. I knew I had to redress my wound anyway, so maybe I could take this one off and try to shower without getting it wet. I couldn’t see how, but I thought it might be worth a try.
 
   As gently as I could, I took my sling and dressing off. It hurt like hell, but I knew it had to be done. I stared for a while, taking in the sight of the angry wound. It looked sore, really sore, but it was nowhere near as sore as my heart.
 
   I showered…awkwardly. Redressed my wound…awkwardly. Everything I did, I did awkwardly. I missed having two arms.
 
   By the time I managed to get ready, eat, and brush my teeth, it was almost time for Simon to arrive. I barely had the thought in my head when I got a text on my mobile.
 
   It was from Simon, telling me he would be there in five minutes. I also noticed another from Michael at six o’clock this morning.
 
    
 
   I thought you might be sleeping, so didn’t want to disturb you. I hope you’re feeling better. I’m going home soon to sleep, but if you need anything, please call. I don’t care if you wake me up. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll pop around later. Take care. xx
 
   I had to smile as I gathered all my belongings and walked outside to wait for Simon. No matter what, Michael still continued to be my guardian angel, watching over me as only a guardian could.
 
   I was still smiling when Simon pulled up. I opened the door, awkwardly pulled myself in, and sighed my frustration.
 
   “It sucks, doesn’t it? I broke my arm once and couldn’t move it for several weeks. Man, it pissed me off.”
 
   Chuckling, I found myself forgetting about my woes. It was just a reminder that sometimes people had it worse off than me.
 
   “It’s just a little awkward. I’m sure I’ll get used to it.”
 
   Simon started down the road. “You always look at things differently, don’t you?”
 
   Frowning, I shook my head. “What do you mean?”
 
   Simon turned a corner. “Well, you’ve been through so much, yet you sit here, as eager as ever, a big smile on your face.”
 
   I almost felt tears at his statement. “You talk about me as though I’m something regal.”
 
   Now it was Simon’s turn to frown. He looked across at me for a brief moment and shook his head. “You don’t see it, do you? I’m not sure what it is, but it makes people reach out to you. You feel, I don’t know, important.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. I started laughing, and Simon quickly followed suit. “What’s so funny about that?”
 
   “It’s not. I just…just don’t know what to say.” What could I say to something like that? Simon obviously saw something in me. I didn’t know what it was, but I wasn’t going to argue with him about it. To each his own, I suppose.
 
   “Just take it as a compliment, Cassie.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, laughing again. “Thank you.”
 
   “No, thank you. I’m not sure what, if anything, will be achieved today. Frankly, it scares the shit out of me. I asked if I could be there with you but, for obvious reasons, they won’t let me anywhere near him.”
 
   “And you are the one talking about me going through so much. Sometimes I suppose it’s easier focusing on someone else so you don’t have to deal with your own pain.” The moment I said it, I regretted it. 
 
   Simon saw me wince and reached out to grab my arm. “You know, it’s okay to admit what you feel, Cassie. It’s okay to admit to someone that you feel pain. You’re only human.”
 
   I let my eyes roam over Simon’s face as I smiled. At that moment, I could see our bond was as strong as ever. He was more than just my boss. He was like a brother to me.
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured. Simon smiled, pulled his hand away, and concentrated on his driving.
 
   In another twenty minutes, we were parked outside an immense building. I wasn’t sure what this place was, but I didn’t care. I was here for one reason and one reason only. To get answers for Simon.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   Pulling my gaze from the building, I looked at his caring eyes. “Of course.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this. You can pull out anytime you want.”
 
   Nudging Simon with my good shoulder, I smiled. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “I had a feeling you would say that. Come on then. Let’s get this over and done.”
 
   Walking towards the door, I got a sense of trepidation. It didn’t help I was searched and was asked to pull out all my belongings before we ventured in.
 
   We were both given a pass and were met by a small man, who looked to be in his fifties, with a white beard and glasses. “Simon, how nice to see you again.”
 
   Smiling, Simon shook his hand. It led me to believe they knew each other rather well. No wonder Simon was able to pull some strings.
 
   Turning his attention back to me, Simon motioned for me to come forward. “Thomas, this is the lady I was telling you about. Cassie Johnson.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Thomas held his hand out to me. “Oh, yes. Nice to meet you.”
 
   Looking at his hand, I gasped a little, but it seemed like Simon was the only one who noticed.
 
   Before Thomas could say anything, Simon asked, “So, what is the procedure?” He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. I released the breath I had been holding.
 
   “Oh, um… You will have to wait outside, but Miss Johnson can take a seat in the counselling room. We thought it best to set it up in there. He seems to be a troubled man and we know he is hiding something. We just haven’t gotten to the bottom of it yet. I hope you might be able to shed some light on it.”
 
   I smiled at Thomas, not knowing what to say because I wasn’t sure what Simon had told him. “Well, that’s what I’m here for.”
 
   With a pat on Simon’s back, Thomas motioned for us to follow him. We were led to a lift, which took us to the third floor. Once we got off, we walked the quiet hallway towards a room at the end of the corridor.
 
   “You can wait in here, Miss Johnson. We’ll bring Mr. Merryfield to you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I felt a tug on my arm and when I turned around, Simon was looking at me, as if making sure I wanted to do this. I nodded. With a smile, he walked away, leaving me with Thomas. He led me into a quiet, comfortable room with white walls, sofa chairs, and an array of magazines placed neatly on the table. In the corner was a couple of boxes filled with toys for any children unfortunate enough to visit this place. The room was obviously made to make people feel comfortable enough to talk. 
 
   I thanked Thomas before he left, then I sat quietly, a guard in the corner warily watching me. His stare made me fidget under his intense scrutiny. “I’m not a villain, you know.” I thought I would break the silence. All he did was smirk at me. Good grief, another man who liked to intimidate. I bet if I were to read him, he would be just another Paul—but worse. 
 
   The door clicked open and it couldn’t have come soon enough. The attention that was once on me was now fully on Justin Merryfield. 
 
   He was as I remembered—dark, wavy brown hair, brown eyes, a five o’clock shadow, and rough features. He would have been a semi-attractive man if it wasn’t for the fact he looked tired and gaunt. His jeans and scruffy-looking checked shirt hung loose on him. I remembered him as a well-built man, but this person before me was nothing like that. The stress had obviously taken a toll on him.
 
   He regarded me with a nervous smile and sat down on the chair opposite me. I waited for him to settle before I spoke. “Mr. Merryfield, I’m Cassie Johnson. I’ve come here today to speak with you about Molly and Caroline.”
 
   The mere mention of his daughter’s name had his head snapping up to look at me. “You know, you’re the first person who has acknowledged Caroline as my daughter.”
 
   That surprised me. “Well, she is, isn’t she?”
 
   Looking off into the corner of the room, he smiled. “Yes, she is. But if you’ve come to dig and ask questions, I’m afraid I can’t help you.”
 
   I shifted in my seat, pausing for a moment to gauge his body language. I knew all I would have to do was reach out and touch him, but that was easier said than done.
 
   “You know, your daughter is a beautiful young lady. She will be quite the stunner when she’s older.” Watching him, I could tell this was the avenue I needed to proceed down.
 
   In obvious pain, he closed his eyes. “I miss her.” 
 
   I could immediately tell what he said was true. I just couldn’t understand why he did what he did. He was a monster but, sitting here, he looked like a lost child.
 
   “She misses you, too.” I smiled sympathetically towards him, despite not feeling that way. I needed to gain his trust.
 
   “Does she?” Justin’s face was suddenly bright with joy. This just got stranger and stranger.
 
   “Well you are her father, Justin. Do you mind me calling you Justin? Or would you prefer Mr. Merryfield?”
 
   Justin smiled and I knew he was starting to relax. His whole posture, which was rigid when he came in, was slightly loosening. “Please, call me Justin.”
 
   Sighing, I sat back in my chair so he didn’t think I was nervous, despite the fact my heart was drumming. I knew I had the guard in here if anything went wrong, but it still didn’t help alleviate the anxiety. At the end of the day, this man in front of me abducted a little girl and held her hostage for nineteen years.
 
   “Thank you, Justin. Please, call me Cassie.” I matched his smile, but all I could think about was how I wanted to empty my stomach contents right about now. “Would you mind me asking you a few questions?” I saw him stiffen and I thought I may have lost him.
 
   “It depends on what they are. I’ve had numerous people ask me questions.”
 
   “I just wanted to ask about Molly and Caroline. I want an insight into the kind of life you all led as a family.”
 
   Justin chuckled, but kept his eyes on the floor. “That’s a first. I was expecting, ‘Why did you do it?’.”
 
   “Do you want to tell me why?” If he wanted to be open about it, I wasn’t going to stop him. It was better to get to the point rather than beat around the bush.
 
   “I like your original question better.”
 
   Oh, goodie. Beating around the bush it is then. 
 
   “Okay, so would you mind discussing it? I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable, Justin. That’s not why I’m here.”
 
   “Then why are you here?” His face said it all. He was bored with all the questions, bored with being here and, now that his family had been taken away, bored with life.
 
   “Think of me as a Family Liaison Officer. I have every single one of your best interests at heart, Justin. I just want to make life easier for you all. Being apart from each other can’t be easy.”
 
   His eyes filled with tears, and I saw the despair oozing out of them. I just couldn’t understand it. I wanted to, though. I really wanted to get to the heart of what’s been going on.
 
   “We’ve never been apart. Not one single day. I’ve been going out of my mind with worry.” Justin slid his hands through his hair and gripped it with all his might. The rocking soon started.
 
   “As I expect you would. See, I’m not the enemy here, Justin. I want to help.”
 
   His rocking instantly stopped. He pulled his hands away to glare at me. “Why would you want to help a monster like me?”
 
   I reared back in shock. I wasn’t expecting that. “Is that what you consider yourself to be—a monster?”
 
   “Of course I am! I took Molly away from her family, from her twin.”
 
   Seeing the anguish in his eyes made me want to ask him why? Why would he have done this knowing it was wrong? But I didn’t want to lose him when we had gotten this far. He was opening up and I didn’t want him to shut down again.
 
   “Was this how you felt at the time, Justin? Was this how you felt nineteen years ago?”
 
   “Of course it was! How could I not? You don’t understand. Nobody understands.”
 
   I couldn’t believe the absolute horror in his eyes at my query. It still didn’t answer the one burning question here. The question on everybody’s lips.
 
   “Then make me understand, Justin.”
 
   Watching his every move, I saw a hint of doubt in his eyes. For a moment, I thought he was going to tell me, but then he laughed sarcastically and shook his head. “You know, you almost had me for a moment there. You’re good. I’ll give you that. Much better than these other wannabes who have flown through here.”
 
   This man was frustrating as hell. What on earth was his problem? Did he have some kind of Jekyll and Hyde syndrome I didn’t know about? He was sweet one minute, talking about his daughter, then he would fly off the handle the next.
 
   “How would you feel if it was your daughter who had been taken away, Justin?”
 
   I saw his nostrils flare and I knew I had hit a nerve. He edged forward in his seat, fire in his eyes. The guard reacted instantly. I held my hand up. “It’s okay. I’m not going to lunge at him.” The guard chuckled at my joke. 
 
   Justin frowned, anger momentarily forgotten. “You’re very strange.”
 
   Despite my nerves, I was beginning to relax. Hearing him call me strange had the laughter out before I could stop it. We were sitting here because he took a little girl, and I’m the one that’s weird?!
 
   “Believe me, Justin. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s just a joke.”
 
   “I don’t find you talking about my daughter being taken away as a joke. I don’t find being kept away from her now a joke.”
 
   “I don’t, either. Justin, because you have a daughter yourself now, you must sense the immense pain and anguish Molly’s family was under when she disappeared all those years ago.”
 
   “It was a necessity.”
 
   I frowned and shook my head. How could taking a child away from her family be a necessity?
 
   I looked up at the guard and saw that he was just as eager to find out why as I was. It would seem that, no matter how stern he wanted to look as a guard, he was still a human being underneath. He wanted to know answers to unsolved questions.
 
   “You took Molly away from her loving family because it was a necessity?”
 
   I could see the veins in his neck pulsating, and his leg was now bouncing up and down as the nerves kicked in. For a fleeting moment, I saw a little boy in so much pain. It was a strange sensation. I normally only see things through touch but, for some reason, his pain was reflecting back at me.
 
   “What happened to you?” I whispered. It was all I wanted to know right now.
 
   His eyes snapped to mine. They say that the eyes are the windows into someone’s soul and, right now, his were staring back at me. All I saw was pain, anger, frustration, and a dying need to protect. But how can he want to protect when he snatched a girl from her family? Who could he possibly want to protect her from?
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
 
   Shit, I was losing him. Just as we were getting somewhere, I was about to lose it all. “I’m sorry, Justin. I really am. I told you I wanted to help, and that is why I’m here. I can see you’re in pain. I just want to understand why.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be in here helping me. It’s my Molly and Caroline you should be helping, not me. I don’t deserve your help.”
 
   “Has anyone ever told you you’re a world of contradictions?”
 
   The room fell silent for a second, then I heard laughter. Justin’s mood changes were instantaneous. “That’s one way of describing me. I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”
 
   I saw his amused smile and took this as an opportunity to ponder my next question. He was becoming rather unpredictable.
 
   “I can see your need to protect Molly and Caroline. I can see you love them dearly and had your reasons for doing what you did but, at the end of the day, you took a child, Mr. Merryfield.”
 
   “Oh, I’m back to being called Mr. Merryfield now?”
 
   I ignored his little dig. “You must understand it, Justin.”
 
   “Understand what?”
 
   “The frustration of not understanding why, when all you did was love and protect someone, they could be taken away from you so suddenly.”
 
   Justin clenched his fists together in anguish. “It aches. I feel physical pain.”
 
   “You’ve been apart for a couple of weeks, Justin. Molly was away from her family for over nineteen years. They didn’t know if she were alive or dead. Please understand why, after all these years, they would want to know why you took her. Why on earth would you want to take their own flesh and blood away from them?”
 
   “Because I was protecting her!”
 
   “Protecting her from what?”
 
   Justin hurled himself out of his seat and started pacing the floor. The guard made an attempt to come between us, but I held my hand. “I’m fine. Thank you, um…?”
 
   “Jack,” the guard said.
 
   “Jack.” I nodded and smiled. 
 
   “You’re my responsibility while you’re in here, ma’am. I can’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   Justin stopped his pacing and glared at the guard. “You think I’m going to hurt her? I would never hurt her. I would never hurt anyone. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life.”
 
   Getting up, I walked towards Justin, frowning. I grabbed his shoulder and squeezed it. “Look at me, Justin. Please.”
 
   I heard him sniffle a little as his head slowly raised, his eyes meeting mine. The pain was still there. It made my stomach twist.
 
   “Can’t you see how much you’re hurting Molly’s family? Can’t you see the pain you must have caused them all these years? You must realise you have hurt someone, Justin. You’ve hurt a mother, a father, a brother, and all the rest of Molly’s family and friends.”
 
   I watched as the tears fell down his face. “I’m sorry,” he murmured as his head fell onto my shoulder as he sobbed. A crying shriek left his lips. It was the most gut-wrenching sound I had ever heard in my life. “I’m so sorry,” he kept saying over and over again as he wailed. It was so heartbreaking, even Jack was turning his head away.
 
   “I thought what I did was the right thing to do. I was trying to keep her safe.”
 
   I heard the desperation in Justin’s voice and I knew I was finally getting somewhere. “Justin, you have to tell me. From whom were you protecting her?”
 
   I felt him violently shake his head on my shoulder. “I…I can’t. I just can’t.”
 
   Pulling away from our embrace, I pleaded with him. “Justin, please tell me.” I grabbed his hand quickly and it immediately came.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing, father?” Justin regarded his father with scrutiny. He was scared of his dad. Always had been. He was a very unpredictable man who had occasional bouts of unwarranted anger. He was a violent man, but never hit Justin. His presence alone terrified the life out of him.
 
   “You see that girl over there, son?” He pointed to a little girl out playing with her friends. She looked to be about nine-years-old and was pretty with long, extremely curly brown hair.
 
   “Yes.” He watched as she skipped and hopped around the gravel.
 
   “She’s been calling you all sorts of names. I can’t abide by that, Justin. No way in hell. She needs to be taught a lesson. Do you understand, son?”
 
    
 
   The memory of Justin as a little boy came and went quickly, but then another caught me off-guard. Suddenly, I wasn’t Justin anymore. I was the little girl. Justin’s dad had his hands around my neck as he squeezed the life out of me. I could see the terror in Justin’s eyes as I pleaded with him to stop what his father was doing. I was choking. All the air in my lungs was seeping out and I knew my life would soon be over.
 
   I was scared. I wanted to know why. I wanted to know what I could have possibly done to deserve what he was doing to me. I felt lonely, petrified, and desperately wanted my mother.
 
    Justin suddenly pulled his hand away as I was clinging to my neck, choking. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t get the air back into my lungs. My throat and my chest burned, and I thought I might explode.
 
   In shock, Justin pulled back from me, hands in the air. “I didn’t touch her! I swear I didn’t touch her!”
 
    Jack threw his arms around me to steady me, and I could see his panic, too. “I’ll call an ambulance.”
 
   Grabbing him, I shook my head. “No,” I managed to croak. “I’m okay.”
 
   Pulling my gaze from Jack, I found Justin’s frightened eyes. “Why did you let him do it, Justin? Why did you let him get away with it for so long?”
 
   Justin’s eyes grew wide. I could see he couldn’t quite understand how I knew, but he knew I did.
 
   “I had to,” he said, panicked. “I had to protect Molly. I had to make her safe.”
 
   Calming my breathing, I sat back down in the chair. “She was going to be next, wasn’t she? Your dad was going after Molly next.”
 
   I felt Jack stiffen beside me. When I looked up, his face it said it all…shock, horror, distress, you name it.
 
   Justin sagged back in the chair with another sob. With his eyes fixed on the floor, he sighed. “He was watching her. I followed him. Even after all this time, I knew he was still doing it. It was almost like a compulsion. He would kill, which would calm him for a while, but then the need to do it would come back again. I knew I had to stop him. I just wanted to keep them all safe. I wanted to keep Molly safe, so I struck before he could. He didn’t know I did it. One day, I found him out looking for her. I could see the confusion in his face as he looked at the police cars around her house. I think that frightened him because he seemed to stop then.”
 
   I edged closer to him as I watched the tears fall. Holding his arm, I tugged at him to look at me. He didn’t move. He eyes were still intent on looking at the floor.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell someone, Justin? Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   Justin gripped his eyes shut and shook his head. “I was scared. My father scared the shit out of me.” He looked up at me. “I was only a little boy, Cassie. A little boy.”
 
    I nodded. “I know, Justin. I realise that. What you witnessed as a child was beyond terrifying—beyond reasoning. But you’re not a little boy anymore, Justin. You weren’t a little boy when you took Molly.”
 
   Justin took a huge breath and exhaled with a loud sigh. “My father was always nice to me. As long as I was good and did as I was told, he would be a brilliant father. He scared me, yes, but he also had a nice side to him that I loved. He would say over and over again that I couldn’t breathe a word of this to anyone. That if I did, it would break the family apart and everyone would know and drive us away. He said people would hurt our family if they knew—that our lives would be in danger. He asked if I really wanted to do that to our family, to my mother. I couldn’t put my mother in danger, Cassie. I couldn’t do that to her.”
 
   Sighing, I realised this man before me was still very much like a child. He was an expert groomer for Molly, as he had been expertly groomed himself. It all seemed to make sense now. Everything just clicked into place.
 
   “Do you care about Molly and all those other girls? Do you care about Caroline?”
 
   Justin snapped his head up in horror. “How can you say otherwise? Of course I do.”
 
   Squeezing his arm, I pleaded, “Then don’t you think it’s time you made amends? Don’t you think it’s time the families had a right to know what happened? Don’t you think it’s time your father gets punished for what he’s done? He can’t scare you now, Justin. He can’t force you to make choices that will ruin not only their lives, but yours. You can see that now, can’t you?” With the tears flowing more, he nodded.
 
   Sighing to myself, I couldn’t believe what had just transpired in the last half-hour. Of all the things to expect, it certainly wasn’t that. His sick father had colluded his son into witnessing the most heinous crimes known to man. He embroiled him into his sick, twisted games and tried to convince him the girls were the ones in the wrong. He tried to make him believe his actions were perfectly normal. Any actions such as this would never be normal. Anyone with half a brain could see that, but his actions were perfectly adequate—perfectly acceptable to him. He even went so far as giving Justin the most preposterous excuses for what he was about to do.
 
   Coming back to the present was hard after witnessing what I had. I couldn’t get the image of Justin’s terrified look as I was struggling for air out of my head. When I touch someone’s hand, I see through their eyes, not someone else’s. So why was this different? What set off this new direction my gift had taken? Could it be that it was growing somewhat?
 
   Thinking about it some more, I could already see it in Justin’s eyes before I ever touched him. I knew there was a frightened child inside. I knew he had witnessed things no child in their lifetime should ever witness.
 
   I could mull over this for hours and still not have answers. I had to find out what happened. Those poor families needed answers. They had a right to bury their loved ones and close a chapter to this heartbreak they’ve all had to endure for years. They were just like Molly’s family, and they had a right to know what happened, a right to seek justice.
 
   “You have to tell me where they are, Justin. I need to know so I can let the families have closure. They deserve it.”
 
   I saw him close his eyes. I knew this had to be extremely hard for him. I wondered if he could picture it in his head. I was about to touch his hand when he spoke, “In North Devon, there is a plot of land my father owns. He bought it to build a retirement home on it one day. He never got around to doing it, though. It looks like he never will.”
 
   Justin’s eyes looked up to me for a split second before dragging his gaze to the floor. Of course his dad wouldn’t want to build a house on this particular plot. Not if it was used as a resting place for all those poor, terrified children he unleashed his evil on.
 
   “If the police took you, do you think you’d be able to find it?”
 
   Justin sighed, not once taking his stare from the floor. “Unfortunately, yes.”
 
   Patting his arm, I stood up. “I’ll let someone know.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said. 
 
   Smiling, I reached for the door handle.
 
   “What happened to your shoulder?”
 
   I stood still for a moment, processing his question. When I didn’t answer straight away, he looked up. “I got shot.” I smiled, thinking honesty was the best policy.
 
   “How on earth did that happen?”
 
    “Let’s just say that my line of work can get a bit treacherous.” I pulled the door open and quickly went through it. I had enough for one day.
 
    I saw Simon and he immediately rose to his feet when he saw me. I threw my hands up in the air for him to wait a moment. I had somewhere to go first.
 
   Running to the toilets, I violently heaved the contents of my stomach. The image of seeing Justin’s terrified eyes came at me like a ferocious storm.
 
   I knew I always wanted to help, but I was tired of it all. I was tired of seeing things in my head, tired of feeling other people’s pain when my own was bubbling on the surface, tired of feeling the world on my shoulders as I strived to keep everyone happy. And I really wanted people to be happy. I wanted to make everything okay, heal wounds, help people. I just didn’t know if I had the strength to do it anymore. Not after what I just witnessed.
 
   Trying to calm myself, I took a few deep breaths. I flushed the toilet, washed my mouth and hands, then proceeded out of the bathroom door.
 
   Simon was waiting with his shoulder propped up against the door frame. “Are you okay?” I could see the worry in his eyes.
 
   I nodded and took another breath. “Yes. Thank you. I just found out some things that…that…” I couldn’t get the words out. Simon saw my suffering and offered me a hug. I accepted it. I needed solace—I needed to feel I had someone after this desperate feeling of loneliness.
 
   Simon held me and let me take all the time I needed to get over whatever bothered me. Once I had calmed, I pulled away and smiled at him. I relayed the conversation to him as he listened in shock. I saw horror, I saw despair.
 
   After several seconds of silence, Simon seemed to gather his composure. “I’ll go speak to someone.”
 
   He walked away and I found a chair to sit down in. Silence filled the space until I saw the guard come out with Justin Merryfield. I looked into his sorrowful eyes. I’m sure he saw the despair in mine. I could see the acceptance of that despair, but it didn’t help dissipate this gut-wrenching feeling in my stomach.
 
   “How did you do it? How could you have possibly known?” Justin said in obvious awe.
 
   The guard looked over, not sure I should answer that question. I could see the hesitation. Was he actually concerned for my well-being?
 
   Trying to be nonchalant about the whole thing, I just shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it was just a hunch.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. You and I both know it.”
 
   The outburst shocked me, but I stood my ground. The guard yanked him by the arm. “That’s enough from you.” The guard nodded to me and pulled Justin down the hall. All the while, I could hear Justin protesting about how I knew, how I could have had a hunch like that.
 
   Silence filled the hall again until Simon returned. He took one look at me and sighed. “I’ve taken care of things. Let’s get you home. You look exhausted.”
 
   Standing up, I smiled and linked my good arm with his. “Thank you. I am feeling a little sleepy.”
 
   Quickly, we walked out into the parking lot. Simon held the passenger door open for me. “You know, Sharice really wants to meet you. She wanted me to ask you for dinner tomorrow night. I’m not sure if you would like to come, but I thought I would—”
 
   “I would love to.” I needed this now. I needed to be around people and take comfort in others.
 
   Simon took a deep breath. I could tell he had been nervous about asking. “Okay. I didn’t think you would want to after what happened.”
 
   “Simon, I’m fine. I would love to meet your family.”
 
   “Great! She wants to cook my mum’s favourite jerked chicken recipe. I’m not sure how it’s going to turn out, but my mum will be there to help her.”
 
   The thought of a homemade meal had me salivating. “Sounds wonderful.”
 
   Stepping back, Simon said, “Good, you can bring Stephen along.” Then he shut the door.
 
   At the thump of the door closing, I was left with heartache. I missed him. If I could bring Stephen along, I certainly would.
 
   Simon got in the car and started the engine. I smiled nervously and played with my fingers. I knew he liked Stephen, especially after what he did for him that day. He seemed to hold us both in high regard. I suppose that was one day in his life he would never forget.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The whole journey home, I kept fidgeting with my fingers. I wasn’t sure why, but I had this sudden urge to be at home. I just had this aching need to feel something familiar.
 
   Once Simon pulled up outside my flat, I pulled the handle of the door to leave. Simon quickly grabbed my arm. “Thank you again for today. You keep going above and beyond, and I never know how to thank you…except to keep thanking you.” He chuckled, which made me smile.
 
   “Don’t mention it, Simon. I just want to get to the bottom of it all, get justice.”
 
   Simon sighed and stared ahead “You have a good evening, Cassie. I’ll be in touch with the time and everything for dinner.”
 
   Sliding out of my seat, I held the door. “I’m looking forward to that. See you tomorrow then.”
 
   Simon nodded and I quickly shut the door before he drove off. I wasted no time getting back inside. I needed solace and the remembrance of all the good times.
 
   How on earth could I bring Simeon tomorrow and pretend he’s Stephen? How could I possibly trash his memory by being with his twin like that?
 
   I sank to the floor. Looking up, I saw the little music box Stephen bought for me. Grabbing it, I opened it and watched as the little ballerina danced to Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.
 
   Immediately, I could hear it. The sound of children’s laughter. Why did I keep hearing that? Why did it haunt not only my dreams, but my waking life? Why did it fill me with not only pain, but so much happiness that I couldn’t think straight?
 
   “Stephen…,” I whispered into the empty room. “Stephen, I need you.” The tears rolled down my face as the desperation set in. “How am I going to live without you? Why does you going home fill me with such dread and anxiety? I feel selfish wanting you here. I always thought it was Michael because I met him first. He clouded my judgment so much, I couldn’t see the forest for the trees. It was never Michael. It was you. It was always you.”
 
   I could feel the hysteria starting. “Why does it hurt so much? Why do I feel a part of me is missing? Why can’t I let you go?”
 
   I had been trying. I really had. Today just seemed to open the floodgates to my misery. I had been trying to put on a brave face. I had been trying so hard to keep together my shattered heart so it wouldn’t break into a million pieces. How wrong was I to believe I could keep it together? It was shattered—it was broken. I was never going to see my one true love again, and I knew I would never to be able to mend. I knew my life would never be the same again.
 
   That’s because you were a match made in heaven, a little voice whispered in my head. It was like it was and wasn’t my voice. It kind of scared me. It never happened before so why am I hearing voices now? Why is it that since I got shot, my mind seems to scramble with these memories and sounds in my head?
 
   “I love you, Stephen. I always have. I was too dumb and stupid to see what was right in front of me. Can you possibly forgive me? Can you ever see it in your heart to grant me this one wish? I need you, Stephen. I need to know you can hear me. I need to feel your touch, hear your words. Please, Stephen. I need this from you.”
 
   My quiet sobs filled the air as I dipped my head, mourning the one I loved—the one I had lost forever.
 
   Suddenly I felt it. The hairs on my arms rising. The tingling sensation I remember Stephen telling me about.
 
   A small gasp left my lips and I frantically searched the room. I didn’t know if he would suddenly appear to me as a mirage, or whether this feeling would be the only thing he could give me. All I knew was I didn’t want it to end.
 
   “Stephen?” I whispered, only to have the feeling intensify. “You’re actually here?” Unable to hide my joy, I suddenly laughed through my tears.
 
   “I can suddenly feel the air in my lungs. I feel like I can finally breathe. I haven’t been able to do that since you left.” That was true. I had lost my lifeline, but I could feel him again. I could sense he was here with me, and nothing could compare to that feeling. I had felt so lost, I thought I would never be able to feel again. Just this one sensation filled me with not only love, but hope. Hope I thought would never come.
 
   “I feel so bad, Stephen. I feel so selfish wanting you here when I know you are where you belong, where you’ve always wanted to be. I can accept that. I can have peace in the knowledge that you are happy now. I know you are with your family, who must have missed you, but it hurts, Stephen. I feel like I’ve been ripped apart at the seams. I don’t feel whole. You’re my whole. You always have been.”
 
   My tears quickly subsided as the calm flowed through my body. I felt cocooned, filled with the most absolute love. I felt cherished, adored, protected, and fulfilled.
 
   Laying my head on the sofa, I let the feeling wash over me. Let it encase me with its protective warmth. It was love. I could feel it. This intense invisibility clouding around me felt like no other. It filled me with such joy, my broken heart swelled with its tenderness. 
 
   I wasn’t stupid. I knew this feeling wouldn’t last forever. I knew I couldn’t keep Stephen here with me. But I was grateful he had come and momentarily helped heal my broken soul. The one that belonged to him now. The one that had always belonged to him.
 
   “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “Thank you so much for giving me this precious gift. I will treasure it always.” Gently trailing my hands across the music box, I knew he understood what he gave to me far outweighed any present I could ever receive. Stephen was my present. Stephen was all my presents wrapped into one.
 
   “If you can, please come in my dreams tonight. I want to see your face again. To touch it, caress it like I used to. I want to be in your arms, if only for a moment. I love you so much.”
 
   I sat there as I felt the tingles form again. It was like no other feeling in this world. I could feel my heart react as it pulsed and pushed against my chest. Desire sparked and love blossomed within me as the feeling swept over me with such intensity, it made me gasp. God, I never wanted it to end.
 
   But just as I had that feeling, it left. Suddenly, I knew he was gone and it left a huge hole in my heart. I hung my head and sighed. I had asked for him and he came. He swept me off my feet for the briefest of moments, and I will treasure it for the rest of my life. Even though he wasn’t here in body, he was with me in spirit. I could feel his love for me and I knew he could feel mine. For that one moment, I felt whole again. I knew Stephen was always going to be the only one who could give that to me. He was, and always will be, my everything.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Stephen
 
    
 
   Her words hit me hard. 
 
   She loved me? 
 
   She truly loved me and only me? How did I not see that? How could I not have known it was me she chose? I could feel her desperation for me and it tore me in half. I wanted so much to be able to be with her, touch her, caress her, hold her in my arms.
 
   A part of her now knew. I could sense it in her. I could feel her desire, her frustration, and her need for answers. I knew they would never come, but it filled me with so much hope that something inside her, call it her subconscious, knew she was meant to be with me. I almost cried out with joy at the knowledge. Me…the man who thought for himself, risked everything, and didn’t let himself be ruled by anything…was practically dancing with jubilation.
 
   She loved me. She loved me.
 
   How could three little words mean so much? How could they turn your life upside-down, bringing new meaning to everything you had ever thought you knew? I knew nothing. I was fucking stupid to believe I did. Cassie was the exception to the rule. I felt bad that Michael was losing her to the likes of me, but the selfish part of me couldn’t help the euphoria running through my veins.
 
   She loved me. She really did love me.
 
   This changed everything. How could I live without her knowing she couldn’t live without me? I had to find a way to be with her. I had to fight for her—even if it was to my death. How on earth could she possibly feel that I would want this life more than her? How could she possibly feel I would want anything other than her? She was my life.
 
   I had waited long enough. I knew they say patience had its rewards. My reward would be Cassie. I had to be with her. I had to make her mine once and for all. Her happiness was my only desire. She was my light in the dark, my sight to my eyes, my hearing to my ears. She filled all my senses because she was my whole. 
 
   She was certainly right about me being the air she breathed. We were each other’s oxygen. We couldn’t live without one another. She sustained my life, as I sustained hers. How could I possibly let her live her life knowing that? It just wasn’t an option.
 
    I frantically scrambled to my feet in search of Archangel Gabriel. I had to seek permission to return. I didn’t think he would let me go so easily, but I had to try. I’d take whatever he threw at me as punishment, as long as it meant I would get to be with my Cassie again.
 
   I was going to get her back and, this time, no one was going to stop me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   When I woke up the next morning, I was angry Stephen never came to my dreams. I didn’t know why, though. Maybe it wasn’t possible for him to do. However, it still didn’t stop the disappointment. The one thing I did dream about was that bloody door and the laughing children again. I could hear them on the other side of it, but could never get the door open. No matter how much I banged and bashed at it, it would remain shut. For some reason, I kept feeling that the answer laid behind that door. The answer to what, I didn’t know, but it just felt important somehow.
 
   The day was spent visiting Lisa-Marie and going shopping. Catherine was there, holding vigil. You could really see the love she had. There was no change with Lisa-Marie, but that meant there was no deterioration, either. 
 
   I left the hospital feeling a sudden anxiety. I felt it all the way through the shops as I bought some food for later. I felt it as I walked home. I didn’t know what it was until I bumped into Simeon.
 
   “Cassie, you’re looking beautiful.”
 
   I sighed as I stared into the eyes of a man who looked like the one I loved. He stood as tall as a statue, uniform looking made for him—just as it did with Stephen.
 
   Actually, seeing him like that raised my hopes. Maybe he was working and would be unable to come with me to Simon’s.
 
   “Hi, Simeon. How are you?”
 
   He smiled, then saw the bags in my hand. “Here, let me carry that for you. May I walk you home?”
 
   I let Simeon take the bags from me as I started for home. “Shouldn’t you be off doing your duty or whatever?”
 
   The cheeky grin he now wore wasn’t lost on me. He wasn’t Stephen. I kept reminding myself of that.
 
   “I could never leave you in the lurch when you need me.”
 
   “What are you, my knight in shining armour?”
 
   I saw the twinkle in his eyes as he laughed. “If you would like me to be.”
 
   Looking away, I couldn’t help but feel the butterflies. No matter how much I kept reminding myself of who he was, it still didn’t stop that natural calming affect these angels had. It made me crave it.
 
   “Simon wants us to go to dinner at his house tonight.” Regret filled me the moment the words left my lips. He didn’t invite us. He invited Stephen and me.
 
   I saw the hesitation. It made me regret it even more. “Would you like me to come?”
 
   Now he was putting the ball back in my court. How could I possibly want him to come when he looked like Stephen, sounded like Stephen, but was in no way like Stephen? In the end, my sense of putting everyone before myself won out. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.
 
   “I would like you to only if you want to. I don’t know that much about you. It could be a chance to get to know each other more. You are Michael and Stephen’s brother, after all.”
 
   Just as we walked up the steps to my door, Simeon smiled at me. “I would love to.”
 
   I was about to tell him I was waiting on a call from Simon when my phone rang. Looking at the screen, I thought the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.
 
   “Can you hold on a sec? It’s Simon.” Simeon nodded. “Hey, Simon.”
 
   “Hi, Cassie. Sorry I didn’t ring earlier. Today has been a little hectic. I believe Justin is going with a group of officers today to this site you were telling me about. I’m sure we will find out the results later.”
 
   “That’s great. I’m glad to hear it.”
 
   “Are you still on for later?”
 
   “Yes, of course. What time would you like me to be there?”
 
   “Around seven. Will Stephen be coming?”
 
   I looked up to Simeon and saw his eager smile. “Yes, he will be coming.” Putting my hand over the receiver, I mouthed, Is seven okay? Simeon nodded.
 
   “Do you need to be picked up?”
 
   “No, I’m sure I can find my way down there. Maybe Stephen will ride with me.” I looked towards Simeon again, and he nodded.
 
   Then he held out his hand. “Let me speak with him,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh, hold up a sec. I actually have Stephen here with me. He would like to speak with you.”
 
   “Okay, no problem.”
 
   “I shall see you tonight then. I look forward to it.”
 
   “Me, too, Cassie.”
 
   I handed the phone to Simeon. He asked for his address and I could see he was mentally making a note. “Not to worry. I’m fairly knowledgeable with the area… I’ll pick Cassie up and we’ll make our way down there… I look forward to it, sir. Thank you.”
 
   Simeon hung up and, with an impish grin, handed the phone back to me. “What are you looking so pleased about?” I couldn’t help the light-heartedness in my voice. It was seeing Stephen’s face that brought it out in me.
 
   “I’m going to have dinner with a very beautiful lady this evening. What is there to not smile about?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Cassie! Cassie, dear!”
 
   I looked and saw Ms. Summers heading down her stairs. “Ms. Summers, how are you?”
 
   Her walking certainly seemed a bit better today. She was obviously out on her errands.
 
   “Cassie, look at you. How are you holding up? Michael came over to tell me what had happened to you. I wanted to visit, but my arthritis has been acting up.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Ms. Summers. Is there anything you need?”
 
   “Don’t be so silly,” she scolded. “Michael has been bringing me things. He’s a good boy. He’s certainly made up for the way he seemed to upset you that day.”
 
   Simeon frowned, which made Ms. Summers look his way. “Sorry, Ms. Summers. This is Sime…Stephen.”
 
   Ms. Summers regarded Simeon with a smile as she held out her hand. Simeon gracefully took it, laying a gentle kiss on her skin. With his wink and smile, she was immediately taken.
 
   “Oh my!” she said, blushing. “You certainly fill your life with the most handsome men, Cassie.”
 
   Shaking my head, I couldn’t help the huge grin on my face. “Yes, you could say that.” Looking towards Simeon, I saw my comment obviously pleased him.
 
   “Are you healing well?”
 
    I turned my attention back to Ms. Summers. “Yes, thank you. It is a bit sore every now and then, but much better than it was a few days ago.”
 
   Squeezing my arms, she sighed. “Good. I’m glad you’re okay. I need to go run some errands. It’s a good day so I thought I’d venture out. Is there anything I can get you whilst I’m out?”
 
   I laughed a little at this. It was usually the other way around. Somehow her asking me seemed funny. “I have all I need here, but thank you.”
 
   Seeing the humour in my eyes, Ms. Summers chuckled. “Okay, dear. I shall be seeing you. Take care of yourself, Cassie. And make sure this one does, as well,” she said, pointing to Simeon as she walked away.
 
   “Oh, I will,” Simeon laughed, calling out to her. “Don’t you worry about that.”
 
   Eyeing Simeon suspiciously, I smiled. “Oh, you will, will you?” Quickly remembering where I was and who I was with, I cleared my throat. “It was nice seeing you again, Simeon. I can take the bags from here.”
 
   Simeon breathed in deep. The sight almost had me weak at the knees. He looked so much like him, it hurt.
 
   Making sure I had the door open first, Simeon handed me the bags. “I’ll pick you up at six-thirty.”
 
   Nodding, I smiled timidly as I shut the door. I could see the glint in his eyes. It was almost as if he was enjoying my turmoil, my confusion over him and Stephen. I knew I was being silly. He was an angel and would never relish in someone’s suffering. He was supposed to be the good twin. The one who kept his name because he did as he was told. It still didn’t erase the doubt in my mind.
 
   After putting all my groceries away, I was about to sit down when I heard the doorbell. I walked over to the window to take a peak outside. Michael.
 
   Opening the door, I could already see his intent because he was holding two helmets in his hands.
 
   “I wasn’t sure if you would be up for this, what with your shoulder and everything, but I thought it might be nice to take you for lunch if you wanted.”
 
   Leaning my shoulder up against the door frame, I regarded Michael with a sense of awe. He was like my rock, always there for me, always thinking about my needs first.
 
   “I would love to, Michael. Hold up a second while I get my coat.”
 
   I grabbed my things and walked out the door, awkwardly trying to put my coat on. “Here, let me help you,” Michael offered.
 
   “Thank you, Michael. You’re a true friend.” And there it was. The truth. It slid out so easily. I felt the comment wasn’t lost on Michael, though. I felt the way he tensed as he put the coat around my shoulders.
 
   I was about to face him and explain, but Michael interrupted me before I could start, “Here. Let’s get this helmet on you so we can get to lunch. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I haven’t eaten anything since I woke up. These nights throw my eating schedule out of whack. This is breakfast for me.”
 
   All I did was nod as I made my way to the bike. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk about us right now, or if he felt this wasn’t the right time. All I knew was that it had to be said at some point.
 
   We went to a quaint restaurant in Richmond. It was the same one he took me to when I was still confused and didn’t know what I wanted. Oh, how things have dramatically changed since then. How I have changed since then.
 
   “So, how’s the shoulder?” Michael asked as we waited for our drinks to be served.
 
   “It’s better now, thanks. It’s other things that are happening that seem to take over the pain, if that makes sense.”
 
   Frowning, Michael started playing with his napkin as he thought about what I said. “Can you elaborate?”
 
   Clearing my throat, I sat up straighter. “I keep having these dreams.”
 
   Michael leaned over the table a bit more. “Dreams. What dreams? Do you mean like the ones you used to have?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, these are different. I keep dreaming about a door.”
 
   “A door,” he asked, mildly amused.
 
   I chuckled. “Yes, Michael, and stop taking the mickey.”
 
   He threw his hands up in surrender as he laughed. “I’m sorry. Go on.”
 
   “I can hear children’s laughter behind the door.”
 
   “Really?” Now that seemed to catch his attention.
 
   “I wouldn’t normally take any notice, but it seems so vitally important that I open the door. I don’t know why. It almost feels like I would get the answer to something if I can just get that door open. It sounds silly. The answer to what? It’s frustrating the hell out of me. Not only that, but I’m hearing voices.”
 
   “Voices!” Michael shouted, causing other diners to turn in our direction. Smiling slightly, he lowered his voice. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that to be so loud.”
 
   “Quite frankly, it’s pissing me off, Michael. It’s my voice, but it’s not my voice. What the hell is going on? Am I going loopy?”
 
   Michael chuckled. “Loopy, no. I just think you’re trying to heal after a very traumatic experience. It’s only natural.”
 
   I could see the sincerity in his eyes, but I knew he was lying. I knew he knew why I was having these dreams. I just didn’t know what theory drew me to that conclusion.
 
   “Who am I, Michael? Please tell me.” His panicked expression lead me to believe I was right.
 
   “You know I can’t, Cassie. I would get into a whole heap of trouble if I made you remember.”
 
   I sighed. “I know. I know. I’m sorry I asked. I just feel… I don’t know… Like I’m on the tip of something special, something colossal. Does that make sense?”
 
   Michael smiled and leaned back in his chair as our drinks came. “It makes perfect sense.”
 
   “Was Simeon the only one who saw you at the hospital?” I could see a hint of fear in his eyes. I didn’t know why, but I was sure I was getting to the bottom of it.
 
   “What do you mean?” I could see the exaggerated gulp as he sipped his drink.
 
   “Simeon left and came to find you. What about the others?”
 
   Michael fidgeted in his chair as he pondered my question. Why was he having so much difficulty answering?
 
   “Erm, well… There was one other. Luana.”
 
   Seeing Michael fidget some more made me aware that he was hiding something from me. I’m pretty sure it had to do with Luana. Also, the name did ring a bell. I was sure he briefly mentioned her when I was in the hospital.
 
   “Is she okay?”
 
   “Yes, she fine. I assume she’s back home by now.” I was about to respond when he said, “That phone call you made, Cassie. The one before everything happened?”
 
   Now it was my turn to feel uneasy. Very cleverly, he’d diverted the attention back on me.
 
   “I was going to speak with you about that. I just knew we needed to talk. That’s why I asked you to come by the next day instead of straight after work.” I knew he was planning on seeing me. Stephen confirmed as much. When I was running home that night to declare my love to Stephen, I wanted it to be done without interruption.
 
   “I think I got too impatient. I just felt like there was something wrong. I’m glad I went with my gut.”
 
   “Me, too,” I admitted. If it wasn’t for Michael doing his guardian duties, I wouldn’t be here today. If it wasn’t for Stephen, I wouldn’t be here today, either.
 
   “So, are you comfortable talking about it now? Do you want to tell me what it was you wanted to discuss?”
 
   Sighing, I thought it was now or never. I kind of got the feeling he already knew what I was going to say. He just needed me to confirm it. But why did I feel like such a shit? Maybe it was because he poured his heart out to me and loved me unconditionally and now… Now I was about to slap him right in the face. Take all that time, love, and care he had shown me and throw it back at him. In the short time I had known what it was to love, I was stuck between two men I loved unreservedly, but in two completely different ways.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about us—well, about you, me, and Stephen.”
 
   “Okay. I kind of gathered that. You found where your heart lies, I take it.”
 
   I had to smile at that. He didn’t say “You made your choice”, or “You’ve finally decided to pick one”. What he said was gentle, making it much more bearable for me.
 
   “You could say that.”
 
    Michael took another sip of his drink, placed it back on the table, and sighed. “You chose Stephen, didn’t you?”
 
   I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t even move. I was in shock. Why did the fact he knew surprise me?
 
   Meeting his eyes, I could see his expectations. From the way he stared, I could tell he wanted closure. Who was I to prolong his agony any further?
 
   I took a deep breath and was about to answer when his phone rang. Looking at it, he said, “Excuse me a minute. This is work, so I have to take it.” 
 
   I nodded, watching as his face turned into a frown. “Where is this?… “Okay. I’m on my way.”
 
   With a click of a button, he hung up, rose out of his chair, threw a note on the table, and looked at me apologetically. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go in. There are riots in Central London and they’re requesting full back-up.”
 
   Without hesitation, I rose out of my seat and followed Michael to his bike. I guess the conversation had to wait again. It also made me wonder whether this would affect Simeon coming later.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Stephen
 
    
 
   Damn, I was pissed! I had just gotten out of the Archangels Council after my request to return to earth. Of course Gabriel was there, it did involve his daughter, and you could tell he was just itching to throw anything at me. Everyone knew about Cassie’s choice now. It wasn’t hard for them to figure out after I begged them to let me go. Archangel Gabriel just shrugged and told me that, in time, he was sure she could learn to love Michael.
 
   Fuck, if that didn’t crush me! Knowing she chose me, that thought made me physically sick. And the fact I know he’s right didn’t help. I might have been an angel, but I was a fowl-mouthed, independent tear-away who never stuck to the rules. If I went by the film she made me watch, Cassie was right when she said I was more like the Michael in the movie.
 
   Fuck, I missed her. I know I’d get into trouble for cursing, but I didn’t care. I needed her as much as earth needed a sun. I was nothing without her. She was suffering. I could feel it. I felt her pain coursing through me like a fucking hurricane. I know she was physically hurting because of her injury, but nothing compared to what I could feel happening on the inside. Didn’t it worry her father that she was in so much pain? Didn’t he realise just how much I could give his daughter that no one, not even Michael, could give her?
 
   However, Archangel Charisma was a different story. I could tell she wanted what was best for her daughter. I could tell she was suffering in that meeting just as much as I was. She loved Archangel Gabriel, but even she could see his dominance was taking away Cassie’s one chance of being truly happy. She wanted me, she needed to be with me—plain and fucking simple.
 
   “I can see it in your head, Stephen. No amount of cursing is going to solve anything.”
 
   Looking up through my clouded thoughts, I saw Archangel Charisma smiling softly at me. Cassie definitely had her gentleness. She made you feel special, and seemed to have this knack of keeping you calm.
 
   “I’m sorry, Archangel Charisma. I just can’t understand what happened in there. You and I both know she’ll never remember.”
 
   Placing her hand on my shoulder, she tugged at me to look at her. “Oh, ye of little faith. Cassie is strong—stronger then she even knows she is. I think even her father has misjudged her a little.”
 
   She could see the shock in my eyes. How could it possibly be true? Once our souls reach earth and find a body, we are born renewed. We have no memory of our previous life.
 
   I could hear her father’s words: “You can go back to earth on one condition. That Cassie remembers who she is.” He knew it would be physically impossible.
 
   “I wish there was some way I could help her.”
 
   “Stephen, you know that’s against the rules. It could end up getting you caught and sent to Limbo. Then your chances of being together again are slim and you know it. I want my daughter to be happy. I can see that’s with you. I also know why she has chosen you.”
 
   My eyes met hers, shock still coursing through me. How much did she really know?
 
   “I know what you did.”
 
   And there was my answer. Shit, what do I say now?
 
   “There is no need to curse, Stephen. As I said before, it won’t get you anywhere.”
 
   She actually smiled at me. How could she smile when she knew what happened?
 
   “What you did was reckless and stupid. At the same time, I understand why you did it. You’re an honourable man, Stephen, who didn’t deserve what happened.”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t know how you can say that.”
 
   Charisma sighed. “Look, I know you have been patient. I know you’ve been waiting for what seems like an eternity. All I ask is that you have faith. Faith in my daughter. Faith in your soulmate.”
 
   Seeing the sincerity in her eyes, I couldn’t help the tears threatening to run. I wasn’t an emotional person. I didn’t do sitting around in a group, spilling my feelings and showing how a man can cry. I take my feelings and my pain, and keep it hidden deep within. For some reason, Charisma saw the good in me. She saw how much I could be for Cassie. And, for some reason, she knew. She’s the only one who seemed to know. 
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” I was truly speechless. I had kept this secret for so long, it almost didn’t feel like one. I could almost believe what everyone else believed happened. I was a good actor, but now that I knew Charisma knew, it filled me with a new sense of hope.
 
   “Keep an eye on her, Stephen. Be with her when she needs you. You can’t help her remember, but you can help her heal after the suffering she’s gone through.”
 
   And there it was—the sucker punch to my gut. “I can feel it, Archangel Charisma. I can feel her pain. It tears me apart.”
 
   “I know,” she said, resting a soothing hand on my shoulder. “Give Cassie time. It won’t be easy for her, Stephen. I know miracles can happen, but it’s not going to suddenly appear out of nowhere. It will frustrate and anger her at times. I’m afraid all you can do is sit and watch as you hold her hand.”
 
   “It will crush me,” I whispered.
 
   “I know it will, but wouldn’t it be worth it in the end? Don’t you think Cassie will think it all worth it in the end?”
 
   Smiling up at her, I knew she was right. I would go to hell and back if it meant being with Cassie.
 
   “You know, she makes the best goddamned hot chocolate in the universe.”
 
   “Stephen,” she scolded, “don’t blaspheme.” Although she was trying to be stern, you could see the hint of humour in her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I laughed. “I just don’t know how she makes it.”
 
   Grabbing my hand, Charisma squeezed it tight. “She makes it with love, Stephen. Only love.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   No such luck on Simeon having to work the riot tonight. He managed to get out of it somehow. Either Simon got him out of it, or Simeon managed to wangle his way out of it himself.
 
   So I was sitting, waiting for Simeon to pick me up. He was supposed to show up two minutes ago, but there’s been no sign so far. I opted to wear a comfortable lilac dress which rested just above the knees. My hair, which was getting longer, was a mass of wavy curls resting gently on my back. I must admit, I was exhausted more than normal lately. Getting shot probably did it, but I found I had to put a lot more effort into getting ready than I normally would have. It was a pain. My shoulder was a pain, not working was a pain, being without Stephen was a pain! 
 
   I still yearned for him—still called out for him whenever I was alone. I just wished there was something I could do.
 
   Remember, whispered a voice. 
 
   “Remember what? What do I need to remember? Who I am? I don’t understand. I wish someone would just tell me.”
 
   A knock on the door made me jump. Running to the window, I saw Simeon standing there, doing up his tie and straightening his shirt.
 
   As I answered, I spotted a bottle of wine in his hand. “Sorry I’m late. I thought I’d bring a bottle.”
 
   In my haste, I didn’t think to bring anything. “Seeing as you did bring something, I think I can let you off…this time.”
 
   Simeon smiled and bowed. “Are you ready, my lady?” He glanced over my body, which made the fires start. 
 
   He’s not Stephen.
 
   Kicking myself into gear, I shut the door behind me. “Yes, I am.”
 
   Simeon held his arm out. “Then let me escort you to your chariot.”
 
   Giggling, I took his arm as he led me to his car parked around the corner. He made sure I was comfortable inside before he marched over to the driver’s side.
 
   “You look as beautiful as ever,” he said as he started the engine.
 
   “And you’re still as subtle as a brick.”
 
   Simeon looked over at me before pulling out of the parking space. “And you’re still as cheeky as ever by the looks of things.”
 
   I shook my head, smiling. “I have no clue what that’s supposed to mean.”
 
   Simeon smiled back and looked like he was about to say something, but stopped himself. “Are you okay?” he asked instead.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you. A little sore, but fine.”
 
   Simeon frowned and quickly glanced over at me. “I wasn’t talking about your shoulder.” He paused a moment. “I know you feel somewhat wary of me, Cassie, and that’s perfectly fine. I completely understand why you would. I know I’m not Stephen and I would never expect you to think otherwise. In fact, although we are twins, I am my own person with thoughts and feelings of my own.”
 
   Rubbing my hands on my knees, I glanced over at Simeon. I felt guilty that I was, in fact, comparing him to Stephen. I knew it was silly to be wary of him because of that fact. It wasn’t Simeon’s fault he looked exactly like him.
 
   “I know you do, Simeon. I’m sorry if I gave the impression I was comparing the two of you.”
 
   Simeon breathed out with a smile. “That’s okay, Cassie. I guess what I’m trying to say is I’m here for you. As an angel, a friend, and a confidant. I will be here if you ever need to talk.”
 
   Deciding I had to let go of my hang-ups, I reached out and took Simeon’s hand. He jumped at my touch, but smiled. “Thank you, Simeon. It is appreciated.” 
 
   As I was about to take my hand away, he surprised me by grabbing it and giving it a squeeze. “I do mean it, Cassie. You never have to be alone when you have us.”
 
   I gave Simeon a reassuring smile, but I was dying inside. Pretty soon, I won’t have them. They will leave and I will be left with no one.
 
   I was so wrapped up in my thoughts, I didn’t even realize we were pulling up outside Simon’s house until Simeon stopped the car.
 
   “I believe this is it.” He pulled the key out of the ignition and looked over at me. “Are you ready?” I nodded. “Sit tight. I’ll come over and help you out.” As I started to protest, he put his hand up. “I insist.”
 
   “How did you know what I was going to say?”
 
   Simeon raised his eyebrow and gave me a cheeky grin. “Because I already know how stubborn you are, Cassie. It doesn’t take a genius to work that one out. Just let me be a gentleman and open the door for you.”
 
   Giggling, I pulled my hand away from the door handle. “Okay. Thank you, Simeon. And people say chivalry is dead.”
 
   Simeon shook his head. “I don’t know who he is, so I really cannot say either way.”
 
   Laughing harder now, I watched as he got out of the car and walked over to my side. With a gesture of his hand, he bowed. “We are here, my lady.”
 
    I grabbed his hand as he pulled me out. “Why, thank you, kind sir.” As Simeon shut the door behind me, he was so close that our lips were almost touching.
 
   My breath caught as I gazed into his bright blue eyes. I was lost in the moment. A tender, peaceful moment where we both couldn’t keep our eyes off each other. Simeon stared longingly at my mouth, making me gulp. He’s not going to kiss me, is he?
 
   He’s not Stephen!
 
   The angry voice in my head made me jump so violently, it caused Simeon to take a step back.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Catching my breath, I nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. I thought I heard a noise and it spooked me a little.”
 
   Simeon chuckled. “More like spooked the hell out of you. Come on. Let’s go. They’ll be expecting us.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I took Simeon’s arm. We walked to the house and noticed how big it really was. It was an end of terrace house, but looked like it had three floors.
 
   Knocking on the door, I cleared my throat as we waited. I expected it to be Simon, but I was met with Sharice instead. I shouldn’t have known who she was, but I had seen her in Simon’s head. I already knew what she looked like, but seeing her in the flesh was even better. She was very petite with black, bobbed hair and soft, brown eyes. 
 
   “You must be Cassie. It’s so nice to finally meet you.” Sharice held out her hand, but Simon was quick to interrupt.
 
   “Cassie, Stephen. You found us okay then?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Simeon answered, shaking his hand.
 
   Not wanting to look rude, I did the only thing I could. Stepping over the threshold, I gathered Sharice in my arms. “Thank you for inviting me to your lovely home.”
 
   She gracefully accepted my hug. “It was my pleasure. It was the least we could do for everything you’ve done for this family. Everyone’s just dying to meet you and find out how you did it. I asked Simon if you were a psychic or something. He’s been very cagey with the details.”
 
   Laughing, I pulled away from Sharice and looked into her eyes. “You don’t know the half of it,” I playfully answered.
 
   Sharice’s eyes widened with excitement. “You’ll have to tell me more.”
 
   “Sharice, quit hogging the poor girl and let them come inside.”
 
   Everyone giggled as Sharice ushered us all inside. We were soon met by a group of people in Simon and Sharice’s cosy living area.
 
   “Everyone, this is Cassie and Stephen.” Simon looked over at us and motioned to the five people sitting on the sofas. “This is Sharice’s parents, Mark and Trinity.”
 
   I nodded. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “These are my cousins, Blake and Rachael, and this is my good friend, Graham.” I nodded at everybody.
 
   “You mentioned this lovely lady, but you never said how damn fine she is, Simon.”
 
   Rachael slapped him around the arm, as I chuckled nervously. “Blake, cut it out, you pervert.”
 
   “Yes, Blake. Leave the young lady alone. Can’t have you taking advantage of the poor girl.” Simon glared at Blake, but that did nothing to stop him. He just licked his lips and was about to retort when Simon put his hand up. “Don’t say something you’ll regret.”
 
   Startling me, Simeon grabbed my hand and held on tight, which wasn’t lost on everyone else in the room. I think Blake got the message loud and clear.
 
   “I’m sorry, Cassie. You’ve only been here a couple of minutes and the wolves are already descending.”
 
   I was about to tell him it was fine, but then a shrill scream could be heard from the adjacent room. “Oh, my god. This must be Cassie. Baby girl, you come here and give Caroline some sugar.” The small, rotund lady came bounding over, gathering me in her arms. 
 
   Once she pulled away, she gathered my face in her hands and just stood looking at me, tears in her eyes. “I can’t thank you enough for everything.”
 
   “As you can tell, this is my mother.” Simon rolled his eyes and I just smiled.
 
   “It was my pleasure, Mrs. Bradley. I’m just so glad Molly is okay.”
 
   Putting her arms on my shoulders, she held my gaze. “You’re like a beacon of light, dear child. Almost as though you’re our guardian angel.”
 
   My eyes widened as I contemplated how close to the truth she was. I was an angel in my previous life, even though I couldn’t remember it.
 
   “Desmond, come over here and meet the girl who found our baby girl.” I was ushered towards a very tall, skinny man who was the spitting image of Simon, but older.
 
   “Cassie, so lovely to finally meet you.” Mr. Bradley smiled and offered me a hug. It seemed like the whole family was rather tactile. It was good for me as it meant, so far, I didn’t have to take their hands.
 
   “And you, too, Mr. Bradley. I can’t wait to try this jerked chicken Simon was raving about.”
 
   Everyone laughed and Sharice grabbed my arm. “Yes but, the thing is, I’m making it, so it might not turn out so well.”
 
   “I’m sure it will be wonderful,” I smiled.
 
   Putting a hand on Sharice’s shoulder, Simon leaned over and kissed her on the head. “I’m sure it will, too,” he beamed. “Listen, would you mind if I steal Cassie and Stephen away for a couple of minutes? I need to speak to them about something.”
 
   Sharice smiled and kissed Simon. “Of course, darling. Don’t be too long as dinner will be ready in about a half-hour.”
 
   “Don’t worry. It’ll just take a few minutes,” he winked.
 
   Curiosity peaked, Simeon and I followed Simon into what looked like his study. He sat down in the chair behind his desk and motioned for us to take a seat.
 
   “Would you like a drink?”
 
   We both shook our heads. “Not right now, thanks. What is it you want to discuss?” I knew Simon was too eager to share what he had to worry about drinks.
 
   “I got a call about twenty minutes ago from DCI Tremble in North Devon. The site Justin Merryfield led them to…” I nodded. “So far, they’ve uncovered twelve bodies of young girls.”
 
   I winced as my heart shot into my throat. I was ready for this, but it still didn’t help the level of shock that ran through me.
 
   “I know. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but you knew it was coming.”
 
   I nodded again as Simeon offered me his hand in support.
 
   “They haven’t stopped digging. They believe there’s going to be more. Justin Merryfield is fully cooperating with the police and they have arrested his father. I know it doesn’t make a difference to you, Cassie, but you’ve just helped solve a decades-old mystery that’s been stumping the police for years. More young girls are safe now that you solved this. You should be proud.”
 
   Shaking my head, I couldn’t help thinking just how sick I felt. “This doesn’t make me proud, Simon. It just makes me disillusioned.” I felt Simeon squeeze my hand, as Simon frowned in confusion. “What kind of world are we living in, Simon? What kind of world takes young girls and rips them apart from not only their family’s lives, but from their own? What kind of world allows that to happen?”
 
   Simon sighed. “It’s not the world that does this, Cassie. It’s the sick person living in it that does. People like Tom Merryfield are a drop in the ocean. They’re few and far between.”
 
   “I understand what you’re saying, Simon. I suppose it just feels that way to me as I’m surrounded by it.” I thought about what I said and bit my tongue. “I’m sorry, Simon. That sounded selfish. It’s not about me. It’s about those poor girls. At least something good will come out of this. The parents will be able to have closure, finally burying their daughters.”
 
   Simon sighed and looked out the window. “Unfortunately, one of the girls suspected of being buried there has no living relatives. She was raised by her mother after her father died when she was two. They were both on their own. No grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins—nothing. They only had each other. Her mother died six months after she went missing. They suspected it was of a broken heart.”
 
   Feeling the tears sting my eyes, I looked over at Simeon, who smiled reassuringly. “What’s going to happen to her?”
 
   Simon cleared his throat and propped himself up in his chair. “I suspect that if it is her, a government contractor will take care of the funeral.”
 
   I shook my head and sat up. “No, Simon. Please. If it’s her, please let me take care of her funeral.”
 
   Simon looked shocked. “Cassie, you don’t have to do that.”
 
   I nodded. “I do, Simon. I really do. Whomever this little girl is, she deserves to be sent away properly. I need to do it for her, and I need to do it for her mother.”
 
   Sighing, Simon leaned onto his desk. “Well, if it is Lisa Bellmont, I’ll be sure to tell you.”
 
   Hearing her name out loud hit me hard. This poor little girl had her whole life ahead of her, but then some evil monster came along and snatched it away. He stripped her from a life of dreams, loves, loses, and happiness. The tapestry of life she could have led was lost, never to be found again. It broke my heart.
 
   “Thank you, Simon. Can I ask how old she was?”
 
   Running his hand through his hair, Simon exhaled. “She was only eight when she went missing sixteen years ago. She would have been twenty-four.”
 
   The room fell silent as we thought about the possibilities for this young girl. Possibilities that were taken away by Tom Merryfield.
 
   “I’m sorry, Cassie. I didn’t mean for it to get so somber. This is supposed to be a party, but I’ll have you crying in your soup.”
 
   We all chuckled, easing the tension. “It’s okay, Simon. You had to tell me and I appreciate that you did. Now all that’s left is to join your wonderful family and savor this jerked chicken. My mouth has been practically salivating all day thinking about it.”
 
   Simeon chuckled. “It’s true. My passenger seat is filled with her slobber.”
 
   “Stephen, cut it out,” I giggled, pushing his arm. Simeon winked back and, from the corner of my eye, I could tell Simon was closely watching us.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In the brief time we were sitting around the table, I learned that Blake was a DJ at a local club not far from Simon’s house; Rachael was studying at the university and wanted to become a professor; Sharice’s mum and dad both worked in the tax office where they met; and Simon’s dad worked in insurance. The family was big, and the love was shared by all. It was so nice to be filled with such happiness and appreciation around the dinner table. It somehow made me feel like part of the family.
 
   We were just finishing off our soup, when Simon’s mum came out with the jerked chicken. It looked simply delicious. “Here you go, darling,” Caroline beamed, handing me a plate. “Sharice has done a fine job with the chicken.”
 
   With my knife and fork in hand, I smiled at Caroline. “I’m looking forward to tucking in.” She sat down next to me. 
 
   “Go on, baby girl. Tell me what you think.”
 
   Smiling politely, I picked up some of the chicken with some rice and placed it in my mouth. The flavours that burst on my tongue were phenomenal. It was spicy, but not overly so. It was sweet, but not so much that it was overpowering. It was wonderful.
 
   “Hmmm,” I hummed in approval as I chewed my food. “It’s jerktastic,” I smiled at Sharice.
 
   Soon, everyone was tucking in. I was so engrossed in eating, I was actually one of the first ones to finish.
 
   “It’s nice to see a girl with a healthy appetite.” Blake winked over at me, making me blush.
 
   “It has to be one of the best meals I’ve ever tasted.”
 
   “Don’t go saying that. You’ll give Sharice a big head,” Simon piped up, earning an elbow from his wife.
 
   “He’s just jealous because he tried it once and he not only burned the chicken, but the rice, too.”
 
   Rachael laughed. “How could you burn the rice, Simon?”
 
   Simon shook his head. “I thought it took longer than what the packet said.”
 
   “Well, you see, here’s the thing. He didn’t read the packet. He just shoved me out of the kitchen and told me he had it all under control. Soon, the fire alarms were going off all over the house, and Simon was running around like a headless chicken.”
 
   Everyone laughed again. “Simon, you’re supposed to cook the chicken, not become a headless one,” Rachael snorted.
 
   Simon looked over at Simeon and I. “You see the level of abuse I have to put up with here?”
 
   “Maybe your family just likes to bring you down to earth occasionally, boss man.” Simeon winked and everyone clapped their hands, laughing.
 
   “Too true, Stephen. Too true,” Blake answered.
 
   The playful banter went on for a few more minutes until it was time for dessert. After the soup and jerked chicken, I didn’t think I had any room left. However, when I saw and smelled the ginger cake, I couldn’t resist.
 
   “I’m really being spoiled this evening.” I burped silently, covering my mouth.
 
   Caroline chuckled. “It’s another one of my recipes from home. I brought it with me.”
 
   “It looks and smells delicious, Mrs. Bradley.”
 
   “Child, you’re part of our family now. Call me Mama Caroline. That’s what everyone calls me around here. It seems to have followed me from Jamaica.”
 
   “I’ve never been to Jamaica.”
 
   Caroline smiled and looked off into the distance. “It’s a beautiful place, Cassie. You really should go one day. There are so many things happening and so many things to do. We had spring festivals, which would last for weeks. So much dancing, so much happiness.”
 
   “Why does that seem to make you sad?”
 
   She looked over to me with a smile and patted my arm. “Nothing gets by you, does it, child? It’s unfortunate, but there are too many killings. Once it got close to home, we had to move. Little did I know that we were no safer here than at home, especially after what happened to Molly.”
 
   I squeezed her arm. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Life is what it is, dear child. No one can say things would have been different if we had made different choices. Despite what happened with Molly, we have been happy here. Simon has made a success of himself, and Desmond and I are very proud of him.”
 
   “I imagine you are, Mama Caroline,” I smiled.
 
   “You’re a good girl, Cassie. I can tell you are.” Then she did the one thing I was dreading all night. She placed her hand on mine.
 
   I saw her sorrow straight away. Her brother was shot and killed in Jamaica. They were very close and it tore her apart. She loved Jamaica, but that was lost the day her brother died.
 
   Then something else hit. “Mama Caroline, you have to go to the hospital.”
 
   Caroline’s head snapped up in shock. “Whatever for, child?”
 
   “You’ve been having pain in your right leg, haven’t you?” The shock on her face told me everything. “You’ve been suffering for days and haven’t told anyone.”
 
   “It’s just some swelling and muscular pain. I’ve been on my feet a lot lately, that’s all.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s not all, Caroline. You need to go to the hospital.”
 
    Glancing over at Simon, he saw the way his mum’s hand was clasped on mine. “What’s wrong, Cassie?” he whispered.
 
   “Your mother has been getting pain in her leg. It needs to be seen straight away. There’s time to waste,” I implored.
 
   Simon was immediately out of his seat. “Why didn’t you say something before, Mum?”
 
   “This is ridiculous. It’s just been a little sore for a few days. I’m sure it will calm down soon.”
 
   Simon looked over at me and I shook my head. “I’m taking you to the hospital.”
 
   “Simon, stop being silly. This is a dinner party and we have guests.”
 
   Squeezing Caroline’s hand, I got her attention. “Your health and well-being are far more important than dinner. You have to see someone now, Caroline. Otherwise, the pain will only get worse. Please do it. For me.”
 
   Her eyes searched mine, then Simon’s. “But how…?”
 
   “She found Molly, Mum.” 
 
   Caroline looked at Simon and saw his meaning. I could see the confusion coursing through her, but she stood with a nod. “Okay. I’ll go.”
 
   Sighing, I got up and turned to Simon. “Can Stephen and I follow you to the hospital?”
 
   Simon smiled and nodded. “Absolutely.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Sharice said, bewildered.
 
   “I’ll explain it to you later. For now, I just want to get Mum to the hospital.”
 
   After a flurry of activity, we were on our way to the hospital. Once we walked into the ER, Caroline was quickly ushered in to see the triage nurse, who admitted her straight away. An ultrasound was organized and blood was taken, but I already knew what the results would be.
 
   Finally, a doctor came out to speak with us. “Mr. Bradley?”
 
   “Yes,” both Simon and Desmond said together.
 
   “Mrs. Bradley has Deep Vein Thrombosis. We’ve managed to locate it in her calf. She will need to take anti-coagulants for a few weeks to reduce the blood clot, so I want to start her on a course of Heparin, which will mean a short stay in the hospital. However, if all goes well, she will be able to leave in less than two weeks.”
 
   “Is she going to be okay?”
 
   “It was caught early, so the success rate is better. I’ve set up the Heparin intravenously so she’s all settled in if you want to go and see her.”
 
   “Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” he answered, smiling as he walked away.
 
   A nurse soon joined us and we followed her to Caroline’s room. As we opened the door, she smiled brightly and threw her arms open for me. “My beacon of light, my guardian angel. I need to give you a hug.”
 
   Smiling, I walked over to her bed and gracefully accepted her hug. I was warming to Simon’s mother by the minute.
 
   “So, you have a gift, Cassie.” She saw my shocked expression and wiggled her finger at me. “It wasn’t hard to work out after everything you’ve done. Simon didn’t divulge your secret, but I knew there must have been something. You were just too good to be true.”
 
   Sitting on the bed beside her, I smiled. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”
 
   Feeling Simon’s hand on my shoulder, I looked up at him. “I don’t know how many times you’re going to save this family, Cassie. But, as always, thank you.”
 
   “There’s no need to thank me, Simon.”
 
   “You have quite the girl,” Blake said to Simeon. 
 
   Simeon smiled over at me. “Yes, I do.”
 
   I timidly smiled back. If he was Stephen, I wouldn’t have even thought twice about that comment. In fact, I would have been beaming.
 
   “So, this psychic shit… How does it work?” Blake continued.
 
   “Blake,” Caroline scolded. “Watch your manners.”
 
   He hung his head in shame. “Sorry, Mama Caroline.”
 
   I almost wanted to laugh. In fact, I would have if we weren’t in the hospital. Just the thought that cocky Blake could be reduced to a cowering little boy by the voice of his aunt almost had the giggles surfacing.
 
   “I have to touch someone’s hand to see it.” I looked over at Caroline and smiled.
 
   “I know you must not like dealing with this every day, but I’m glad I touched your hand.”
 
   “I’m glad you did, too.”
 
   “It must be difficult, though,” Sharice interjected. “You must see things you wish you hadn’t.”
 
   I briefly thought about Lisa-Marie’s train crash, and the visions of that poor girl being strangled. “It would be a lie if I told you no.”
 
   “What things have you seen?” Blake asked, leaning toward me.
 
   Rachael swatted him one again, and Caroline sighed. “Blake, Cassie doesn’t want to talk about all this with us now. She must be exhausted. This wasn’t quite the dinner party for which you were hoping. I’m sorry, child.”
 
   Leaning over, I kissed her on the cheek. “It was amazing. Thank you. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. You have a wonderful family, Mama Caroline. You must be very proud.”
 
   Caroline inhaled deeply as the tears formed. “That I am, Cassie. That I am. I hope it won’t be too long before I see you again.”
 
   Rising out of my seat, I shook my head. “I don’t think Simon will hear the end of it if he doesn’t bring me to visit you one day this week.” Looking at Simon, I saw his bright smile.
 
   “Well, if you hassling him won’t work, I’m sure me hassling him will,” she playfully answered.
 
   Simon shuddered. “One lesson I have learned in my lifetime so far, Cassie, is never say no to Mama Caroline.”
 
   Everyone laughed, and we said our goodbyes. Once we were outside, Simeon was the perfect gentleman and opened the door for me. I smiled sweetly and accepted his gracefulness.
 
   We drove for five minutes before he broke the silence. “You’re an amazing woman, Cassie.”
 
   I laughed. “You sound just like your brother.”
 
   Simeon shook his head. “Which one?” As I felt the stab to my heart, Simeon sighed. “Oh, Cassie. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay, Simeon. It’s not your fault. You don’t need to keep apologizing. I bet it feels like you’re forever doing that. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable around me.”
 
   Eyes staring straight ahead, Simeon gripped the steering wheel. “You could never make me feel uncomfortable, Cassie. In fact, you seem to have this uncanny knack of making people feel at peace around you.”
 
   I studied Simeon after that remark. Surely I didn’t possess the same calm-like qualities these angels seemed to emanate.
 
   “Do we all possess this pull?”
 
   Briefly taking his eye off the road, Simeon frowned. “Pull for what?”
 
   “To be with each other. I’ve only ever had that with Michael, Stephen, and yourself. It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “I know exactly what you mean, Cassie. We seek each other out. How can you explain that lions only roam with other lions, or that elephants herd with other elephants? We seek each other out because we are one in the same.”
 
   I sighed. “I suppose when you put it like that…”
 
   Simeon shrugged. “It just makes sense. I didn’t feel any relief until I was with you and Michael in that hospital. It was almost like I could function properly again.”
 
   As soon as he said that, I felt the guilt. Here I was, going on like a whiney child when someone like Simeon was apart from his kind for months—maybe even years.
 
   “A lion without his pride… It must have been hard.” I caught his smile and matched it. “What?”
 
   “Did you just call me a lion?”
 
   Realising I did, I shook my head. “No, it’s just—”
 
   “You just called me a lion.” Simeon nodded and stuck his tongue out.
 
   Knowing I wasn’t going to get anywhere with this argument, I playfully pushed his shoulder. “Just shut up, Mr. Big-head.”
 
   “I don’t think the lion in me likes being called names.”
 
   “Well, then, I think the lion will just have to find a quiet corner somewhere and lick his wounds.”
 
   Glancing over at me, Simeon shook his head. “You are quite the woman, Cassie.”
 
   Smiling, I look at the bright lights of London. I thought about Simon and his family, and it made me smile. They were all warm and welcoming—well, Blake was a little creepy, but I knew he did it in all innocence. I could tell there was no malevolence there. They were just one big happy, loving family. It was great to see.
 
   It wasn’t long before my thoughts drifted to Stephen. He had never left me. Sometimes, he just sat in a quiet corner. I knew he would never leave my heart. Some days were more unbearable than others, but I was learning to cope. Especially when I filled my days with other people’s hectic lives.
 
   “What are you thinking about?”
 
   Snapping out of my daydream, I looked over at Simeon as he pulled into a parking space. “I was just thinking about how lovely Simon’s family is.” I know it was a half-truth, but it was all I was offering him right now.
 
   “They were definitely that,” he smiled. “Stay there. I’ll help you out.”
 
   I shook my head and watched as Simeon came around to my side. “I didn’t think lions behaved like this. I thought they just bit the lionesses and roared a lot.”
 
   Simeon chuckled as he shut my door. “I could be that way if you wanted me to be.”
 
   Nudging him in the arm, we walked towards my flat. “Behave yourself, Simeon.”
 
   He bowed his head. “Sorry, my lady.”
 
   “I think I can forgive you.” Simeon smiled as we walked up to my door.
 
   “Well, it was a great evening, Cassie. I enjoyed your company.”
 
   Funnily enough, so had I. “I enjoyed yours, too, Simeon. Thank you for coming with me.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it.”
 
   Silence rained upon us as we stared at one another. For some reason, it felt like that awkward moment on a date when the boy brings the girl back home. I didn’t want it feeling like that.
 
   Sensing my unease, Simeon cleared his throat. “I better get home. I’m on early tomorrow.” 
 
   Grabbing my shoulders, he kissed my cheek. “It would be fun to do this again sometime, Cassie.”
 
   Nodding, I smiled sweetly as I searched for my keys. “Take care, Simeon. I hope you sleep well.”
 
   “Me?” he answered as he walked down the stairs. “I always sleep like a baby.”
 
   Waving, he watched as I pulled the door open and let myself in. It wasn’t until I gave my final wave and shut the door that I breathed a huge sigh of relief. It was hard work being around Simeon. Not only because he looked so much like Stephen, but he resembled his cheekiness. He wasn’t as good at it as Stephen, though.
 
   Sighing, I realised I had this sudden urge for hot chocolate. Pushing myself up from the door, I made my way into the kitchen.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   I was dreaming again. I had to have been. It was like my subconscious was taunting me. The door was there in all its glory. The laughter filled the air and I almost breathed it in like it was the sweetest scent on earth. How could children’s laugher fill me with such hope and desire at the same time? The noises just pulled at me from the inside out. I was dying to get inside that door, but I knew it wouldn’t be any use.
 
   The laughter came again but, this time, I couldn’t stand it. I had to try one more time to get it open. I pushed, I pulled, I kicked, and I screamed, but nothing was getting that door open. Tears filled my eyes and rolled down my cheeks as I frantically banged on the door. 
 
   “Please, someone open the door for me. Please,” I pled in the hope that someone would listen to me.
 
   No one answered, filling me with such anger and despair. I kicked and banged with everything I had, desperate to somehow make it open.
 
   Suddenly, I had the feeling of the warmest arms around me. “Shh,” he whispered in my ear. “It’s okay, Cassie. I’m here.”
 
   “Stephen?” I whimpered back. “I miss you so much.”
 
   Gently, he rocked me in his arms and stroked my hair. “I know you do. I miss you, too. You’re my world, Cassie.”
 
   Kissing my head, he turned me around to face him. My breath caught as I stared into the eyes of the man I loved.
 
   “Listen to me, Cassie…,” he demanded. The tone of his voice gained my full attention.
 
    
 
   “Stephen!” I shouted as I heard banging on my door. “Shit!” I cursed, pissed off.
 
   The banging continued as I rose out of my bed. “I’m coming!” I shouted, heading for the door. 
 
   Once I peeked out, I saw Catherine. The minute I opened the door, I said, “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Everything is just wonderful, Cassie. Lisa-Marie is awake and asking for you. In fact, she insisted I come down here and drag you over to the hospital myself.”
 
   Feeling lighter than air, I hugged Catherine tightly. “I’m so happy. Come in for a moment while I put something on.”
 
    I gathered a pair of jeans and a jumper, getting dressed in no time. My shoulder felt a little better this morning, which was a nice surprise. It made getting dressed a little bit easier.
 
   The minute I was ready, I grabbed my bag and we headed to the hospital. “How does she seem?”
 
   “Fine,” she said, keeping her eyes on the road. “She’s got some colour back in her cheeks. It’s really good to see.”
 
   “I bet! I can’t wait to see her.”
 
   “She knows you got shot, so she insisted I be there for you. She cares about you.”
 
   “I know she does. Lisa-Marie means the world to me. The world wouldn’t be the same without her in it.” I carefully watched Catherine’s expression and saw a sudden change.
 
   “I never showed how I felt in front of Lisa-Marie’s parents, but I was terrified of losing her. It’s only really been up until this morning that I haven’t been able to eat properly. We never got to, you know, the part where you say those words. To be honest with you, I don’t know whether we are quite there yet. I knew we had an instant connection when we first met, but I didn’t want to get carried away with it. Sometimes it’s easy to get swept away.”
 
   Catherine offered a gentle smile, but I knew she was hurting inside. Her words struck a chord in me, though. It made me think a lot about Michael and how easily I got swept away by him. Although I loved Michael and always would, it would only ever be as a friend. He would always have a special place in my heart, but would never actually own it. My heart belonged with Stephen.
 
   “But when I heard she was hurt…” Catherine stopped and I saw the pain in her face. She gripped the steering wheel as her eyes filled with tears. 
 
   I did the only thing I could and rubbed her shoulder. “It’s okay to let it out, Catherine. You’ve been through so much, it’s only natural that it would all come tumbling out at some point. There is only so much a person can take.” 
 
   She nodded, and took some deep breaths before she carried on, “It…it somehow awoke something within me. I seemed to have this new sense of purpose. The problem being that without the purpose, what was the point? Lisa-Marie was my purpose. She is my purpose. I…I hope I’m making sense.” She chuckled through her tears.
 
   “You’re making perfect sense, Catherine. You love her.” Catherine sighed and nodded. Her tears were falling and she was desperately trying to wipe them away so she could see the road.
 
   “Do you need to stop for a moment to take a breather?”
 
   Shaking her head, she inhaled sharply and blew out. “No, I’m fine. I don’t know what’s come over me.”
 
   “Catherine, you’ve been cooped up in hospital for days, wondering whether the love of your life was going to wake up. Of course it’s going to take its toll. You have every right to let the last few days out. It’s what your body is telling you it needs. Just listen to it. You will feel better in the end.”
 
   Stopping in a parking space, Catherine turned to me. “I hardly know you, but I feel like you’re a really good friend.” I smiled, thinking how true it was that I felt like that at times. “Has anyone ever told you that you have this knack of making people feel calm? I don’t know what it is, but when I was falling apart just then, it seemed like the moment you touched me, I felt like I wasn’t alone.”
 
   Taking off my seatbelt, I offered Catherine a hug. “You aren’t alone, Catherine. I’m your friend now, and will always be there for you. For both of you. I just wish you would have come to me with your fears. I could have been here for you a lot sooner.”
 
   Pulling away from me, she shook her head. “You’ve had enough to deal with lately. You didn’t need me to add to your woes.”
 
    I could understand why she felt that way. Everyone was feeling a little preoccupied with one thing or another lately. Sometimes life had a way of spinning in circles.
 
   “Sometimes sharing your fears and anxieties helps to lessen the burden. You took it all on yourself when you have people who would have been more than willing to share it with you. I want you to know that if you ever feel lonely again, I will be there if you need me.”
 
   Putting her hand on my arm, she smiled. “Friends.” 
 
   I placed my hand on her arm, too. “Friends.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I opened the door. “Well, let’s go see how the woman of your dreams is doing, shall we?”
 
   Smiling brightly, Catherine said, “Yes—let’s.”
 
   Walking into the hospital had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. It wasn’t too long ago that I was a patient—waking up to the thought that Stephen was no longer with me. Feeling a tight knot in my stomach, I quickly remembered the dream I had this morning. It was the same dream, but Stephen was there. He was somehow able to get into my subconscious. How he did it, I don’t know, but it filled me with a new sense of hope. He could come to my dreams, and if that was all I could have of him, I’d be more than willing to take it.
 
   Taking the lift to the third floor, we were immediately greeted by a mass panic. Alarms were going off and everyone was running around.
 
   “Oh no. They’re not going anywhere near…” I started.
 
   “It’s fine. They’re running in the opposite direction.”
 
   We walked the rest of the way in silence. Now that we were getting away from the pandemonium, all seemed quiet. We passed a few rooms and Catherine eventually stopped in front of her door. She knocked and we both heard Lisa-Marie shouting for us to come in.
 
   When I laid eyes on Lisa-Marie for the first time since I left the hospital, it had an immediate effect to my system. When I left her a few days ago, she was pale. Her normally bouncy auburn hair was lifeless, and her bright, childlike freckles had seemed to fade from her cheeks. Now, all her colour was back, making the freckles stand out more. Her hair had more body, and her eyes sparkled with a new sense of mischief. But, most of all, her smile was back. A smile I never thought I’d see again.
 
   “Lisa-Marie, what can I say?” It seemed like an awful way to greet someone when they had just woken from a coma, but it was a start.
 
   I rushed over to her and she held her arms out to me. “You’re looking so well.”
 
   “What can I say? It’s just me, I guess.” She winked. “So, what’s been going on?”
 
   Pulling my coat off, I sat down in the chair beside her and watched as Catherine sat on the bed and held her hand.
 
   “Not much. Just a little of this and that.”
 
   “Out saving the world again?”
 
   I smiled, thinking she certainly hadn’t lost her sense of humour. “Something like that,” I chuckled.
 
   Lisa-Marie looked up at Catherine, then back at me. “Catherine told me you told her about the train.”
 
   “I had to tell her, Lisa-Marie. I felt I owed her that much. She was suffering. I needed her to know there was hope.”
 
   “What made you think there was any hope?”
 
   “Well, I figured if you had survived a train crash and getting shot, you could survive anything.”
 
   Lisa-Marie laughed heartily, but Catherine scowled at her. “This isn’t funny, Lisa-Marie. I almost lost you.”
 
   “I know, babes. But, you have to admit, it is kind of funny. Maybe I’m superwoman.”
 
   A laugh spluttered through my teeth, raising a smile from Catherine. “I know what you’re saying, but it still scared the shit out of me.”
 
   “She hasn’t left your side, Lisa-Marie.”
 
   Looking up at Catherine, Lisa-Marie intertwined their fingers. “I know.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “Where are your parents?”
 
   She sighed and looked over at me. “They were here, but I asked them to leave for a bit so I could talk to Cassie.”
 
   Catherine straightened her back. “Do you want me to leave?”
 
   “No, of course not. You can stay. It’s just a bit delicate talking about this in front of my mum and dad. I just want to talk about that night. I want to make sure I don’t get you into any trouble with the story I’m going to tell the police.”
 
   My heart ached when I thought about Lisa-Marie even contemplating lying for me if I asked her. She was a true friend.
 
   “I would never ask you to lie for me, Lisa-Marie.”
 
   “I know you wouldn’t. But I still want to make sure you’re okay with what I tell them.”
 
   “Just tell them the truth. You can obviously tell me, but you have to be honest about everything.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Lisa-Marie’s eyes glazed over as she stared ahead. “I came around to see you that evening. On my way to the shops, I thought I would just pop by and see how you were getting on. I knew you had this new job prospect and just wanted to make sure you were happy. I also wanted to see if you wanted to go out over the weekend.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t make that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, too,” she smiled. “Anyway, I knocked on your door and waited for a few seconds. When you didn’t answer, I was about to turn away when the door opened. That girl answered. She said she was your best friend from school and was waiting for you to return from the shops. She seemed friendly enough so, when she asked me in, I entered.”
 
   Lisa-Marie took a deep breath. “The minute she shut the door, she started asking questions about who I was and how I felt about the train crash. I obviously knew that she knew, so I told her. I had nothing but praise and adulation for you. Instead of her acting like a best friend, everything I said just seemed to anger her further. In the end, I felt a little uncomfortable. I got up to leave so I could call you as soon as I left. Something didn’t sit right with me, and now I knew I was right.”
 
   I felt my gut clench. Lisa-Marie was a good person who didn’t deserve anything that happened to her that day. I knew that from the moment I touched her hand, which was why I implored her not to take that train. And now the guilt for what happened this time was riding through me. It was hard not to feel anger the whole time Lisa-Marie was telling me. It was hard not to scream in rage. I’ve always thought the word “hate” was a very strong word, but it came close to how I felt about Kali. She took my parents away from me, betrayed a true friend, and tried to take another from me. Who wouldn’t hate someone for that?
 
   The atmosphere in the room was silent as Lisa-Marie continued, “When I made my excuses to leave, she got out her gun and pointed it at me. She started saying something to the effect of how you going out saving the world is stopping it from going around. She started babbling on about angels. She really didn’t make any sense.
 
   “Anyway, she made it clear to me that I should be dead, and I knew she meant every word. I tried to flee, but she shot me. I don’t remember anything after that.”
 
   No wonder Lisa-Marie wanted to tell me this story first. Now I could understand why she wanted to alter the truth.
 
   “Do you still want me to tell the truth?”
 
   “I don’t want you to lie.”
 
   “I know you don’t. Facts are facts, though. At the end of the day, she shot me and you. That can never be disputed.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “What have you told the police?”
 
   “Both Michael, Stephen, and I have told them she was obsessed with Stephen. That she was really pissed off when he joined the station and wasn’t interested in her.”
 
   “Then I’ll just verify that. I’ll tell them I turned up and foiled her plans. When I tried to get the gun from her, she shot me. It’s as simple as that, Cassie. They don’t have to know about the gift, the train crash, anything.”
 
   I bit my lip. “I still don’t feel comfortable with this. You’re going to lie to the police just to protect me.”
 
   She looked abashed. “Wouldn’t you do the same for me?”
 
   “Of course I would.”
 
   “Then shut up!”
 
   All of us giggled, making the tension in the room dissipate. “How are you feeling anyway?” I asked.
 
   “Glad to be alive, Cassie. I feel pain, but I accept that. Pain means I’m alive, and I’m really not ready to leave this world quite yet.”
 
   Without thinking, I took her hand. Lisa-Marie tried to flinch it away, but I held strong. A vision came to me in an instant, just like it always did. 
 
    
 
   She was at a party. The weather was glorious so it must be next summer. She was in the garden with Catherine, and she looked over at me. I was standing there with a drink, and smiling back at her. I truly look happy.
 
   “Happy Birthday, Lisa-Marie,” I said in salute.
 
   “Thank you, Cassie. Caroline and I have some news. We wanted to share it with you before we announced it to everyone else.”
 
    I look eager to hear. “Oh, yes? What’s that?”
 
   I could feel Lisa-Marie’s absolute euphoria riding through her. “Catherine and I are going to have a baby!”
 
    
 
   I released my grip, gasping for air, but then a huge grin appeared on my face.
 
   “What did you see?” Lisa-Marie asked eagerly.
 
   “I think I’ll keep this one to myself. But I can guarantee it’s good.” I winked.
 
    I could feel Lisa-Marie’s happiness flowing through her. She had always wanted a family of her own, but because of her feelings towards women, it would never be possible to conceive in the normal way. I assumed the shooting really did give her a new outlook on life.
 
   I stayed for another hour, talking and giggling at silly jokes. I was so engrossed in the whole conversation, I didn’t realize how long had passed.
 
   “Shall I get you back so you can get some rest?” Caroline asked, concerned.
 
   “You don’t have to. I can make my way back home. Besides, I could use the fresh air.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   We said our goodbyes and I started walking towards home. I stopped to get some food, then was about to walk up the stairs to my flat when I felt something. I wasn’t sure what made me turn around, but I could definitely feel something.
 
   Spinning on my heels, I saw someone familiar. I had never met this person before, but it didn’t stop the little butterflies in my stomach.
 
   As she neared, she gave me a gentle smile, which immediately relaxed me. Angel—must be. And there was only one angel I could think she would be.
 
   Without thinking, I shortened the space between us. She could tell I sensed something because her posture became more confident as she walked.
 
   Before she could speak, I reached out to grab her hand. The feeling of nothing confirmed my suspicions. “Hello, Luana.”
 
   Her look of utter shock was overwhelming. It almost caused me to giggle. “You remember me?” She knew me—or who I used to be.
 
   As I was getting ready to answer, something else hit me. The sound of children laughing. Luana sensed my bewilderment and squeezed my hand. “Are you okay?”
 
   I nodded. “It’s nothing. It’s just my shoulder,” I lied. “I wish I could remember you, Luana. I realise who I am, but I can’t remember anything.”
 
   Remember, the voice whispered.
 
   Oh shit. Please don’t do this to me now.
 
   “Are you sure you’re all right, Cassie? You look pale.”
 
   Nodding, I realised I was still holding her hand. “I’m sorry. I bet you think I’m strange just walking up to you like that and taking your hand.”
 
   I released my grip and Luana giggled. “That’s nothing compared to some things I see on a daily basis.”
 
   I chuckled a little, thinking how true that must be. It would seem it’s true for all of us. 
 
   Motioning to the door, I looked at Luana. “Would you like to come inside? I’m told I make the best hot chocolate.” 
 
   Cassie…, his sweet voice echoed, and it took every ounce of strength not to sink to the ground. Instead, I just stood there. Instinctively, my hand grabbed hold of Luana’s arm as I gasped.
 
   “Cassie, what’s the matter? Tell me. There’s obviously something wrong.”
 
   The tingles fell over me like a calming wave. It instantly relaxed me. I closed my eyes and breathed out. I was immediately calm again.
 
   “Come inside,” I tell Luana. “It’s best not to talk about it out here.”
 
   Luana followed me up the stairs and I let us both inside. I immediately got to work pouring some milk into two mugs and retrieving the hot chocolate from the cupboard.
 
   As I made it, I watched Luana as she sat on my sofa, surveying the room. I wasn’t sure why, but I was immediately drawn to her. It was almost as though I was meeting an old friend again. I just felt happy with her. Then again, all angels made you feel that way.
 
   Grabbing her mug with my good hand, I placed it on the table in front of her. Luana smiled and nodded as I went to retrieve mine.
 
   Sitting on the chair, I watched as she took a sip and closed her eyes. “You’re right. It is the best hot chocolate.”
 
   I felt the tingles all over my body and it immediately made me laugh.
 
   “What’s so funny?” she asked, placing the mug back on the table.
 
   “I don’t know. I just feel…overwhelmed.” And I was being truthful. I was feeling overwhelmed. Stephen made me feel that way.
 
   “I can see it in you, Cassie. You look happy on the outside, but your eyes betray you. You’re suffering.”
 
   As if I hadn’t cried enough, the tears immediately began to fall.
 
   “You miss him,” she whispered.
 
   Nodding, I hung my head. I did miss him. I wanted to be brave, but it was hard.
 
   Sucking in a breath, I wiped away my tears. “He’s not here anymore, so what difference does it make?”
 
   “Do you feel him with you? Do you call out his name and feel him there?”
 
   How did she know? From the look on my face, she could tell I was shocked. “How did you—?”
 
   “He must know of your choice by now, right?” I nodded. “Well then, I can’t understand why he’s not here. It’s not like Stephen to beat around the bush.”
 
   Blinking rapidly, I had to gather my frantic thoughts. Did she just say what I thought she said?
 
   “Stephen can come back?”
 
   Luana laughed and sighed. “Dear girl, wild horses wouldn’t stop him from coming back here if he knew you loved him.”
 
   I couldn’t wrap my head around what she was saying. “But…he’s back home. He’s where he wanted to be. I thought that was what he wanted all along. He told me how much he missed it there.”
 
   “You’re his home, Cassie. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
 
   I felt the tingles flow over me. It was almost as if Stephen was confirming what Luana was saying.
 
   She looked off into the distance as if she were trying to figure something out. 
 
   “How do you know all this?” I asked.
 
   “Let’s just say I do. What I can’t understand is why he isn’t here. He must have gone to the Council to seek per—” Then she suddenly stopped. It was like she knew something wasn’t quite right.
 
   “What is it? What is it you know that I don’t, Luana?”
 
   Looking at me, she smiled widely. “Some things never change.” And then I saw the regret. She just let something out she wasn’t supposed to. I kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want to get her into trouble. Seeing I wasn’t going to ask her the one burning question I had, Luana breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. Now, can you tell me what’s happening with you?”
 
   I told her about my dreams and the sensations I felt whenever I thought Stephen was with me. “And then there’s what happened last night, then just outside.”
 
   Sipping her hot chocolate, Luana shook her head. “What?”
 
   “A voice keeps telling me to remember.”
 
   In thought, Luana looked off. You could see she was trying to piece together everything. Suddenly, realisation seemed to hit her. “Oh, dear.” Those two words were like a battering ram to my heart.
 
   “What’s going on, Luana? Please tell me.”
 
   Her eyes met mine, sympathy oozing out of them. “It’s an impossibility to remember who you are unless an angel tells you. I assume you know the consequences of that?”
 
   “No, but I assume it’s bad.”
 
   Luana nodded. “Very bad.”
 
   And then it hit me. I replayed her words about Stephen having to go to the Council. “I have to remember in order for him to return.”
 
   She sighed. “It certainly looks that way, kiddo.”
 
   “And you say it’s an impossibility for me to remember on my own?”
 
   With sadness in her eyes, Luana nodded. It was like all the air had escaped my lungs. The calming tingles verified what was said, and I knew Stephen was trying to calm my frantically beating heart.
 
   “Then I’m left with no other choice,” I found myself saying.
 
   Luana looked up, puzzled. “What?”
 
   “I have to be the exception to the rule. I’ll have to remember.”
 
   She shook her head, but smiled. “If anyone can do it, you can.”
 
   I didn’t know what she meant and I knew I couldn’t ask. I just knew I had a very tough time ahead, but Stephen was worth every single second.
 
   “So how did you know who I was?”
 
   Her change in subject was a welcome one. I didn’t want to stew on this too much right now. I just had to find a way—pure and simple.
 
   Smiling, I said, “Michael mentioned you yesterday.”
 
   Watching Luana’s eyes widen had the wheels in my head spinning. She liked him, and I mean really liked him.
 
   “Did he?” Her voice sounded a little high-pitched all of a sudden.
 
   “Yes,” I chuckled. “To be honest, he was a bit cagey about it. It was almost as if he was trying to shrug me off when I asked questions.”
 
   Luana smiled. “It’s probably because he didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”
 
   And there it was. The proof there was more to Michael and Luana than both of them just being angels.
 
   “You like him, don’t you?” I saw the dreamy look in her eyes. “What’s holding him ba—?” Then I knew. It was me. It was always me holding him back. How stupid and selfish of me. If I had known, maybe things would have turned out differently.
 
   “Oh, my god. How stupid am I?”
 
   Leaning forward in her seat, Luana reached over and grabbed my knee. “You weren’t to know.”
 
    I grabbed her hand. “I feel so close to you for some reason. Do all angels make people feel that way?”
 
   Luana chuckled and squeezed my knee. “I suppose we’re just naturally gifted,” she smiled.
 
   I knew what she said was true, but there was more to it than she was letting on. “I know you.”
 
   Luana’s eyes widened again. I saw her gulp as she pulled her hand away.
 
   “It’s okay, Luana. I’m not going to make you say it. I just know it’s true.” You could see Luana’s relief as she smiled back at me.
 
   “So, getting back to Michael, why weren’t you two together before he was sent on his mission?”
 
   Luana’s smile was wider as I saw a glint of humour in her eyes. “That’s easy. You know Michael likes the damsel in distress type? No offense to you.” I nodded. “I’m no damsel. Never have been.”
 
   I caught on to what she said. “Ah, I see.”
 
   Suddenly, my heart swelled at the idea that maybe I could push Michael into Luana’s arms. I could tell she was smitten. I didn’t know what feelings Michael had for her, but I was willing to try and lead him there. It was the least I could do for him. I had to let him know he had the right to be happy. It just wasn’t going to be with me.
 
   My mind raced with possibilities. I jumped out of my chair. “Luana, finish off your drink. You’re coming with me.”
 
   Frantically, Luana gulped the rest of her hot chocolate down and stood up. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Do you have a car?”
 
   “I have a motorbike. Why?”
 
   I smiled, thinking how much Luana and Michael were alike. Silly boy! “I don’t suppose you have an extra helmet?” Luana shook her head. Shit!
 
   “I can go and get one if you hang on for a few minutes.”
 
   Smiling, I reached out and grabbed her arm. “Please do. I can guarantee you it will be worth it.”
 
   With a nod, she was at the door. Suddenly, I called her back. “Luana?”
 
   She hesitated at the door. “What?”
 
   “What does your name mean?”
 
   She chuckled a little. “It means ‘God’s Favourite Warrior’.”
 
   Nodding, I smiled, thinking it suited her. “I like it.”
 
   Shaking her head, she giggled a little. “I thought you would.” With a turn of her heels, she was out the door. 
 
   The minute she was gone, I started getting nervous. A part of me was wondering whether I could go through this, but another part knew I had no other choice. I had to do this for Michael no matter how uncomfortable it made me.
 
   With my mind made up, I grabbed some things and started placing them in a bag. I sat and waited with an apprehensive smile on my face, hoping and praying this would work. 
 
   Once Luana was back, we climbed on her bike and I yelled out directions along the way. For some reason, I think she knew where we were going, but it was only when we were sitting outside Michael’s house that she confirmed it.
 
   “Why are we outside Michael’s?”
 
   I climbed off the bike. “I don’t think he’s home, which is great.”
 
   Luana threw her shapely leg over the bike and took her helmet off. “What are you up to?” she asked, helping me off with mine.
 
   Without answering, I looked around his porch for a key. I knew some people hide keys under flowerpots or something, so I wondered if Michael would do the same.
 
   “What are you looking for?”
 
   Bending down and looking underneath a bush, I found a little pot in the corner. I pushed it aside. “Voila!” I shouted as I came back up. 
 
   Luana saw the key and shook her head. “I don’t think Michael will take too kindly to us breaking into his house.”
 
   “I’m breaking into his house. I just need to set up the scene.”
 
   “The scene for what?” she asked, following me in.
 
   The same white walls greeted us as we walked into the living room. That picture of an angel was still high above the fireplace.
 
   “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”
 
   Luana’s voice almost made me jump. “Yes, she is.”
 
   “So, are you going to tell me what we’re doing here?”
 
   I bit my lip, wondering if she would go along with this. “I need you to call Michael and I need you to sound really upset.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well…,” I said, pacing the floor. “If Michael wants a damsel in distress, I think we should give him one.” I set my bag on the sofa and dumped it out, revealing a dress. “Michael hasn’t seen me in this yet. You seem to be the same size I am.”
 
   Luana blinked a couple of times, shaking her head. “I don’t understand.”
 
   I could see the confusion in her face, so I walked over to her and grabbed her hand. The feeling of nothing washed over me. “You and I are friends, right?” She nodded. “I want to give you something as one friend to another. You deserve it.”
 
   I saw the tears in her eyes and it made my heart swell. “That’s good. Keep those tears coming because you’re going to need lots of them in a minute.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because we are going to get you out of these jeans and put this dress on you. Then you are going to call Michael and tell him you came around to visit him, only to find me in his house. You can say I came around to speak with him, but when I saw you, I flipped. I will spit so much venom at you, Luana, that Michael will see me as the heartless bitch and will see you—”
 
   “As a damsel in distress,” she confirmed.
 
   “Exactly. I won’t mean anything I say, of course. It will be hard for me, but just know that whatever bad thing I say means how much I admire you.”
 
   I saw the hint of excitement in her eyes, but I knew she was somewhat conflicted. “I don’t think I can do damsel.”
 
   Squeezing her hand, I made her look at me. “I’m going to be so horrible, the shock of my words will have you hurting. You have to cry, Luana. Even if you can’t do damsel, you certainly can act like one.”
 
   She saw the determination on my face and started laughing. It wasn’t long before I was joining her. I said, “Come on. We have to act fast. I’m not sure where he is or how long he will be.”
 
   We got to work straight away. Thankfully, the dress was a good fit, and the transformation was amazing. Michael would be putty in Luana’s hands when he catches a glimpse of her.
 
   “Beautiful. Just beautiful, Luana. You have the most amazing legs. Why don’t you show them off more?”
 
   Luana actually blushed. I knew there was an inner damsel in there just screaming to get out. “I guess I’m just so used to being who I am.”
 
   Pulling her golden hair around her face, I smiled. “You’re going to knock his socks off. Now, let me hear it. Act like you’re crying so we can get on with this call.”
 
   Luana smiled and went into actress mode. After a couple of tries, I thought she was ready.
 
   Picking her phone up, she began to dial his number. We both waited as the call connected and his loud voice could be heard. “Michael?” she said timidly. “It’s Cassie… She’s here at your house,” she said in a shaky voice. I put my thumb up to let her know she was doing really well. “She…she was waiting for you when I arrived. She’s mad, Michael. Really mad. Can you come home, please? I’m not sure what she’s going to do.”
 
   I could hear Michael’s commanding voice on the other end. I could tell he was mad and it made me doubt what I was doing. I didn’t want Michael to be mad at me.
 
   “He said he’d be here in five minutes,” Luana said after hanging up.
 
   I took a deep breath and gathered my composure a little. I was about to act my heart out and I was extremely nervous.
 
   “Why don’t you slap me across the face—you know, for good effect?”
 
   I don’t know why, but I found this hilarious. “Luana, I could never slap you.”
 
   “Oh, come on. It would be fun.”
 
   “You are kidding me, right?” She shook her head. “Oh, boy.” I started pacing the floor, wondering how the hell I was going to pull this off.
 
   “This is going to be fun.”
 
   Looking over at Luana, I didn’t know how she could be so calm. I was as nervous as hell, and I was the one who came up with this crazy idea in the first place.
 
   “You’re supposed to be crying. Remember?”
 
   She nodded. “Oh, yes. Of course. Give me a minute.” Luana walked out of the room, leaving me in silence. I took some deep breaths and waited for the inevitable monster about to barge through those doors at any minute.
 
   Just when Luana returned, tears running down her cheeks, we heard a rev of an engine outside. 
 
   “That must be him.”
 
   Letting out a deep breath, I glanced at her. “Okay. Are you ready?”
 
   She smiled through her tears and it made me wonder how she could have faked them so well.
 
   Inhaling a deep breath, I started shouting. I had to give Michael something once he opened that door. “You can’t just come in here and take over, Luana!” Pacing the floor, I saw her giving the thumbs up as she sobbed. It kind of made me feel like a bit of a bitch. Oh well. I’m in too deep now. “How dare you waltz in here and act like you belong!”
 
   I could hear the slam of a door and Michael’s footsteps approaching. It made my heart pick up even more.
 
   “What the hell is going on in here?” Michael boomed. 
 
   I saw him look at me with anger, then back at Luana with shock. He saw her tears, and couldn’t help but look at her attire. 
 
   Bingo!
 
   Walking over to Luana, he grabbed her arm to see if she was okay. Through her tears, she timidly looked up at him and nodded. God, she was good.
 
   Then the attention was back on me. “What has gotten into you, Cassie? You’re making her cry.”
 
   “She’s a bitch!” I seethed.
 
   I heard the collective gasps as a little sob escaped Luana’s lips. It just made Michael’s blood boil. “I think you should leave before you say something you regret. I don’t know what your problem is, Cassie, but it doesn’t give you the right to shout at Luana like this.”
 
   “That’s it. Take her side, Michael. I thought you were on mine.”
 
   Michael shook his head in exasperation. “I am on your side and, believe it or not, so is Luana. She’s your friend.”
 
   I knew he would never elaborate. “Yeah…well, that ship has sailed.”
 
   Michael turned to Luana and protectively put his arm around her. “How can you be so callous, Cassie? You’re not normally like this.”
 
   Looking at his arm around her, I saw it as an opportunity. “I see. Is that what it’s like, Michael? You’re going to choose her over me?”
 
   I saw Michael’s chest expand as he took in a breath. “It’s not about choosing, Cassie. It’s about being fair. You’re not being fair to Luana. She’s done nothing to make you behave like this. If it’s petty jealously, it’s not welcome here.”
 
   I started laughing. I was on a roll. “Oh, Michael. Don’t you think you’re fooling yourself here? You’ve always wanted me. All I would have to do is snap my fingers and you’d come running. You know it, and so does that pathetic excuse for an angel right there.”
 
   Michael thumped his fist on the wall, making Luana and I jump. “That’s enough!”
 
   I could see it now. The fire in his eyes. The disappointment in me. It almost made me falter, but I knew I couldn’t back down now—no matter how painful my chest was.
 
   “I’m not going to talk to you when you’re like this, Cassie. I want you to leave. I will speak to you once you’ve had a chance to calm down.”
 
   I threw my hand in the air. “You’re throwing me out?” 
 
   He nodded. “I think we’ve established that.”
 
   “You’re throwing me out and she gets to stay? How could you, Michael?”
 
   Letting go of Luana, Michael stomped over to me. “How could I? How could I? Cassie, I’ve done nothing but be there for you, and—”
 
   “And what?!” I shouted, interrupting him. “And you want me to thank you? Throw all of it in my face so I have to be grateful? Bow down to the holy Michael, giving thanks because of everything you’ve done? Is that why you did it? Just so you could get praise and feel good about yourself?”
 
   I saw the hurt in his eyes and it nearly set off my tears. I had to hold on. It was killing me, but I had to do this for Luana. For them both.
 
   “You know that was never why I did all those things. I don’t expect anything from you, other than respect. You come into my home and disrespect me and someone I love and care about.”
 
   I shook my head and laughed. “I see how it is now. I’m not going to stick around here while you insult me.”
 
   I edged myself towards the door, turning around to face Luana. I know she asked me to slap her, but I couldn’t find myself to do it. My palm itched to do it, but my body wouldn’t allow it. Instead, I raised my finger at her. “And as for you, coming in here thinking you could take over…” I poked her for good measure. At least I could offer her that. She staggered back with a gasp. Guess I caught her off-guard with that. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Michael getting nearer to where I stood so I knew I had to act fast. “There’s a word for women like you.”
 
   “Cassie!” Michael bellowed, grabbing my arm. “Get out!” He guided me to the front door, opened it, and gently pushed me out. Even though I was being a bitch, he still couldn’t find it in him to be rough with me.
 
   I heard the door slam behind me and it made me jump. I walked a few steps away from the house, conscious that Michael might still be watching me. Once I was out of view, I found the nearest wall and sank to the ground.
 
   I buried my head in my hands and took some deep breaths. I wasn’t sure how I managed it, but it obviously worked. I didn’t mean to hurt Michael in the process, but my words just ran away with me. 
 
   I shook my head. “Will he ever forgive me, Stephen?” I whispered. I felt the familiar tingles and I knew he was here with me, offering me his support.
 
   “You know I didn’t mean anything I said, right? I would never do anything to hurt Michael. I was just doing what I thought was right.”
 
   The tingles washed over me more and I took my time absorbing its calming effect. I was so busy with my thoughts, I didn’t even realise someone was watching me.
 
   “Are you all right, miss?”
 
   With a gasp, my head snapped up to man in a suit and tie. He looked to be all business with his perfect hair and shiny Brogues.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you,” I answered, trying to get back up.
 
   “Here, let me help.” He eased me up and I rewarded him with a smile.
 
   “Thank you. I just broke up with my boyfriend. You know how it is.” I was trying to be nonchalant now, but I was still hurting inside.
 
   “Yes, I do. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I just need to get home, but I’m not that familiar with the area. Could you tell me where the local train station is?”
 
   The stranger smiled, putting his hands in his pockets. “I was going that way myself. Why don’t you walk with me?”
 
   I was quite shocked at this. He looked to be all business, but used the train. I don’t know why, but I had visions of him having his own private driver to take him wherever he wanted to go.
 
   “Thank you. That would be kind.”
 
   We walked for about ten minutes, just having idle chitchat. Once at the station, we went our separate ways, and I was left shaking my head at the realisation I never once asked him his name.
 
   I got back to Fulham in around a half-hour, and I was glad to be back. The argument with Michael was still coursing through my veins, making the guilt stronger. I felt horrible for what I did.
 
   On the walk home, my phone alerted me to a message. Fishing it out as quickly as possible, I opened up a message from Michael and held my breath.
 
    
 
   Everything going well here, Cassie. Thank you for all your help. You did really well. Luana. xx 
 
    
 
   Somehow she had managed to get hold of Michael’s phone. I was glad she did. At least I knew she didn’t hold anything against me. Now all I had to do was beg Michael’s forgiveness next time I saw him…if he would ever want to see me again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Suddenly, I felt warm, almost like heat radiating from something—or someone—to me. I didn’t know what it was, but I embraced it. My eyes still closed, I smiled as I focused on how wonderful the feeling really was.
 
   I suddenly felt a movement behind me in the bed and the soft caress of a strong hand. “Cassie…,” the voice whispered in my ear. Just this one word and this one touch had the moans reverberating all around me.
 
   “Stephen…?” I whispered back as his caress intensified. I knew it was him. I could feel it.
 
   Turning around, I managed to open my eyes to gaze upon the most breathtaking sight. “Stephen, you’re really here?” My smile widened as I took in every single inch of him.
 
   His smile vanished. “I wish I could tell you I was, but that would be a lie. You’re dreaming, Cassie. And we don’t have much time.”
 
   Panicking, I sat up a little. “What do you mean?”
 
   Caressing my face, he smiled. “I shouldn’t be here. I’m taking a risk by coming to you like this.”
 
   He had gone through so much punishment already. I certainly didn’t want him getting into trouble over me. “Then you should go. I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
 
   Stephen shook his head with a smile. “I just needed to be here with you. I wanted to hold you, feel you in my arms. I’ve been wanting to kiss you for so long, I feel my heart will burst if I don’t get to taste those sweet lips of yours.” And then his lips were on mine, calling out to me to open up and take him to new depths. Our love felt eternal, like the creation of life.
 
   I knew this was a dream, but it all felt so real. For me, he was here and nothing could take away this moment. I could feel every caress, every taste of his mouth as he explored mine. His kisses before always felt wonderful, but knowing he was all I ever wanted somehow made the kiss that much more intense. I didn’t think it was possible, but it was.
 
   Suddenly, Stephen pulled away, making me moan at the loss of contact. His head jerked up like he was listening for something, but I couldn’t hear anything.
 
   Facing me, he held my face in his hands. “I have to go, Cassie. Just know that I love you. I always have, Cassie. I…always…have.”
 
    I felt like he was trying to portray something important to me, but I didn’t know what. He stared into my eyes for the longest time. What was he trying to tell me? What was he so desperate for me to know?
 
   “I love you, too, Stephen.”
 
   Caressing my face, he smiled. “That’s all I need to know.”
 
   With a gentle kiss, he began to fade, making me yearn for the return of his touch. How could I be given such a wonderful person, only to have him ripped from me? It didn’t seem fair.
 
   Suddenly, he was gone, leaving behind a static charge next to me. I tried to reach out to it, touch it, hold onto it with all my might. I was frightened that if I let it go, it would be lost forever. 
 
    
 
   “Come back!” I screamed as I woke up with a jolt. 
 
   The jerk of my arms was so violent, my shoulder screamed in protest. “Son of a bitch!” I shouted.
 
   Feeling the pain of my shoulder was welcome. The physical pain would dull the pain in my heart. How could anything feel this bad?
 
   Remember.
 
   “Who are you?” I demanded. She was in my head, berating me, torturing me, plaguing me.
 
   Remember, the voice said again, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.
 
    I was starting to get angry. Picking up my alarm clock, I hurled it at the wall. “Remember what, goddammit? How can I remember something I don’t even know I’ve forgotten?” 
 
   My words sounded confusing, but I was confused. For the first time in my life, I felt real anger. I wanted to know what I didn’t know. I wanted to reach out and grab the one thing that had been hovering above my head, just out of reach. It was taunting me like a carrot on a stick and I was the fucking donkey.
 
   Shit, now I was cursing. I never curse. Who was I turning into? Why was it I felt this growing, burning sensation deep within to just let it rip? Was this the real me? Had I created this timid version of myself because, deep down, I was this caged lion dying to get out? Who was this girl before me? Who was this angel?
 
   So many questions, so many answers I knew were out there somewhere, teasing me to get to the truth. What was the truth? 
 
   “Stop being such a pussy, Cassie!” 
 
   I gasped. It was my mouth forming the words, but that wasn’t me. It wasn’t me!
 
   It is you!
 
   Banging my head with my hand, I tried getting her to stop, to just shut the hell up. Am I going mad? Did getting shot make me into this crazed person who heard voices and felt things she shouldn’t be feeling?
 
   Shaking my head, I refused to believe that. I refused to acknowledge the possibility that every word I heard from his lips and every touch I felt wasn’t real. Of course it was real because Stephen was real. He was as real as anything could get. Saying otherwise would be like an insult to the memory of him.
 
   I missed him. I yearned for him. My body and soul called out to him. I felt like a moth and Stephen was my flame—my undying, raging flame.
 
   Finally rising from my bed, I bent down to pick up the pieces of my broken alarm clock. Great! Now I needed to buy a new one.
 
   Throwing it in the bin, I focused on getting ready. Baby steps were needed now. If I could just go through the motions of everyday life, I wouldn’t feel like I was tearing apart. First a shower, then get dressed. Then, when I was ready, I shall visit my uncle. Hopefully he would be around his studio today. I needed to be with my family now.
 
   It took a long time and it was a little awkward, but I managed to get ready. I changed my dressing and set about picking out some comfortable clothes. I texted Simon to ask how his mother was and he replied that she was well, thanking me again. He also asked if I wanted to see her tomorrow, which I agreed to.
 
   I was already smitten by Simon’s family. They were all warm and welcoming and, despite what life had given them, carried a sense of happiness.
 
   Once I was almost ready, I texted my uncle to see if he was up for a visit. He replied that he’d love a visit and was actually hoping to come and visit me later today anyway. I guess I beat him to it.
 
   In the midst of gathering my things, my doorbell rang. I took a peak outside. Michael was standing there, helmet in tow.
 
   With my heart thumping, I walked to the door. I didn’t know what to expect. I just needed to tell myself that whatever he gave me, I deserved it after yesterday.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I swung the door open. He looked every bit the towering monster I remembered when I met him all those months ago. He stood tall and muscular, having an air of natural grace I didn’t think any human being could possess.
 
   I breathed in the calm he naturally emitted every time he was around, and briefly closed my eyes. I needed that to face whatever he was going to hand out to me.
 
   “Cassie,” he sighed. “Can I come in?”
 
   Nodding, I pulled the door open to let him pass and followed him into the flat. I couldn’t quite read him at the moment. I didn’t know whether he was going to shout at me or hug me. I was hoping for the latter, but I didn’t think that was coming.
 
   “Michael, I’m—”
 
   Putting his hand up, he stopped me. “There’s no need to apologise, Cassie. I know what you did.” A smile curved up at the sides of his mouth, making me sigh in relief.
 
   “You’re not angry with me?”
 
   Coming closer, he reached out his hand to grab mine, motioning me to sit down. “How can I be angry with you? What you did yesterday was very selfless.”
 
   I reared my head back in shock. “How can you say that, Michael? What I did was every bit selfish. I couldn’t seem to face you to tell you the truth, so I took the coward’s way out. I shoved Luana in front of you to escape the one burning question.” I hung my head in shame.
 
   “Which I already knew the answer to.” Michael squeezed my hand. “Look, I understand why you did what you did. You tried telling me how you felt and, at the same time, made me see what was in front of me this whole time.”
 
   Picking my head up, I met Michael’s sincere eyes. “Luana?”
 
   Michael breathed out of his nose and smiled. “Luana.”
 
   “I suppose you couldn’t resist the damsel in distress?” I teased. I spied his cheeky grin, which said it all. 
 
   “Does this mean…?” I felt uncomfortable asking. “Does this mean you two are…?” My god, this was difficult. It seemed like such a naughty word to me.
 
   “Mated?” he asked, beating me to it.
 
   I blew out a breath. “Yes, I suppose so. Are you two, like, an item now?”
 
   “I need to be honest with you, Cassie. I would have stayed if you asked me to.” He paused for a moment, obviously finding it difficult to form the words. “But it would have been for the wrong reasons.”
 
   I think if I would have heard this a couple of weeks back, it would have been painful for me. Now, though, it filled me with a new sense of hope for Michael. He had so much done to him, but still fought on for the good because he cared so much for this world and the people in it. Now I knew why Michael was chosen for me as my guardian. He was loyal, trustworthy, and cared about the people he loved. Apart from Stephen, I couldn’t have picked a better person. Michael would always hold a special place in my heart.
 
   Grabbing his face, I pulled him to me for one last gentle kiss on the lips, just one friend saying goodbye to the other. I knew Michael was leaving and I’d never see him again.
 
   “I’m going to miss you so much,” I finally managed.
 
   The tears rolled down my cheeks and Michael, as always, was there wiping them away. “I’ll miss you, too.” As he cupped my face, I met his eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered.
 
   Tugging him to me, I breathed in his wonderful scent for one last time. I savoured it like it was my last meal. Michael was leaving me, and it felt like I was losing my best friend.
 
   “Do something for me, Cassie.”
 
   I pulled away and looked at him. “Anything.”
 
   “Be there for you for a change. I know you want to do good, but you have to look after yourself first. Only then can you get what your heart desires.”
 
   My mind raced with thoughts of Stephen. If I thought my heart couldn’t ache much more, I was wrong. “How can that be if he’s gone?” I whispered.
 
   Tugging at my hands, his face took on a determined look. “Cassie, you’re strong. Stronger than any woman I have ever meet…but don’t tell Luana I said that.” We both chuckled. “You can do this. Keep telling yourself you can do it. Keep digging and you’ll find the answers. Maybe one of us has already given it to you and it’s buried deep down in your subconscious somewhere. Just, whatever you do, don’t lose hope. Can you do that for me?”
 
   Nodding, I couldn’t help the overwhelming loss. “How can I ever thank you, Michael? What gift could I possibly give to you that could explain just how much you mean to me?”
 
   Michael shook his head. “Cassie,” he sighed. “You’ve already given me everything I could ever ask for.”
 
   “Luana?” I asked again, smiling.
 
   Michael shook his head. “No, not Luana, although she is an added bonus,” he joked. “What you’ve given me is a friendship I will take with me forever. You will always be in here, Cassie.” He placed my hand on his heart. “I will take a piece of you with me and I will cherish it forever. I will cherish the memories, good and bad, because that’s what friendship is all about. You take the rough with the smooth and you stick together because that’s what you do for people you care about. And I care for you, Cassie. I really do. You have shown me how precious life is. You have shown me a world that is not only filled with ugliness, but so beautiful in its own right. You talk about thanking me, but how could I ever thank you?”
 
   “Stop it, Michael. You’re making my make-up smudge.” I was like a train wreck—emotions flying everywhere. On one hand, I was immensely thankful for the time we had together, for his friendship and loyalty. But, on the other hand, I felt selfish because I wanted him here. I felt lonely and it was overwhelming. He was my wall to lean on, my light in the dark to carry me home. How could I ever replace that kind of friendship?  
 
   “Wh…where’s Luana?” I finally managed to say.
 
   “She’s waiting for me outside. She wanted me to come in first so we could talk alone.”
 
    “Don’t let her stay out there on her own any longer. Bring her in.” Smiling, Michael rose from his seat and walked out the door. 
 
   The tears were still running down my face. They seemed like an endless stream at the moment. I was drowning in the loss of people I have come to love and care about. First Stephen, now Michael— even Luana was leaving me. I wasn’t just losing my friends. I was losing my family.
 
   “Cassie,” Luana said, timidly knocking on the door. She saw my tears. The look she gave me was one of empathy.
 
   With a rush, she was in my arms and we held each other like we were the best of friends. I had only met her yesterday, but I felt like I had known her all my life.
 
   “Thank you for everything you did.”
 
   “Me?” I screeched. “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Oh yes, you did,” she said, wiping away my tears as hers streamed down her face. “You gave Michael’s life new meaning. You gave him a chance to find something he thought he had lost. I would never betray him, Cassie.”
 
   Sniffling, I dabbed my eyes and nodded. “I know you wouldn’t. You’re perfect for him. His one chance at finding true happiness.” Turning to Michael, I held out my hand to him. “And you deserve that happiness, Michael. You really do. It’s finally your time, especially after everything that happened with Elizabeth.” I sighed, then laughed. “Look at me. I’m an emotional wreck.”
 
   Smiling through my tears, I wanted to let them see how happy I was for them. I knew Michael would make an excellent “mate”, as they called it. And, for some reason, I knew the same about Luana.
 
   Embracing each other, we stood there a while, savouring one another’s auras. The peace they emitted never failed to amaze me.
 
   Pulling away, Michael held my hand. “You’re a true friend, Cassie. And you’ll make a great mate one day.”
 
   Pushing Michael back, I jokingly scowled. “Eww. Such a naughty word, Michael.”
 
   He was slightly taken aback. “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   Laughing, I couldn’t help thinking how that word must be just as normal to angels as the word “partner” or “lover” is to us.
 
   “Nothing. It’s just not a word we humans usually utter. Besides, as much as I love you both, I don’t really care to know what you two do behind closed doors,” I teased.
 
   Both of them smiled, taking their anxiety away for a moment. I knew it was only brief, just delaying the inevitable.
 
   “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   Sighing, I didn’t know whether I was or not. All I knew was I had to be. I had no other choice. I had made the decision to be here and live out my life. Why I wanted to, I didn’t know. All I had to go by was the fact I was keen to be here and wanted to help for the greater good. Maybe that was enough. I was never to know the isolation I would feel living a life like this. The one thing I had to hold onto from all of this was my family. Billy and Chris were my life and I had to be okay for them.
 
   “I’ll be fine, Michael. Don’t worry about me. I’m made from tough stock.”
 
   Michael chuckled. “I know you are.” Scratching his head, he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Listen. You will never be alone. There will always be someone looking out for you. Simeon is still here. He’s more than willing to stay as long as he needs to.”
 
   Michael saw the pain in my face and tightened his grip on my shoulder. “I know he looks like Stephen, he even sometimes acts like Stephen, but he is a good guy and will protect you just as well as I could.”
 
   I felt the pang of sympathy for Stephen. I knew Michael had a right to hold Simeon in such high regard—he was his brother, after all—but I felt Stephen would never get that kind of respect from his siblings. No matter how hard he tried.
 
   Deciding it would be best not to say anything about it, I smiled. “I know, Michael. Thank you for everything.” I couldn’t stand it anymore. I rushed into Michael’s arms one last time, letting a sob escape. “You take good care of Luana, you hear?”
 
   Michael laughed. “I hear.”
 
   Pulling away, I rushed into Luana’s arms. Tilting my head up to her ear, I whispered, “Take good care of him for me, Luana.”
 
   I felt her nod as she pulled away. I wiped away her tears and joked, “Hey, I’m the emotional mess here, not you. There’s only room for one.”
 
   Luana shrugged. “Hey, what can I say? You bring it out in me, I guess.”
 
    Luana turned and was in Michael’s arms as they prepared to leave. “So what happens now? Do you disappear in a cloud of smoke or something?”
 
   They both laughed, but I could see the sadness in their eyes. They were going to miss it here. “I had to take care of a few things this morning, but we had to come by and say goodbye. After we leave here, Luana and I are going to ride on my bike one last time.”
 
   I smiled, seeing the glistening of tears through my eyes. “You’re going to ride off into the sunset together. I like that.”
 
   Michael tapped my shoulder. “I thought you would.”
 
   We stood there for a few seconds, the air around us thick with apprehension, tension, and awareness that this was the end. 
 
   Finally, Michael broke the silence. “We better go.”
 
   I nodded. “Of course.” 
 
   Leading them to the door, I stood as they stepped outside. I kissed Luana, who ran off in a flurry of tears. Once she was gone, I was left with Michael, holding his hand.
 
   “I’ll never forget you, you know. You were the first person with whom I ever truly felt in love. That’s something I can never let go of—no matter what.”
 
   Michael grabbed me and pulled me to him for a swift hug. I breathed him in again. I was like an addict and I couldn’t help getting one last fix.
 
   “I will never forget you, either, Cassie. But you are wrong about one thing.”
 
   Pulling away from him, I searched his face. “What?”
 
   Michael grabbed my hand and kissed it. “You have to find that out for yourself, Cassie. Remember what I said. Don’t ever give up.”
 
   Nodding my head, I stood silent and watched as his hand fell away from mine. Feeling the loss of contact made me want to beg for Michael to come back. I just couldn’t imagine my life without him in it.
 
   Walking down the stairs, he turned to give me one last wave. “I will pray for your happily ever after, Cassie.”
 
   If I thought my heart couldn’t take anymore, I was wrong. I stood there as I watched a man I loved like a brother now walk away. “Thank you,” I whispered towards him as he turned the corner. “Be happy, Michael.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   I barely had time to breathe before the doorbell rang again. I was supposed to be on my way to Uncle Billy’s house, but all this had just knocked me for a loop.
 
   Getting up from the sofa, I wiped away my tears. I hoped it was Michael coming back, but I knew that wasn’t likely. To my surprise, it was Paul.
 
   “Oh, my god, Cassie. What’s happened? Is it because Michael’s leaving?”
 
   I snapped my head up to meet his eyes. This must have been what Michael had to take care of this morning. He must have handed in his notice with immediate effect.
 
   Knowing I had to say something, I just nodded. “Yes. Do you want to come in?”
 
   Paul smiled and I motioned for him to come into the flat. I wasn’t sure what he wanted. Hopefully it wasn’t bad news as I don’t think I could take much more today.
 
   “Would you like a cup of tea?”
 
   Paul shook his head. “It’s okay. This is just a brief visit. I have some news for you.”
 
   Sitting down next to him on the sofa, I said, “Oh?”
 
   “I wanted to tell you in person because I thought you were owed that much. It’s Daniel. He pleaded not guilty in court. You’re going to have to give evidence about what he did to you.”
 
   No, this wasn’t the news I wanted to hear. I didn’t relish the thought of having to get up in a court of law and tell the sordid details. I didn’t much like the idea that someone may tear my life apart and make me out to be something I’m not.
 
   “Will his wife have to give evidence, too?” 
 
   Paul nodded. “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Then I’m not alone in this.” I sighed, sinking back in my chair, fresh pain flooding me. I couldn’t even begin to think about the situation with Daniel right now. That seemed like miles away compared to the grief I had over losing my guardian.
 
   “You look so lost, Cassie. I wish I could make it better for you.”
 
   I smiled, even though I was dying inside. It was going to take a lot for me to get through this. I had a goal to set for myself, and I was determined to see it through.
 
   I had to remember. I had no other choice.
 
   “I feel like I’ve lost my best friend, Paul.”
 
   Paul raised his eyebrow. “Best friend?”
 
   Nodding, I put my head in my hand, trying hard to keep it together. I felt Paul’s hand on my shoulder.
 
   “I must admit, it did shock us when Michael came in and said he was leaving. Mind you, if my mother in another country needed me, I think I’d go running, too.”
 
   So this was the excuse he gave. His mother needed him. Maybe he was right in his own unique way. I should imagine she would be needing him now. She must have missed him dearly all this time he’s been down here on earth.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll miss you, but I’m sure you’ll see him again.”
 
   I gripped my hair in my hand, trying to fight back the tears. I wasn’t going to see him again. He was gone forever, never to return.
 
   I felt Paul squeeze my shoulder, so I nodded. I looked up into Paul’s eyes and smiled. I wanted him to see I was okay, even though it was obvious I wasn’t.
 
   Edging closer to me, Paul pulled me into his arms. I welcomed the hug, even though it was nothing like an angel’s hug. I didn’t feel the calm, the warmth, or the love flowing through.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Paul said as he pulled back, pushing a strand of hair behind my ear.
 
   A flashback immediately came to me of when we were sitting in the canteen at work and Stephen did the same thing. I was so enraptured by the flashback, I didn’t even realize Paul still had his hand on my face.
 
   I looked into his eyes and I could see him edging closer. It all seemed to spin past me. Alarm bells were going off in my head, but I couldn’t seem to move, couldn’t seem to function. It was only when his lips pressed against mine that I shot out of my seat.
 
   “I’m sorry, Cassie. I don’t know what came over me. You just looked so sad and I wanted to take that away.”
 
   Oh no! That vision. That vision I had of him leaning in to kiss me that time in the television room at work. It was when I had just heard everyone was gossiping about Stephen, Michael and I, and the thought of it all gave me a headache. I rushed there to get away, but then Paul came in and comforted me. He placed his hand on mine and I saw myself through his eyes. I saw how upset I was and I felt his desire to kiss me.
 
   Shaking my head, I ran to the door to open it. “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine, but I think you should go. I was supposed to visit my uncle. He would have expected me ages ago.”
 
   Sighing, Paul rose to his feet with a smile. “Of course. I didn’t mean to pry. I just wanted to tell you the news.”
 
   Calming down a bit, I realized how rude this must look. I didn’t ask for him to kiss me, but I didn’t exactly stop him in time, either.
 
   “Thank you,” I finally managed with a smile. “I’m sorry if I was a bit abrupt. It’s just been a long day for me.”
 
   Laughing, Paul strolled out the door. “Don’t worry about it. Maybe now wasn’t the right time to visit. Take it easy, Cassie. I hope your shoulder’s doing okay.”
 
   “Getting better every day, thanks. I’ll need to speak to Simon about coming back to work soon, I think.”
 
   Paul frowned. “Don’t push yourself too hard. It’s not every day someone around here gets shot by some crazed lunatic.” He saw me wince and took a step back. “Sorry. I’m not doing very well today. I better go before I say or do something else I’ll regret.”
 
   I offered Paul a gentle laugh. “Paul, don’t worry about it. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   With a wave of his hand, he was gone. I started to frantically clean myself up. Poor uncle Billy must be wondering where the hell I was.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The walk to Billy’s house was soothing. There was nothing like a brisk walk to relax your muscles and give you time to think things through. Seeing my uncle gave me a sense of happiness I knew I had lost this morning. I could tell Billy things because he already knew about Michael and Stephen. I really needed to tell someone what was going on. It killed me to not have anyone around who I could talk to. It was hard being alone, especially now that I had only one angel left in my life.
 
   Sighing, I finally reached Billy’s door, timidly knocking. The door opened and Billy was smiling his welcoming smile.
 
   “Cassie, come in. I have something I’ve been meaning to show you. A little present, really.”
 
   Intrigued, I stepped through the door and frowned. “What is it?”
 
   “Have a seat and I’ll get it for you.”
 
   I settled myself on the sofa. The room was warm, as it always was, containing the soothing aroma my uncle seemed to emit.
 
   “Here,” Billy said, making me jump. He held a wrapped, rectangular object. It looked like a book, but it was a very big one if it was.
 
   Laying it on my lap, he expectantly looked at me. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”
 
   Smiling, I took my time unwrapping it. It was a little difficult considering I only really had one hand. “You didn’t need to get me anything.”
 
   Once open, I knew what it was. I felt the outer edge of the smooth photo album. It was brown, cushioned, and had the most intricate patterns around the edges. “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.
 
   “And you haven’t even opened it yet.”
 
   Seeing that as my cue, I opened it to the first page. A gasp escaped as the pain edged into my throat. I felt the burning sensation coming and I knew I had to fight it. 
 
   No more tears. No more tears!
 
   Staring at the picture, I traced the outline of Michael’s beautiful face. It was the two of us standing on the platform in Billy’s studio. I had forgotten all about the photos. 
 
    It felt like my heart was ripped in two as I gazed upon the faces of two people who were so wrapped up in each other back then, they couldn’t see beyond that. How things had changed. 
 
   In the photo, I was tilting my head, looking up to Michael as he lovingly gazed down into my eyes. I remembered the feeling of wanting him to kiss me so badly, I thought I would burst.
 
   “You don’t like them,” my uncle finally said, breaking the spell I was under. He knew my choice for Stephen, because he was the one who made me see it, but he didn’t know what had happened since.
 
   “He’s gone.” Briefly closing my eyes again, I opened them only to stare back at Michael’s sweet face.
 
   “Gone. Gone where? Who’s gone?”
 
   He sounded confused. Anyone would be. I wasn’t even sure I knew what the hell was going on myself anymore.
 
   “Michael’s left. He’s with Stephen now.”
 
   Laying his hand on my arm, Billy made me look up at him. “What do you mean, Cassie? Stephen and Michael were at the hospital.”
 
   Shaking my head, I felt the tears. “That wasn’t Stephen. It was his twin brother. Stephen saved me, Billy. He took a bullet for me. If it wasn’t for him, I’d be dead.”
 
   Gasping, Billy clutched his hand to his heart. “But, Cassie, you chose him. He’s your one. Your soulmate.”
 
   Your soulmate, a voice whispered in my head. That voice. It seemed to whisper it over and over again like it was trying to ingrain it into my head.
 
   “Stop!” I shouted.
 
   “Stop what, Cassie?”
 
   Shaking my head, I smiled at Billy. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’ve just not been sleeping very well.”
 
   Watching Billy sigh, I knew he was gearing up for a good lecture. “Cassie, you’ve been suffering, yet you take it on alone when you have people here who love you. We’re your family, Chris and I. You know whatever pain you’re in, we suffer with you.”
 
   “But that’s not fair.”
 
   Straightening his posture, Billy shook my arm. “What’s not fair is hiding in the shadows and suffering in the darkness. What’s not fair is keeping Chris and me out so you can hide in the dark on your own. You have us, Cassie, and whatever is going on in your life, we need to know. You are the only family I’ve got, and it’s selfish of you to keep things away from me.”
 
   I hated that feeling. The feeling of guilt. I knew Billy was only saying that because he wanted me to see sense. He wanted me to know he was there for me. In fact, he was telling me he was there for me. I didn’t have a choice in the matter.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. A lot has happened over the past few days.”
 
   Rising out of his chair, I looked up at him. “I’m going to put the kettle on and, when I get back, I expect to hear everything, Cassie. Your problems are my problems.”
 
   Smiling, I nodded as I watched Billy retreat to the kitchen. Just being here with him and knowing I could tell him everything made me feel better. Billy was not only my uncle, he was my father and my best friend. He never judged me. Growing up, he never once treated me like a child. His motto was to treat me as an individual and let me make my own mistakes. The only thing he asked in return was that I came to him whenever I felt sad or lonely, to tell him if I had any problems. I was never to suffer alone.
 
   And I broke that promise. I had been keeping things from him. But no more. Considering he had done so much for me, it was the least I could give in return. It was only what he had always asked of me. It wasn’t too much.
 
   Once Billy returned with the tea, we settled down so I could begin my story. I told him everything from start to finish, ending with Michael leaving with Luana this morning. 
 
   “You’re an angel?” Billy asked in disbelief.
 
   I chuckled. “Yeah. Go figure, huh?”
 
   “It sounds unbelievable.”
 
   “I know, but you do believe me, don’t you?”
 
   Billy looked incredulous. It was almost as if he couldn’t believe I asked him that question. “Of course, that goes without question. I know you would never lie to me. It’s just hard to comprehend. It’s hard to wrap my head around the fact that angels exist. I must admit, though, it does fill me with a sense of calm and hope.”
 
    “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because now I truly know there is life after death. It always scared me that when we were gone, there was nothing. That we just ceased to exist.”
 
   The thought made me shudder. It would be a very frightening to think that once you left this life, that was it. You just became nothing. 
 
   “That is a horrible thought, Billy. I’m not sure if I could even consider that even if I didn’t know it was wrong. It would frighten me to death.” I chuckled. “Excuse the pun.”
 
   Billy laughed along with me, but then looked serious again. “How are you coping without him?”
 
   I sighed, letting the pain grip me. “If I’m being completely honest, I’m not doing well. I think I have to remember who I was in order for Stephen to return but, apparently, that’s impossible.”
 
   Looking up at the ceiling, Billy sat in silence. “You have to remember you as an angel?” I nodded. “Has anything come to you? Have you felt anything? Remembered anything, even if you didn’t think it’s yours to remember?”
 
   I looked off into the distance, trying to think. There were things happening I couldn’t explain, but it just made me think I was going mad. Can I admit that to Billy?
 
   “I hear voices.” The words just naturally slipped out.
 
   “Voices? What voices?”
 
   Shaking my head, I tried to think. There was always something there teasing me, guiding me to the point of no return—to the direction of my life as an angel.
 
   “It’s my voice, but it’s not. I thought I was going mad, Billy, but I think it’s my subconscious trying to tell me something.”
 
   “What is the voice telling you?”
 
   “To remember.”
 
   “Well, that’s a lot of help,” he snorted.
 
   I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me. Despite the severity of the situation, I could always rely on Billy to be my rock.
 
   “I’m having dreams of being outside a door and hearing children laughing. I keep trying to open the door, but I can never get in.”
 
   “Can I ask what you do to try and unlock the door?”
 
   “I kick and punch with all my might, but it never budges. Somehow, I know if I open it, I will see what I need to and be able to remember.”
 
   Silence filled the room as Billy and I contemplated this dilemma. How can I remember something I was supposed to forget? I obviously wanted it this way, but why? Maybe I was forced, like Stephen. Maybe I didn’t have a choice. But Stephen was allowed to keep his memories. He was just stuck down here to roam the earth on his own, clinging to the fact that maybe he would be able to find others like him one day. Surely Michael must have been his beacon on his search for others. That was why he was here. That was why he entered my life.
 
   No, it wasn’t, the voice echoed in my head.
 
   If it wasn’t, then what? My head grew silent, filling me with nothingness. It was almost as if the voice had given up on me. I suppose I would, too, if I was trying to get someone to remember something important.
 
   “I shall have to think on this,” Billy piped up, making me jump a little. “Rest assured, you’re not on your own anymore, Cassie. You have us to help you now. I’m sure we can figure something out.”
 
   Smiling, I knew I had to have hope. I had to cling onto the thought that, one day, I would know everything.
 
   “I don’t mean to digress from your heartache, Cassie, but I feel I need to tell you something, if only to see you smile for one moment.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I gripped his arm. “Tell me. I want to know.”
 
   Billy took a deep breath. “Chris and I are getting married.” His smile widened, making me gasp.
 
   “You’re getting married?” I shrieked.
 
   “We thought it was about time. I’ve only been waiting over twenty years for this.”
 
   “Oh, my god! Billy, that’s amazing. I’m really happy for you.”
 
   Hugging me, he pulled away briefly, looking at my face. “See, I thought I could see it. Even if it is just for a moment.”
 
   I was elated. The two most important people in my life were tying the knot. How could I not be happy?
 
   “I’m absolutely filled with joy at the news, Uncle Billy. Have you set a date?”
 
   Seeing the cheeky grin on his face, I knew he had. “Christmas day.”
 
   “Christmas day? That’s only a few weeks from now!”
 
   “I know. But that was the day we met twenty-five years ago.”
 
    How could I forget? I was told the story so often that, even though I was only a baby, I felt like I was there. Billy was on his way to visiting us for Christmas. He was only a street away from our house when he passed an old phone box. It was ringing and, like most people, he answered. Little did he know his future was on the other line. Chris had obviously called the wrong number, but they started talking. He told Billy he had been trying to ring his friend to find out where a particular pub was. My uncle immediately recognized it because he frequented the place himself. Billy dutifully gave him directions and Chris was so thankful, he requested he join him and his friends later if he didn’t have plans. Billy said he did, but it was only for dinner. Once he had something to eat and visited a while, Billy left to join Chris at the pub. They hadn’t looked back since.
 
   “You know, I often wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t walked past the phone box at that particular point in time. It’s amazing how a simple ring of the phone can change your life completely.” 
 
   Billy’s posture was relaxed as the memories swam in his mind. I could see the images popping into his head as he smiled. Then his smile faded. “Like that phone call I got the day your parents died. I’ve felt guilty ever since.”
 
   Frowning, I tugged at his arm. “Why?”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Because, Cassie, in the midst of being told my only sister had died, the only thing I felt was relief.”
 
   The words struck me a bit. He dearly loved my mother. Those words just didn’t seem to fit. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “It’s hard to explain, Cassie. My sister was dead, my bother-in-law was dead, and all I could think was thank God you weren’t in the car with them.”
 
   Then I understood. I knew he would grieve over his sister. There was no doubt in my mind that he suffered for his loss.
 
   “Selfishly, I had someone with whom I could grieve. Even if it was a six-year-old tough cookie,” he smiled. “It was unbearable losing my sister, but it would have been the death of me to lose you, Cassie.” He grew silent again, letting it all sink in. “You know, I never told you this, but when you were born and I came to visit you for the first time, it was…overwhelming for me.”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “It’s silly. I mean, I knew I never wanted children of my own. I chose to live my life the way I have and I embraced the fact children wouldn’t be a part of it. It was only when I laid my eyes on you that I thought I saw what every mother sees when they first see their child…complete and utter devotion.
 
   “From that moment on, I knew I would cherish and protect you with everything I had. I was going to be the best goddamned uncle who ever lived.”
 
   Laughing, I placed my hand on his knee. “And now you’re going to be the best goddamned husband on the planet.”
 
   “Do you really think so?”
 
   I nodded. “I know so.”
 
   “I know so, too,” a timid voice said from the hall.
 
   Looking up, we both heard the door close as Chris entered the living room. “I gather you’ve told her?”
 
   “Yes, I have,” Billy beamed.
 
   “Come here, Cassie. Give your other uncle a hug and a kiss.”
 
    I eagerly leapt into the air and ran into Chris’ arms. “I’m so happy for you,” I breathed, kissing him on the cheek.
 
   “Oh, well, you know… I thought it was about time I made your uncle an honest man of himself,” he teased. “Aside from the fact I would never hear the end of it, of course.”
 
   “Eh!” Billy protested. “I know we’re getting married soon, but that still doesn’t mean I’m not averse to kicking your butt.”
 
   Chris rolled his eyes. I couldn’t help but laugh and smile. Despite their teasing, they were in love and about to make that love official. Everyone will know just how serious they are about one another. I never doubted it, and I imagine anyone who has ever seen them together would never doubt it, either. It was almost as if they were meant to be.
 
   “Stop it, you two. You know as well as I do that you both want this. Quit teasing and give each other a hug.” I stood there, but they didn’t move. “Come on. I want to see the love.”
 
   They both smiled and moved into an embrace. I couldn’t take it and decided to join in. Despite what I’ve been through lately, I was very happy for them. They were getting married and the thought filled me with joy.
 
   “Have you asked her yet?” Chris asked Billy.
 
   Billy smiled. “No, I wanted to wait until you got home.”
 
   Standing back, I stared at them. “Asked me what?”
 
   “To be our best man—well, best woman,” Chris beamed.
 
   Gasping, I hugged both of them again. “Nothing would make me more proud. Of course I would. I would be honoured.”
 
   Chris clapped his hands. “Great! Well, this is cause for a celebration. Wait here whilst I get the champagne. Actually, Cassie, are you allowed to drink?”
 
   I nodded. “I think I’ll be okay. I haven’t needed to take any pain meds yet today.”
 
   Chris smiled. “Okay then. I’ll get three glasses.”
 
   He disappeared, leaving Billy and I alone again. “How is your shoulder, Cassie? It’s hard to acknowledge it, considering it just reminds me of what I could have lost.”
 
   Pulling him to me, I gripped the back of his shirt. “I’m not going anywhere, Billy.”
 
   Gripping me tighter, he sighed. “I know. Just make sure it stays that way.”
 
   Nodding, I pulled away just as Chris came back in with a bottle of chilled champagne and three glasses. He set the glasses on the table and popped the cork. We all cheered as he poured the contents into the glasses.
 
   We each grabbed a glass. Chris smiled. “To new beginnings.”
 
   It was a strange toast, but one I felt was apt right now. New beginnings were something to embrace and enjoy. You never knew whether your new beginnings would be joyful or not, but they would bring you life’s lessons.
 
   “To new beginnings,” both Billy and I said.
 
   We stood in silence for a while as I let the bubbles slide down my throat. Closing my eyes, I let the coldness take over. Once I opened them, I had Chris staring back at me.
 
   “Now, tell me, flower. What’s been happening with you lately?”
 
   Looking over at Billy, we stared at each other for a moment, then laughed. “Where do I begin?” I replied.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Stephen
 
    
 
   The more I saw of Cassie, the more I hurt. Even though she tried to hide it from her family and friends, she was suffering. I could tell. I know her better than anyone.
 
   Seeing her with Simeon enraged me. It made my blood boil to the point I thought I might scream. I wanted to yank him away, tell him to take his filthy hands off her. He wasn’t worthy of her. He was like a leech, sucking the life out of everyone in his path. Sucking the life out of my Cassie.
 
   If I ever got hold of him, I was going to wring his goddamned neck. I wanted to scream. I wanted to shout at Michael for leaving her there under his care. If he knew, he would never have left.
 
   Waiting, the anticipation was coursing through my veins. I was so angry at him for abandoning her.
 
   “Alexander, look who has returned,” my father announced.
 
   Looking up, I saw his smug grin. “Stephen, how are you?”
 
   Without thinking, I lurched to my feet and wrapped my hands around his neck. Michael was a strong man, but he was no match for me when it came to my anger. I seemed to take on the strength of a hundred men when I felt like this. I should have been worried that I would somehow hurt him, but I was too angry to care.
 
   “How could you have left her, Michael? How could you?”
 
   My father tried to pry me off him, but it was no use. I was gripping so hard, I thought he would pass out.
 
   “Alexander, stop it!”
 
   I wasn’t listening. I had fire in my eyes and I wanted Michael to feel its force. All I saw in return were questions. Why? his eyes were asking. Why are you doing this? That made the anger come even more. Why didn’t he already know?
 
   Just as I thought I would snap, my father’s words stopped me. “What would Cassie say if she knew you were doing this?”
 
   Releasing the grip on his neck, I knew he was right. Cassie would be so disappointed in me if she knew I was treating Michael this way. The problem was that they didn’t know. No one knew but me.
 
   “And it’s good to see you, too, brother,” Michael rasped, rubbing his throat.
 
   Scowling at him, I very nearly broke. My father’s hand flew up in the air, halting any further altercations. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Alexander. You were always at each other’s throats, even when you were little. But now you’re grown men with a history. You need to put what is in the past behind you and move on.”
 
   Getting frustrated, I shoved my hands through my hair. “You don’t understand, Father. Michael’s left her all on her own.”
 
   Michael looked shocked. “What are you talking about? I would never leave Cassie on her own. It was time we said goodbye. Simeon is there to hold the fort.”
 
   Growling, I walked up to Michael. “You don’t fucking get it, do you?”
 
   “Alexander!” my father shouted. “You will never speak such language again. You’re not on earth any longer, young man. Just remember where you’re speaking.”
 
   Shit, I was so fucking riled up, I wasn’t thinking straight. I knew I was doing the wrong thing. I knew I was saying the wrong thing, but Cassie was my number one priority. Whatever was said and done, having her safe was the only thing that mattered to me.
 
   “I’m sorry, Father, but Michael doesn’t understand.”
 
   Michael huffed. “I think I understand perfectly. I think Stephen is worried that his replica is going to steal his potential mate. He’s worried that she’ll fall for his charms because he looks and acts so much like him.”
 
   I was so sick of this shit. So sick of being compared to that lowlife of a brother. But, most of all, I felt sick that she was left behind with him.
 
   What Michael said was true, although it sickened me to admit it. I was concerned she would fall for his charms. I was concerned he would sweep her off her feet. But, mostly, I was concerned he would play this for all it was worth.
 
   “You know nothing. You all know nothing! You’ve left her there, Michael. Pure and simple. You’ve left her on her own, unprotected. You may as well have put her in a cage and let the lions in.”
 
   Michael shook his head. “I can understand your jealousy, Stephen, but I don’t think it’s warranted. We all know she wants you. Anyone can see that.”
 
   Sighing, I buried my head in my hands. “It’s not that, Michael. Believe me when I say it isn’t. It makes me getting back to earth more paramount than ever now. I have to be with her. She’s not safe. She needs me.”
 
   The frustration ebbed through my entire body. If only there was some way I could be there, even if just for a short time. I wanted her away from harm—away from Simeon.
 
   Feeling Michael’s hand on my shoulder, I tensed. “I’m sorry, Stephen. I truly am. If I had known you felt this strongly, I would have stayed longer. I just thought I was doing the right thing. I would have only delayed the inevitable and ended up causing Cassie more pain. You can see where the logic in this is, can’t you?”
 
   I nodded. Michael wasn’t to know. In fact, if I had been there, I would have suggested he go back as soon as he could myself. Although Cassie’s desire for Michael had faded, she still called out for him. She still sought him—she still loved him. And I could accept that now because I knew the love is pure. She didn’t lust for him anymore. She didn’t feel the burning whenever he was around. What she felt for him was companionable, spiritual, and affectionate, not sexual, physical, and carnal. What she felt for me bound us together. We were each other’s anchors—strong, secure, always there when needed.
 
   Feeling I had come to the end of the road, I had to move on. There were things which had to remain unsaid, for everyone’s sake. I had more important issues at hand now. I had to take care of Cassie. If I couldn’t be there for her in body, I had to be there in spirit. She needed me now more than ever. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   I spent a few more hours with Billy and Chris. In that time, I had told Chris what happened. I knew I could trust him with this. I could trust him with my life if it came down to it. Life without Stephen was indescribable, but with my family around to help, it made the pain a little more bearable. I was unhappy, but I was alive. I had that to be grateful and thankful for that.
 
   Spending time with them made me happy. They were always the two people I could come to and rely on. They sat there, listened attentively and without interruption. Billy was hearing this a second time around, but he never looked bored or let on that he may be. 
 
    In the time I was there, I stuffed myself and drank some more wine. I was starting to feel a little woozy, so I thought it best to quit whilst I was ahead. “I think I’m going to have to go now. I’m feeling a bit tired.” Chris and Billy exchanged worried looks. “I’m fine, really. I think I just need an early night. That’s all.”
 
   Both of them relaxed. “Okay, but make sure you pop around more often. We have a wedding to plan.”
 
   As I got up, I smiled, thinking there was nothing more I would like to do. “Of course. That goes without saying.”
 
   After hugging them tightly, I grabbed my coat and bag, and reached for the door. “Thank you for the lovely meal, Chris. You always were a great cook.”
 
   Chris looked smug, like he always did when I complimented his cooking. I actually liked that look on him. “You’re welcome, Cassie. Have a good rest and we’ll see you soon.”
 
   With a wave, I was gone and the cold breeze hit me with brute force. It was dark now and all the lights were twinkling bright. Christmas was looming and I hadn’t even thought about presents yet. 
 
   Moaning, I retraced the steps back to my house. Along the way, I felt like someone was watching me. I looked everywhere, but I couldn’t seem to find anything out of the ordinary.
 
   Shrugging, I neared the door to my flat when I heard my name being called. “Cassie!”
 
   Searching for the voice, I was surprised to find Hamish running towards me. “Hamish?” I called, not knowing what else to say. Would he be angry with me? Will he demand to know why I never saw the evilness in Kali?
 
   As he ran towards me, I braced myself, ready to tackle whatever it was he wanted to throw at me. I felt bad for Hamish. He was obviously smitten with her, so the news that she was a cold-blooded killer must have shocked him to the core.
 
   As he neared the steps, a lovely smile spread across his face. I realized just how tense I was and my posture immediately relaxed.
 
   “Cassie, how are you?”
 
   The poor sod looked tired. Hamish was always rather handsome in a pretty way. He normally had wavy blonde locks and bright green eyes. Today, his hair seemed a little less vibrant, and his eyes were heavy with dark purple bags underneath them. It made him look a little ill.
 
   “I’m fine, Hamish. More importantly, how are you?”
 
   Smiling, Hamish shook his head. “You’re the one who got shot.”
 
   “I know. It’s just that… You look tired. When was the last time you slept?”
 
   Placing his hands in his pockets, he squeezed his arms to his body. He was obviously cold. “Look, come in for a bit. It’s too cold outside. Besides,” I said, looking around, “by the looks of those clouds, I think I can see rain coming.”
 
   Hamish smiled and I turned for the door. I let us both in and, in no time, we were settled on the sofa with a good British cup of tea.
 
   Hamish sipped his and closed his eyes, smiling. “Thanks. I really needed that. I’ve just come off from a double shift.”
 
   Patting his knee, I scolded him. “Why don’t you get yourself home then? You must need the rest.” Poor guy looks like he wasn’t getting any sleep even when he was able to.
 
   Placing his cup on the table, Hamish faced me. “You know, I’ve been meaning to come around for days. I meant to visit you in the hospital. I just didn’t know how. I felt guilty because I should have done something to prevent what happened.”
 
   Here I was, worrying about what he thought when he had exactly the same idea. “You know what? You and I are a right old pair.”
 
   “Why?” he asked, shocked.
 
   “When you approached me, I didn’t know whether you were going to shout at me, throw things at me, or what.” It made me laugh. I had misjudged Hamish a great deal—not that I had anything to go by. I didn’t know him that well.
 
   “Why on earth would I shout at you? Or throw things at you?” His face was a little questioning, which was rather adorable. I didn’t want him to think I felt anything bad about him.
 
   “I was thinking maybe you would have wanted to know why I didn’t see it. Why I couldn’t have possibly known she was the way she was.”
 
   His face instantly relaxed, which made my heart calm a little. “She hid it well.”
 
   Laughing, I shook my head. “She certainly did.”
 
   Hamish sighed, and I knew that part of the conversation was over. “Have you been well?”
 
   My heart ached when I thought of Stephen. “All things considered, I’m okay. The shoulder is healing nicely. I have the occasional twinge to remind me it’s still there, but it’s getting easier by the day.”
 
   Hamish leaned forward to take a brief sip of his tea. “I bet it’s awkward trying to get things done.”
 
   I chuckled. “‘Awkward’ being the operative word,” I huffed. “I am getting used to it, though.”
 
   “How is Stephen coping with the news? I bet he was shocked, too, wasn’t he?”
 
   I thought back to the horror we all felt when we found out Kali was, in fact, Elizabeth. “That’s a bit of an understatement, Hamish. I knew she liked him, she told me that much when we first met him, but I didn’t know the extent of it. When she found out he liked me instead, she was a little off at first, but then became rather nonchalant about the whole thing.”
 
   I thought back to the memories of when we were children. Kali was so sweet and innocent back then. She played with me like any other child would. Little did I know she had the mind of an adult and, not only that, she harboured secrets that would, inevitably, lead to my destruction.
 
   “You can’t help who you’re attracted to.” Hamish exhaled, bringing me back to the present.
 
   “That you can’t, Hamish. You’re right. Sometimes, it’s good; other times, it’s bad. It depends on who it is.
 
   “Like me, you mean.”
 
   I instantly regretted what I said once I saw the pain in his eyes. I didn’t want to be the cause of any pain. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, reaching his hand out to mine. “I knew what you meant.”
 
   The first thought that came to my head was, Oh no. He’s reaching out to me. The second thought was, Shit. It’s already there. By the time he had his hand on mine, it was too late. I immediately stiffened, bracing myself for the inevitable barrage of memories to come.
 
   Rushes of memories as a boy came to me so fast, it was hard to keep up. He had lots of friends and they all seemed like they were up to no good. He was a little tear-away when he was little—much to his parent’s dismay. They were all shocked when he announced he was becoming a police officer. I think they all thought he was bound to be on the other side of the law.
 
   Next were the memories of him and Kali. I didn’t want to see that. I didn’t want to delve into his time with her. I was still too raw from it myself. I tried desperately to ignore them and hoped they would go away, but his memory of her was strong. He was actually falling in love with her.
 
   “Hamish, I’m so sorry,” I said, pulling my hand away. “You were falling for her.”
 
   His eyes widened a little, but he seemed to just accept it as fact. “Yes, I was.”
 
   “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Hamish. I can see it in you.” I was struggling to find the right words to say what I needed to without him finding out about me. “Your life will be so much more fulfilled if you just believe in yourself a little.”
 
   Hamish pulled his head back a little and regarded me with an amused smile. “It’s amazing how perceptive you are, Cassie. You should have been a police officer yourself,” he chuckled.
 
   That would have always been a bad idea. With the amount of contact police officers had on a daily basis, it would have been a recipe for disaster for me. But for Hamish…
 
   “You would make a good detective.” I could see his future. I could see him struggling with his own demons. He wanted a promotion, but doubted he was good enough. However, I could see him getting that promotion he desired. It would be something to help heal his shattered heart.
 
   Pulling back again, Hamish shook his head. “Nah. I don’t think so.”
 
   Needing to give him anything I could, I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes. I tried to radiate as much calm as I could in order to help make him see.
 
   Opening my eyes, I laid my hand on his arm. “I have every faith in you, Hamish. Don’t do this because you want to show others you can. Do it for yourself. You have the qualities in you to be a good detective.”
 
   By the look in his eyes, I could see it had worked. Even his lifeless green irises were starting to glow a little bit more. “Has anyone told you that you have this knack of making people feel like everything is going to be okay?”
 
   Smiling inside, I knew I had done it. Lord knows how, but it seemed to work.
 
   “Everything will be okay. Trust yourself and you’ll be fine. Trust that you can do this.” He had to know he could. It was his destiny.
 
   “Wow. You’re really itching for me to put in for a promotion, aren’t you?”
 
   Yes, I was, and I could see it would be just the beginning for him. He just had to have faith in himself that he could do it. “I think it would be good for you. I believe it will bring you a sense of purpose and direction. I think you have lost that after what’s happened. Am I right?” I already knew the answer to that question, but wanted to approach it as gently as possible. I didn’t know whether he would get angry with me by prying into his private life. Somehow though, I didn’t think so.
 
   “It seems you can read people well. Are you a witch or something?” We both laughed at his joke, which helped ease the tension a little. The conversation had turned serious rather quickly. I just wanted him to know he could do it. I knew this would be the start of his happily ever after.
 
   “Nah,” I said, shaking my head with a smile. “I think I just have a good sense of people. That’s all. I just know that if you put your mind to it, you will be sitting here this time next year and I will be calling you Detective Hamish.”
 
   Hamish looked off and smiled. “Detective Hamish… I like that.” He paused a moment, then looked back at me. “There is an opportunity coming up for a promotion. In two weeks’ time, I will have done my two years.” I could practically see his eyes dancing like an excited child.
 
   “Well, there you go then. There’s no time like the present.” Or his future.
 
   He smiled, but he looked doubtful again. “Do you really think I should?”
 
   Deciding to nip it in the bud, I thought of something that might help him get through the tough times ahead. “I know you should. When you sit down for that exam, just close your eyes and repeat the same two words over and over again. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “And what two words would that be?”
 
   “Detective Hamish, of course!”
 
   A flurry of giggles erupted from us and we both sighed. “I’m glad I came around to see you,” he finally said.
 
   “I’m glad you did, too. I’ll be seeing you at work soon, no doubt.” And it couldn’t come soon enough. I didn’t like sitting at home all day, brooding about Stephen.
 
   “When are you due back?”
 
   “Not for another week. I must say that I’m going a little stir crazy.”
 
   “Well, it’s better that than you getting even sicker. Then you’ll have to take even more time off.”
 
   I regarded him with a smile. “I guess so.”
 
   I watched him a few moments as he looked around the room. He was beginning to look more and more tired again.
 
   “You should go home and get some rest. Maybe you can visit again once all your guns are blazing, shall we say.” Joking with him, I put my fingers up in a shooting motion.
 
   He laughed. “It’s good you can joke about guns after everything.”
 
    “Ah, well, if you don’t try to laugh, what else have you got?” It was pointless sitting around feeling depressed about the past. I had the future to look forward to—and I hoped and prayed the future involved Stephen.
 
   “No wiser words were spoken by a truer lady such as yourself.” Sighing heavily, Hamish rose from his seat. “I’ll be off then. Thank you for the tea, Cassie—and the advice.” He took a card out of his pocket. “Here’s my number. If you fancy a coffee one day next week, just give me a shout.”
 
   Patting his arm, I smiled at him. “Will do. Good night, Hamish. Have a good sleep.”
 
   Closing his eyes, he put his head back. “I think I’ll sleep for England.”
 
   With a small chuckle, we walked to the door. When I opened it, Simeon was standing there about to knock. He spied me and smiled, but then saw Hamish.
 
   “Hamish,” he said with a stern look.
 
   “Hi, Stephen. I just popped around to see how Cassie was doing. I’m leaving now.”
 
   Simeon nodded. “Okay. See you around.”
 
   Hamish took that as his cue to leave and walked down the stairs.
 
   “That was a bit rude, wasn’t it?”
 
   Simeon smiled and leaned against the frame of the door. “Well, if I were Stephen, I don’t think he would be very happy with any gentleman calling on his girl. I’m just playing my part.”
 
   “Hmm,” I said with a frown. “A little too well, it seems.” 
 
   Turning, I walked back into the flat, leaving the door wide open. Simeon obviously saw that as his invitation.
 
   “Oh, come on, Cassie,” I heard him shout as he came in and shut the door. 
 
   Before I could answer, he had me in his arms, smiling down at my lips. “Don’t you think Stephen would be jealous?”
 
   He took my breath away. Even though I knew it wasn’t Stephen, it still didn’t stop the butterflies in my belly. He just looked so much like him.
 
   Pulling out of his grip, I waved him off. “He’s not here, so I couldn’t say. What are you doing here anyway?”
 
   Pacing the floor, he shrugged his shoulders. “Oh, you know. Just finished work and wanted to see my girl.” Looking at me, he smiled. “Stephen’s girl. It’s just that I heard through the grapevine that you make a mean hot chocolate. Can you see it in you to spare one for little old me?”
 
   I saw his cheeky grin and couldn’t keep my mouth from turning up at his somewhat mischievous behavior.
 
   “I suppose I could if you sit down and behave yourself, young man.”
 
   Shaking his head and smiling, he sat down. “I may be some things, Cassie, but young isn’t one of them. Not when you’ve lived as many years as I have.”
 
   It was hard to imagine someone as childlike as Simeon and Stephen could be so many years old. “How old are you?”
 
   Simeon snorted. “I don’t know. I’ve lost count.”
 
   I shook my head. I couldn’t quite get my head around it all. Deciding it was just not worth hurting my brain over, I proceeded to the kitchen to make hot chocolate. It was hard, considering the first memory I had of Stephen and I was when he tried it for the first time ever. How on earth he lived for so long without knowing what hot chocolate tasted like, I had no idea.
 
   Once everything was ready, I sat down and watched Simeon take his first sip. “So, what’s the verdict?”
 
   Shrugging, he placed the mug on the table. “It’s all right, I guess.”
 
   Feeling a little childlike myself, I picked up a cushion and hurled it at him. 
 
   “Hey,” Simeon protested. “I don’t think I deserved that.”
 
   “No one mocks the hot chocolate,” I joked.
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
 
   “Would you like to stay for dinner?” It was out of my mouth before I even realized what I was saying. I really didn’t want Simeon to stay for dinner. Just looking at him brought me pain. The only problem was he was here, bringing with him this peacefulness the angels like to carry with them. Sometimes I felt like an addict. I just wanted to inhale as much of him as I possibly could, be around it as much as I possibly could.
 
   “I would like that very much,” he smiled.
 
   Oh, god! What have I gotten myself into?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   The dreams were becoming a nightly ritual now. It was always the same dream, with the same door, and the same outcome. It was almost as if I’d become accustomed to it. Like I was aware it was a dream and there was nothing I could do about it. In a sense, though, I thought I would miss them if they were to suddenly disappear. Although I complained about it, I knew it meant something. The dream was telling me it meant something.
 
   During the course of my morning, I showered, ate, and washed up with no sign of hearing from Simon. I started to worry a little about why he had gone silent. I had already checked my phone several times this morning, thinking I may have missed hearing from him. I was wondering if my dinner with Simeon had swept me away a little. Simeon was kind and gentle last night, listening attentively as I explained how much I missed both his brothers. But I confessed that I was glad I had him around to keep me company. We ended the evening with a little hug. There was no intimacy there, no romantic gestures—just two lonely friends seeking out companionship.
 
   Sighing, I drank my coffee and checked the time. It was getting close to eleven and still no word. Getting up, I grabbed my coat. It was time for some action. I called a local taxi company and they told me one would pick me up in five minutes.
 
    I stood outside and waited for the taxi. I was eager to get to the hospital, but not only to see Mama Caroline. I also wanted to find out what was going on with Simon. In a sudden panic, I started worrying about Sharice and the baby. Maybe something had happened and he was too tied up with her to call me. I sincerely hoped that wasn’t the case, though. I couldn’t see that it had anything to do with Mama Caroline. I had only recently touched her hand. I was sure I would have seen it otherwise.
 
   The taxi came and I was at the hospital within twenty minutes. My heart was racing with each minute that passed, hoping and praying everyone was okay.
 
   I raced up to the third floor and found her room. She was there when I looked through the window, but she looked sad. Oh no. Something’s wrong.
 
   When I opened the door, Mama Caroline looked up at me with tears in her eyes. “Mama Caroline, are you okay? What’s the matter?” Because I had my gloves on, I rushed towards her and grabbed her hand.
 
   “It’s Catherine and Molly. They’ve disappeared. Simon was here a minute ago, but he left to make some calls. He’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   “Does anyone have any idea where they’ve gone?”
 
   “No. Last night, Simon called the centre they were staying at to let her know I was in the hospital. When they went to check on them this morning, they had vanished.” The tears swept down her face. “What am I going to do, Cassie? I can’t lose her all over again. My only daughter.” She closed her eyes as the sobs increased.
 
   All I could do was hold her hand and comfort her. She was like the anchor to the family. I knew she felt the need to stay strong, so I wanted her to know she wasn’t alone in this. 
 
   After a few quiet moments, Simon barged through the door, anger and panic all over his face. “Cassie, I’ve been trying to call you. Sorry I didn’t manage to speak to you earlier.”
 
   “It’s fine, Simon. Really. You’ve had enough on your plate this morning as it is.”
 
   As he shuffled his feet, I could tell he was extremely torn. He wanted to find his sister, but he wanted to stay with his mother, too.
 
   Feeling Mama Caroline’s hand on my face, I turned to see her pleading eyes. “I don’t think I can go through this all over again. It was hard losing her once, but I don’t…I don’t…” She stopped, putting her hand over her mouth.
 
   Feeling the unbearable pain from both of them, I did what I had to do. Releasing my grip from Mama Caroline, I strolled over to Simon. Taking my glove off, I reached out to grab his hand. He reared back, obviously wondering what I was doing.
 
   “Wherever your twin is, you will be, Simon. You and I both know this. Let me help you find her. We did it before, and we can do it again. Just close your eyes and think of them, Simon. Think of your sister and your niece.”
 
   Shaking his head slightly, I saw the hope in his eyes. Hope I wanted them to cling onto right now. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   Looking over towards Mama Caroline, I saw the look I wanted to see. Turning back, I nodded. “I’ve never been more sure about anything, Simon. I can do this, so use me. I’m sure we can find her again.”
 
   With a look of acceptance, Simon reached out his hand and closed his eyes. “Now, remember, just picture them for me. I will also think of them so, hopefully, it will be the first thing that comes to me.”
 
   Channeling all my energies, I grabbed Simon’s hand. The minute I did, I was brought to a lake. The sky was grey, but I could see a hint of the sun trying to peek through the clouds. Birds were flying, and people were out enjoying the day as best they could. “I can see a lake in a park.”
 
   “Where?” Simon urged.
 
   The vision clouded a little so I inhaled and gripped my eyes shut. I had to think of Molly and Caroline now. I had to think only of them. 
 
   As if my prayers were answered, I spotted them. Molly looked tired and extremely sad. Caroline was a little happier, but apprehensive. “I can see them. They’re feeding ducks at the lake.”
 
   “What lake, Cassie?” I could hear the urgency in Simon’s voice. He wasn’t commanding me. It was more like he was gently probing me in the right direction.
 
   As hard as I could, I looked around so I could try and spot something I would recognize. To my amazement, I could see the 7th July memorial, which marked the fateful day of the bombings in London. 
 
   Opening my eyes, I saw Simon’s anxiety. “Hyde Park. They’re in Hyde Park,” I smiled.
 
   Simon smiled back and we both looked over at his mother, who was beaming. “I’ll be waiting on the news, Simon. You go fetch my baby girl.”
 
   Simon nodded and turned back to me. “Come with me?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   We wasted no time, shouting our goodbyes to Mama Caroline as we ran from the room.
 
   “I have my car in the car park. We can get there in about twenty minutes, give or take,” Simon said, pushing the button for the lift.
 
   Riding it down, I watched as Simon stood rigid. Placing my arm on his, he relaxed a little and looked over.
 
   “Don’t panic, Simon. They’ll be there. They’re fine.”
 
   Grabbing my arm, he squeezed it gently. “I really don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   The lift doors opened and we bolted out, frantic to get to Simon’s car.
 
   The traffic was bad, but with Simon’s driving, we were there in about twenty-five minutes. We shut the car doors and ran through the park to the lake. Within a couple of minutes, I spotted Molly sitting on a bench. She was watching Caroline feed the ducks.
 
   “Over there,” I said, pointing.
 
   I watched as Simon squinted in search of them. When he spotted them, his posture relaxed and he exhaled a big sigh.
 
   Saying no more, we both walked towards the bench. Neither of us knew what to expect, so the anticipation was high.
 
   “Molly,” Simon whispered.
 
   Snapping her head up, she saw me, then her brother. I could tell she had been crying. Rising out of her seat, she rushed over and threw her arms around Simon. “Oh, Simon,” she cried. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I heard about Mum, and I—”
 
   Pulling her away, Simon gazed into her eyes. “Shh, it’s okay. Everything is okay.”
 
    I was glad to see she didn’t seem so angry anymore about the fact her brother took her away from her abductor. Maybe now they could start to re-build their relationship.
 
   “Mummy?” I heard a whisper.
 
   Looking down, I saw Caroline’s worried face. With my gloves securely fastened, I held out my hand to her. “Hello, Caroline. I’m Cassie.”
 
   Frowning a little, Caroline looked up at me with the most beautiful brown eyes. “Nice to meet you, Cassie.” She shook my hand, making me smile. Caroline nodded and smiled back. “Mummy keeps crying.”
 
   Looking over my shoulder, I could see Simon and Molly in an embrace, talking. “I tell you what, Caroline. Why don’t we leave your mother and uncle to talk, and we can go feed the ducks?”
 
   Tilting her head to the side, she watched them both. “He won’t make her sad again, will he?”
 
   “I’m sure not, Caroline. I think your mum is crying because she’s happy to see him.”
 
   “Really?” she beamed. “I always wanted an uncle.”
 
   Holding out my hand to her, I gave her a cheeky grin. “Well, I happen to know your uncle very well and I can say he is a very good man. He would be the best uncle a girl could dream of.”
 
   Caroline smiled and grabbed my hand as we walked towards the lake. “Are you his girlfriend?”
 
   I almost choked. If there were any questions she could have asked, I certainly wasn’t expecting that.
 
   I shook my head. “No. I’m just very close to your family. They’re all such wonderful people.”
 
   Throwing a piece of bread, we watched as it landed in the lake and a duck came along to snatch it. Caroline chuckled a little. “I like watching the ducks eat the bread. Here,” she said, handing some to me. “You throw some, too.”
 
   Taking the bread from Caroline, I smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   “Because it was so sunny this morning, my mum asked if I wanted to go to the park. She looks so sad all the time. I just want her to be happy again.”
 
    I looked down at Caroline’s sad little face. “Caroline, I won’t lie to you and say she isn’t sad, but I do think things will get better. Things have changed quite a bit and I think it will take time to adjust. Your mum just needs a little bit of time.”
 
   “She misses Daddy. I miss Daddy.” She hung her head and my heart immediately broke for her.
 
   Spying a bench in the distance, I threw the last bit of bread. “Why don’t we go and sit down for a little while? There’s a bench over there, not too far from your mum. How about we sit down and chat?”
 
   Taking my hand, she nodded as a single tear fell down her face. I hated seeing adults cry, but it was even worse seeing a child cry. If she had a cut, I could treat it and put a plaster on it. However, the sort of hurt she had was emotional. I wished I could kiss it better, but I knew it would never be as simple as that.
 
   We walked over to the bench and sat down. Caroline was still clutching my hand, and I wasn’t about to let go if she didn’t want me to.
 
   “I’m sure your daddy misses you, too.”
 
   Shuffling in her seat, she squeezed my hand. “Why can’t I see him? They won’t let me see him. They won’t let him see mummy.”
 
   Oh, boy! This was a perfectly adequate question from a little girl whose father had been taken away. She must be confused as hell right now. No one is probably giving her answers—answers she could understand anyway.
 
   “He needs time away so he can answer some questions. He’s helping the police with something important.”
 
   Sighing, she looked down at the ground and shuffled the gravel beneath her feet. “He did a bad thing to save my mum.”
 
   My eyes widened, realizing she knew more than she was letting on. This little girl was only eight-years-old, but it was obvious nothing got past her.
 
   When I didn’t answer, she looked up at me. “I’ve heard my mother talking when she thought I couldn’t hear her. Daddy took mummy when she was little. But he’s not a bad man, I swear.”
 
   I saw the panic in her eyes and laid my hand on her shoulder. “I know he isn’t, Caroline. He’s trying to be a better man. He is trying to make things right.”
 
   Feeling her head tilt up, I looked down at her. “When he makes things right, will he be able to come home?”
 
   Sighing, I thought I should probably be honest. Who knew how this was going to turn out. At the end of the day, he abducted a little girl, but I didn’t know whether the current circumstances would change things.
 
   “I’m really not sure, Caroline. All I know for sure is, no matter how long you are both apart, he will always love his special pumpkin.” I flicked her nose as her eyes widened.
 
   “That’s what he calls me.”
 
   Shit. I didn’t think before I spoke. For a moment, I was at a loss for words.
 
   Pulling away from me, she cupped my face and looked deep into my eyes. “Are you superwoman?”
 
   Her question shocked the hell out of me. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You have superpowers. I can tell. I can feel it all around you. You make me feel nice.”
 
   I was absolutely speechless. How do I answer something like that? I was so consumed by her presence and her willingness to see into me that I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I wasn’t even aware Simon and Molly were right behind us until Molly spoke. “Caroline, what are you doing to the poor girl?”
 
   “I always told you I had a guardian angel, didn’t I, Mummy?”
 
   For a moment, I thought my heart had stopped beating. Suddenly, all the oxygen had disappeared as the shock and adrenaline pumped through my body.
 
   Looking over at Simon, my eyes locked onto his. The expression on his face was one of amazement as he stared at his beautiful, intelligent, and perceptive niece.
 
   “Yes, you did, Caroline. Now, come on. We need to get going home. It’s getting cold.”
 
   Caroline didn’t move, though. Instead, she threw her arms around me and held on as tight as she possibly could. “I’m not going now that I’ve found her. I want to stay with angel Cassie. She’s missing someone she loves, too.”
 
   Oh, my god! If I thought this couldn’t get any weirder, I was wrong. I wasn’t the one with the superpowers. This wonderful little girl was. She’d only met me minutes ago, yet she knew more about me than most people.
 
   “Angel Cassie is hurting and needs someone to give her a cuddle.”
 
   All I could do was sit there, wondering how on earth she could possibly know.
 
   Everyone was still as I held this wonderful child in my arms. I could see Simon’s and Molly’s faces. They both looked as utterly bewildered as I did.
 
   After a few moments, I managed to compose myself a little. Stroking her silky hair away from her face, I kissed her forehead. “Thank you, Caroline.”
 
   Her head tilted once again and the sad face was suddenly gone. Now her face radiated happiness. “Everybody needs a hug sometimes, right?”
 
   Chuckling, I laid my hand on her head. “They sure do.”
 
   “Did mine make you feel better?”
 
   Laughing again, I stroked her head. “It sure did. More than you could possibly know.”
 
   “Come along, Caroline. Cassie looks completely and utterly shell-shocked,” Molly laughed.
 
   “Okay, Mummy, but can Cassie come with us to get some ice cream? Please, Mummy?”
 
   Smiling, Molly shook her head. “Only if Cassie has time.” She looked over at me and I suddenly had all sets of eyes bearing down upon me…the most piercing being Caroline’s. She was twitching slightly in anticipation of my answer.
 
   “I always have time for ice cream.”
 
   “Yay!” Caroline shouted as she ran to her mum.
 
   Still completely dumbfounded, I walked towards Simon. “Angel, huh?” he said in an amused tone.
 
   I snorted. “Yeah.”
 
   We walked behind Molly and Caroline, who was now skipping with joy. Simon suddenly stopped and turned to me. His expression said it all. The wheels in his brain were working.
 
   “You can’t be…?” He paused a moment, then shook his head. “Nah,” he said, then carried on walking.
 
   The panic that had risen again suddenly subsided. I had a feeling he wanted to ask me that question, but I knew I wasn’t prepared to answer it. It was okay that an innocent child thought of me as her guardian angel. Children were naturally more perceptive and sometimes wiser than adults. They can sense things that adults couldn’t. However, children’s imaginations tend to run wild, so I was hoping that was all they saw in Caroline. Whatever it was, I could smile in the knowledge that Caroline was a different girl from the one we saw when we first arrived.
 
    I thought it best to change the subject because my head was swimming with it all at the moment. “How are things between the two of you now?”
 
   Placing his hands in his pockets, he smiled as he watched his sister and his niece walking together. “We’re still a long way off, but at least it looks like she’s forgiven me. She was so distraught when she heard Mum was in the hospital because she thought about what she had been missing all these years. She said she would hate to know something happened to one of us before letting us know she still loved and cared for us. Which reminds me, I have something to tell you, but now isn’t the right time. We’ll talk later.”
 
   I nodded just in time to hear Caroline’s sweet voice, “Cassie! Cassie, what ice cream do you want? I want vanilla. I love vanilla.” Grabbing my hand, she pulled me into the shop. 
 
   “I think I’ll have the same as you,” I said, laughing.
 
   We ordered, and I was about to pull some money out of my purse when Simon stopped me. “I’ll get these.”
 
   I knew there was no arguing. I took the ice cream and thanked him as we sat down. Caroline’s face was animated as she licked the ice cream and stared out at the lake.
 
   “I don’t know what you’ve done to my daughter, but she’s the happiest I’ve seen her in a long time. I can’t remember the last time she skipped.” Molly laughed a little. I didn’t quite know what to say to that. I had an inkling as to why she had changed, but it wasn’t something I was going to explain.
 
   “You have a wonderful daughter, Molly. I bet you’re extremely proud of her.”
 
   Smiling, she lovingly looked across at her daughter. “I am very proud of her.” She stroked her head and Caroline tried her best to wink at her mum. It kind of looked like a blink rather than a wink, causing us all to giggle. 
 
   The conversation soon turned to school and Christmas. Caroline was excited about the coming holiday season and wondered what Father Christmas might bring. I was hoping she wouldn’t turn sad and start talking about her father, but she didn’t. I think she just wanted to feel happiness for once, and I could completely understand how that felt.
 
   Once we had all eaten our ice cream, we decided to go to the hospital to visit Mama Caroline. Little Caroline was feeling lighter than air about the prospect of seeing her grandmother again. She had only seen her briefly once, and she said she like her a lot.
 
   The hospital seemed busier than first thing this morning, so I decided to get a coffee down in the canteen. Simon came with me, giving Caroline and Molly the space they needed to talk with his mum. I knew he wanted to talk with me about something anyway, so I thought now was as good a time as any.
 
   “So,” I started, as we sat down at a table with our coffee, “what did you want to talk to me about?”
 
   At first, Simon looked confused, then the spark of remembrance glazed over him. “Ah, yes. It’s about that little girl we found at the site in North Devon. I got confirmation this morning that it was Lisa Bellmont. I was going to ring and tell you this morning, but I got a call from the centre before I could.”
 
   Feeling my heart ache, I hung my head in dismay. I knew it was coming, but I still wasn’t prepared for it. To me, this girl held a special place in my heart. I had felt the pain she was in as she looked up into the eyes of a very young Justin Merryfield, pleading with him to help her. 
 
   “Okay. Thank you for telling me. I still want to arrange everything.”
 
   Simon smiled. “I know you do. I’ve given them your contact details and said you would call at some point to arrange her burial.”
 
   “I assume her mother is buried somewhere?”
 
   “Yes. I believe she is buried in Twickenham Cemetery.”
 
   “Then that is where I’ll bury Lisa. I’m sure they would have wanted to be buried together. It would give me comfort to know she’ll be with her daughter again. That she’s finally been found and brought home.”
 
    Simon patted my gloved hand. “I think that would be great.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   I stayed at the hospital a couple of hours, chatting and enjoying the happiness of everyone around me. There was certainly an air of appreciation. Mama Caroline thanked me over and over, and I told her I would always be there for her and her family. She cried and said I was like the other daughter she never had. I chuckled, my heart swelling at her kind words.
 
   I finally decided it was time to go, and Simon said he’d drop me off, much to little Caroline’s dismay. She clung to me and didn’t want to let me go. I assured her I would be around whenever she needed me, and she hesitantly let go. I gave Molly my number and told her to call if ever she wanted.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   The next few days was full of funeral and wedding arrangements. It felt strange to be organizing the celebration of new beginnings, and celebrating the ending of a young life.
 
   The day before the funeral, Hamish came around for a visit, bringing with him some money he had collected for the funeral. He told me that Simon had mentioned what I was doing and everybody thought it was the honourable thing to do. The money would help, as the funeral had eaten into all my savings, but I was determined to use the two thousand pounds that were raised for something else. There were other people that needed it more than me, and keeping it didn’t seem right. I ended up thanking Hamish and took the money, hiding it in a jar in the kitchen. I was sure it would come in handy one day.
 
   On the day of the funeral, Simeon came to pick me up, and Simon was going to meet us there. I had secured a plot next to Lisa’s mother, happy I could finally bring her daughter back to where she belonged.
 
   What I wasn’t looking forward to tomorrow was my court appearance at Daniel’s trial. My stomach coiled at the prospect. I didn’t really want to have to face him again in any capacity. The only thing that kept me going was knowing his poor wife was going to be there, and she had to have been a hell of a lot more nervous than I was. She shared a life with him. She probably thought they were going to start a family—share their lives and memories together. 
 
   A knock on my door brought me out of my musings. It seemed Simeon was on time for a change. He had been late the last time we made arrangements to get together. Lately, he had been my rock, coming around and spending time with me just when I needed it the most. I think we both needed each other. I was sure we fed off of each other’s vibes.
 
   “It sucks, doesn’t it?” he asked as he stood at the door.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Wearing black. It feels like someone’s died.”
 
   “Someone has died, Simeon.”
 
   “I know, but it’s depressing.”
 
   “Well, think of it this way. She’s in a better place now, isn’t she? You and I both know that for sure.” I smiled, taking his hand.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   “To be honest with you, I don’t think anybody could be ready to say goodbye to a child. But it has to be done.”
 
   Putting his arm around my shoulders, Simeon shut the door. “Like you said, she’s in a better place now. Let’s make sure she gets a proper send-off, shall we?”
 
   Nodding, I smiled as we walked down the stairs. “Thank you for being here for me today.”
 
   “It’s no sweat. It just so happens I have a rest day today, so it wasn’t a problem.”
 
   “And how is police life, Simeon? Just like The Bill?” I chuckled.
 
   Simeon smiled as he held the car door open for me. “It’s not that far off, actually. All I have to do is wave my truncheon about and people behave themselves. It’s really easy.”
 
   I laughed as he closed my door, waiting until he climbed in the other side before I spoke. “Do you make a habit of waving your truncheon about, Simeon?”
 
   Starting the car, he turned to me. “Why is finding me waving my truncheon about so funny?”
 
   I started laughing harder. “Stop it. You’re being rude.”
 
   Gasping, he pointed a finger into his chest. “Me? You’re the one with the obvious filthy mind if you think I’m being rude.”
 
   Swatting at him, I gasped right back. “You’re the one making obvious innuendos here, Simeon. Not me.”
 
   “What’s the innuendo when I say I wave my truncheon about? I’m telling you that it’s so big, it has the men crouching in terror, the women desperate to touch it.”
 
   That was it. I was off and there was no going back. I knew Simeon knew exactly what he was doing, but I didn’t care. It felt good to laugh for a change.
 
   “You’re so adorable when you laugh. You should do it more often.”
 
   Feeling myself blush, I nudged him in embarrassment. “You’re too much. Let’s go before we end up being late.”
 
   Pulling the car away, Simeon glanced my way. “Are you worried you’ll want to touch my truncheon?”
 
   “Simeon!” I bellowed, swatting him on the arm.
 
   He laughed. “Okay, okay. I was only joking.”
 
   “You better be!” Folding my arms, I huffed in amused annoyance. Simeon briefly flicked his eyes my way and smiled. “Stop it, Simeon.”
 
   “Stop what?”
 
   Looking out the window, I smiled and whispered, “You know what.”
 
   Within a half-hour, we were at the cemetery where Simon was waiting. He was standing tall and statuesque, wearing a suit and a very long black coat. He was certainly dressed for the occasion.
 
   When we got out of the car, I noticed the air smelled like rain. The sky was thick with clouds, which just suited the mood of the day.
 
   Gathering my coat and bag, I opened the door, seeing Simeon’s hand awaiting mine. I smiled and gracefully grabbed it as he helped me out of the seat.
 
   “Morning, Cassie. How’s the shoulder?”
 
   “Really well, thanks. I went to the doctor yesterday and he said I should have the sling off in a couple days.”
 
   “That’s brilliant. Do you think you’ll be ready for work next week?”
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be, Simon. I’ll be glad to get back to normal.”
 
   “I bet you are.” Turning to Simeon, he held his hand out. “Stephen, how are you today?”
 
   “Fine, thank you, sir. I’m not particularly feeling that good about attending a child’s funeral, though.”
 
   Simon shook his head. “You and me both, Stephen. You and me both.”
 
   Walking towards the chapel, Simon suddenly turned to me. “Cassie, although this day isn’t particularly filled with joy, I think you’ll find it a little easier once you get into the church.”
 
   Wondering what the hell he was talking about, I followed him in. I couldn’t understand how burying a child could possibly be easy.
 
   Once we walked through the doors, I suddenly stopped. Sitting there, eagerly waiting for me, was Uncle Billy, Chris, Lisa-Marie, Catherine, Hamish, Paul, and Callum.
 
   My eyes immediately welled with tears, knowing they were here to support me, as well as to say goodbye to a child they never knew. I was overwhelmed.
 
   Walking over to them, I gave them all a hug, thanking them for coming. They all knew how important this was for me, and it showed me they cared.
 
   Taking in the sight of the chapel, I immediately felt at peace. I could see the statue of The Virgin Mary opening her arms to welcome the child below. The casket was sitting beneath her and my heart instantly leapt into my throat. This was definitely going to be harder than I thought.
 
   Clearing his throat, the priest announced himself, and we all sat down to hear his prayers. We sang a couple of hymns, then it was my turn to get up and say a few words. I was nervous because I wanted this to go as smoothly as it possibly could…for little Lisa’s sake.
 
   Walking up to the podium, I unwrapped a piece of paper I had clutched to my hands and stood in front of everybody, clearing my throat. “Thank you all for coming today. For days, I tried to come up with something suitable to give little Lisa’s funeral justice. I must have wasted a hundred trees in my attempt.” I heard people chuckle a little, so I fell silent for a second.
 
   “In the end, I thought it best to leave it up to somebody who could say it for me. It is a poem by an unknown person, but I think the words are a comfort in such a tragedy.”
 
   Looking at the paper, I stood for a moment and gathered my thoughts. I could feel myself getting emotional, but I wanted so much to be able to say the words I had down on paper.
 
   With a deep breath, I began.
 
    
 
   “‘I’ll lend you, for a little while, 
A child of mine,’ God said. 
‘For you to love while she lives 
and mourn for when she’s dead. 
It may be six or seven years 
or forty-two or three, 
but will you, ‘til I call her back, 
take care of her for me?
 
   ‘She'll bring her charms to gladden you 
and, should her stay be brief, 
you’ll have her nicest memories 
as solace for your grief. 
I cannot promise she will stay, 
since all from earth return, 
but there are lessons taught below, 
I want this child to learn.
 
    
 
   ‘I’ve looked the whole world over 
in my search for teachers true, 
and from the things that crowd life’s lane 
I have chosen you. 
Now will you give her all your love, 
nor think the labour vain, 
nor hate me when I come to take 
this lent child back again?
 
    
 
   ‘I fancied that I heard them say, 
Dear Lord, Thy will be done. 
For all the joys thy child will bring 
the risk of grief we’ll run. 
 
 
   ‘We’ll shelter her with tenderness, 
we’ll love her while we may, 
and for the happiness we’ve known 
forever grateful stay. 
 
 
   ‘But should thy Angels call for her 
much sooner than we planned, 
we’ll brave the grief that comes 
and try to understand’.”
 
    
 
   When I was finished, a tear rolled down my face as I gazed upon all the people who had come here for me and the little girl. Most of them were crying, but others—like Simeon, Simon, Paul, and Callum—shifted uncomfortably in their seats. I could tell it was affecting them, but they didn’t want to show any emotion.
 
   We lay poor Lisa to rest right beside her mother. I laid pink lilies on her grave because I knew they were her favourite. It’s really strange knowing the last thoughts of someone before they died. Even in her terror, it seemed she knew the end was coming. Thoughts about all the important things she cherished as a child ran through her head. Her mother was one of them, but so was the beauty of flowers, especially lilies.
 
   Standing back to look at their graves, I had Simeon on one side, Simon on the other. Both had grabbed one of my gloved hands as we stood in silence for a minute.
 
   “That poem was beautiful, Cassie,” my uncle said, cutting through the silence.
 
   “Thanks, Billy. I didn’t know what else to say. I suppose it’s sometimes easier letting someone else say it for you.”
 
   Touching my arm, he smiled. “You did it so well.”
 
   Nodding, I turned to find everyone there. “Is everyone up for a drink?” I asked, knowing it was just the thing we probably all needed. Everyone nodded. “Where shall we go?”
 
   “How about The Three Horseshoes Pub back in Fulham?” Callum suggested. “It’s as good a pub as any. Unfortunately, Hamish, Paul, and I can’t go, but we can say goodbye from there.”
 
   I suddenly felt a stab of pain. I was returning to the pub where Stephen and I had our first drink together.
 
   “Are you okay?” Simeon asked as we walked back to the car. “You look pale. Is your shoulder hurting you?”
 
   Shaking my head, I smiled. “No, I’m fine. Just a little sad, that’s all.” Stopping at the door of the car, I turned to him. “Actually, Simeon, do you mind waiting in the car for me a few moments? There’s something I need to do.”
 
   Simeon looked confused for a moment, but smiled. “Do you need me to come with you?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, it’s okay. This is something I need to take care of on my own.”
 
   With a nod, Simeon opened the car door. “Okay, no problem. I’ll be waiting.” I watched him as he took a seat in the car. 
 
   Looking around, I sought out the grave I wanted to visit. I knew it was here because I visited it many years ago.
 
    I finally came to a halt. In front of me was a grave, a fresh bunch of flowers sitting neatly on it. They couldn’t have been older than a day or two. I could make out his name through the flowers, though. Terrance Bradley.
 
   Kneeling next to the grave, I placed a hand on the gravestone. “Hello, Terrance. It’s been a while. As you can tell, I’m all grown up now, but I have never stopped thinking about you. How could I when you were the one who came to me that awful night nineteen years ago? I would never forget it. You were kind to me and I will always thank you for that.” I sighed, closing my eyes and feeling the pain of it grip me again. “There is one other thing I need to say, and I’ve been meaning to say it for years. I’m sorry, Terrance. I’m so sorry I never saved you.” I rubbed the top of his gravestone tenderly, pulling a couple of weeds from the ground.
 
   “I never thought to do that.”
 
   The voice startled me. Looking up, Simon was staring down at me with a tender smile. “You thought I’d forgotten you.” I nodded, then looked away, feeling a little shame at my admission. “He was a good man…my uncle.”
 
   I smiled. “I know he was.”
 
   “He didn’t deserve what happened to him that night. It was the same night—the night your parents died.”
 
   I nodded. “I know. I remember him reaching out to touch my hand, but I flinched away from him. Now I wished I hadn’t.”
 
   Smiling, he shook his head. “You couldn’t know, Cassie. You were so little at the time. I never forgot you, though. I never forgot what you said. You didn’t even touch my hand to know that I would be a ‘big’ policeman one day.” He smiled cheekily, but I could see the question in his eyes.
 
   “I just get a sense for people, I think. I was a child, but I could see it in you…even then.”
 
   Simon smiled and touched my shoulder. “You were such a sweet child, Cassie. In a sense, you reminded me of my sister.” He frowned. I could tell the memory of that night was as fresh for him as it was for me. 
 
   “Were you with him when it happened?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. It was considered too dangerous. The men robbing the bank were armed, so he made arrangements for another officer to take me home. Little did I realise that would be the last time I would see him alive.”
 
   I smiled gently at him. Briefly staring back at Terrance’s grave, I wondered what his life would have been like now if our hands had touched. I know I would have foreseen him get shot that night, and I would have done anything in my power to prevent it.
 
    I suddenly wondered something. “When did you remember?” I gazed upon his face and saw a hint of guilt spread across him.
 
   “To be honest, it was at the hospital when I saw your uncle. I knew I recognised him from somewhere and it bugged me all day. I started doing some digging and I found out about your mum and dad. I’m so sorry I didn’t realise. I tried telling you, but there never seemed to be the right moment. I have something for you, though. I brought it with me today.”
 
   I stood up and watched as Simon walked towards his car. I followed behind him, wondering what it could be.
 
   He opened the door with one swift tug and quickly rummaged in the back. He suddenly pulled out a teddy bear.
 
   “Mr. Wigglesby!” I cried as I raced towards a smiling Simon and grabbed the teddy bear.
 
   “I knew it had a funny name like that, but I couldn’t remember what it was.”
 
   I felt the euphoria wash over me as the tears stung my eyes. I couldn’t help it. I grabbed Simon in my arms and hugged him for dear life. “Thank you so much for looking after him for me.”
 
   Simon pulled away and I saw the emotion in his eyes. This was obviously affecting him as much as it was me. “I’m sorry you didn’t get him sooner. I found him on the floor of the hospital that night and I recognised it as yours. I asked the nurse where you were and she told me your uncle had taken you home. I didn’t know what else to do so I asked my uncle to look into it for me, but then he got called away.” Simon paused, swallowing hard. “Well…you know the rest. By the time everything had happened, I had kept the bear for so long, I didn’t know what else to do. To be honest, I was a little selfish. I had just lost my sister, then my uncle. Mr. Wigglesby seemed to offer me solace somehow.”
 
   Seeing the smile on his face as he stared at the bear had me wondering. Without thinking, I handed the bear back. “Here, you keep him. You’ve had him longer than I have, so I think he needs you more than me.”
 
   Placing his hand on the bear, he pushed him back towards my chest with a shake of his head. “No, Cassie. I don’t need him anymore. He needs you now—and I think, if you’re honest, you need him now, too.”
 
   So Simon knew I was sad, but he didn’t question why. All I could do was smile and offer him another hug. He accepted it and we stood there for a while, sharing our losses with each other.
 
   We pulled away from each other and he told me he had to get back to work. I wasn’t sure what was going on between Simon and me, but we just seemed to get closer and closer. The lives we had lost, the moments of grief and joy…we shared them. I knew Simon was my dearest friend. He certainly had me as a friend for life.
 
   With a contented sigh, I looked down at Mr. Wigglesby, then nuzzled into his fur. He felt just how I remembered from all those years ago. I smiled at him and flicked his nose with my finger. “Well, let’s be going, Mr. Wigglesby. Poor Simeon is waiting in the car for us, and I’m dying for you to meet him.”
 
   I swiftly tucked him into my chest and walked back towards the car. Although this was a sad day, I couldn’t help the overwhelming feeling of gratitude. I had great friends and family who would do anything for me, no matter what. How could I not be grateful for that?
 
   As I got to the car, I swiftly pulled the handle and slid myself in. “Sorry I took so long. I didn’t mean to.”
 
   Simeon shook his head with a wink. “That’s okay, Cassie. Did you manage to do what you had to?”
 
   Nodding, I stared down at Mr. Wigglesby with a smile. “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “Who’s this you got?” he asked, pointing towards the teddy.
 
   For some strange reason, I fell silent. I wanted to tell him the name, but I couldn’t get the words out. In the end, I just said, “He’s a teddy bear. Simon gave him to me.” It confused me as to why I felt the need to hide what he was to me.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” Simeon asked, breaking me out of my trance.
 
   “Oh, yes—sorry. It’s been quite a day. I just hope I did her justice.”
 
   Grabbing my hand, he tenderly kissed it. “You did really well, Cassie. I’m sure her mother would be really proud.” Pausing for a moment, he smiled cheekily. “Listen, if you behave yourself and are really good, I may let you shine my truncheon later.”
 
   All sad thoughts were gone as my mouth curved up into a wicked grin. Slapping his hand away, I tut-tutted. “You’re disgusting, Simeon.”
 
   He shrugged indignantly. “Well, it worked, didn’t it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t feel so sad now, do you?” He smiled, making it all better.
 
   Letting the warmth of his presence wash over me, I sighed. “No. Not anymore.”
 
   “Good,” he said, starting the car. “Maybe my magic is working, after all.”
 
   I shook my head and stared out of the window. The rain was starting to fall, bringing a new sadness that Stephen couldn’t be here with me.
 
   The car ride was silent as I sat and thought about all our memories. Stephen was one of those people who were unforgettable. Everything I wanted wrapped up in one package.
 
   “I know you think about him a lot.”
 
   Turning toward Simeon, I nodded, then turned to stare back out of the window.
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, I know for a fact that he’s always thinking about you. He will never leave your side, Cassie. I can guarantee it.”
 
   Sighing, I closed my eyes, gripping them tight so the tears didn’t run. “I know, Simeon. Thank you for telling me. I just miss him so much.”
 
   I fell silent again, staring out of the window as I felt Simeon gently grip my hand. I was more than willing to take his support.
 
   Once at the pub, most of us sat down for a drink. Callum and Paul had to go to work, and Simon had to visit his mother in the hospital. It was just me, Simeon, Billy, Chris, Lisa-Marie, and Catherine. It was hard being there. I even ordered a glass of wine instead of my normal brandy and coke because, for some reason, it felt as though I was tainting his memory by drinking that in here.
 
   “I hear you’re getting married in a few weeks.” Lisa-Marie smiled at Billy and Chris.
 
   “Yes…only three weeks, four days, and twenty hours to go.” Billy held up his glass and took a drink.
 
   “You’re not counting at all, are you, Uncle Billy?” I chuckled.
 
   Seeing Chris roll his eyes, I nudged him. “I was thinking about your wedding the other day. I thought how cool it would be if you got married inside that phone box. You know, the one where it all started?”
 
   Laughing, I took a swig of my wine, realising they weren’t laughing with me. Putting my drink down, I studied their faces. They both looked at each other, then at me, then back at each other, a smile on their faces.
 
   “That’s a brilliant idea,” Chris said.
 
   “What? I was only joking. You can’t get married in a phone box.”
 
   “Why not? I heard a couple got married on a roller coaster once. Why not a phone box? We can still have the blessing in the church, but the wedding can be in the phone box.”
 
   Billy looked like he’d just won the lottery. “It’s a brilliant idea.”
 
   I sat there with my mouth open. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”
 
   Catherine seemed to jump up and down with excitement. “I think it’s a fabulous idea.”
 
   “You have to come, sweetie,” Billy said.
 
   “Oh, can we? We’d love to.”
 
   “Yes. I’ll give Cassie an invite and she can give it to the two of you. The more the merrier.”
 
   I was wondering if I had suddenly entered the Twilight Zone. “But you can’t arrange for the minister to come to a phone box to marry you, can you?”
 
   Waving his hand in the air, Chris said, “My brother can marry us.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s been ordained. He wanted to perform it anyway. What do you say, Billy? Shall we get hitched in a phone box and have my brother perform the ceremony?”
 
   Billy threw his hands in the air, laughing. “Oh, hell. Why not?”
 
   Shaking my head, I decided that whatever makes them happy, makes me happy. Raising my glass, my lips curved into a smile. “To the phone box!” I shouted.
 
   “To the phone box!” everyone else chimed in.
 
   “And to Lisa Bellmont, God rest her soul.” 
 
   Everyone looked at Simeon, who had reminded us of why we were there. I didn’t think we meant to do it on purpose. We just seemed to get carried away with wedding talk. We were supposed to be saying farewell to a little girl who was ripped from this life way too early.
 
   “To Lisa Bellmont,” I said, a hint of sadness in my voice. It wasn’t easy having to say goodbye to someone so young, but I knew she was being taken care of now.
 
   “So,” Simeon began. “A phone box, eh? That brings on a whole new meaning of ‘giving someone a ring’.” He curved his lips into the cheekiest smile, setting everyone to giggling.
 
   Billy’s eyes widened even further. “How ironic is that? It’s almost fate. The only problem I have is I can’t be the one to take any photographs.”
 
   “I’m sure we can find you someone, Billy. You must know a lot of other photographers in your line of work.”
 
    “I’ve actually found one already. His name is Alexander—second best to me, of course.”
 
   Everyone laughed, but I sat there, rooted to my seat. All the colour had drained from my face as the name was whispered in my ear. Alexander. 
 
   “Cassie, are you okay?”
 
   Blinking rapidly, I looked up to see everybody looking at me, worried. “What?”
 
   Leaning over, Billy touched my face. “Are you all right? You look pale. It’s almost as if you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   “You can’t see ghosts, can you?” A little crease in Catherine’s face could be seen as she waited for my answer.
 
   I could finally breathe again. Catherine’s question had stopped me from panicking “No,” I replied, smiling. “I can’t see ghosts.”
 
   “I bet that would be cool, though, wouldn’t it?”
 
   I looked at Catherine for a moment before replying. I couldn’t see how anyone would find seeing a ghost as cool. “I think it would frighten me to death, Catherine. So I think I’ll stick with what I have, thanks,” I chuckled.
 
   Billy still looked concerned. “Are you sure you’re okay? Are you worried about tomorrow?”
 
   I had told my uncle about the court appearance. He had dropped everything so he could come with me and hold my hand.
 
   “I’m sure I’ll get by.”
 
   Simeon took my hand. “I’m sure you will. I’ll be there for support, too.”
 
   “Are you going to be okay with tomorrow?” I asked him. Simeon, as Stephen, had been called to give evidence because Stephen was there the night of the assault.
 
   “I’ll be fine. I have it all in here,” he said, pointing to his head and winking. “I’m not about to let that bastard get away with what he did. Don’t you worry.”
 
   Gasping, I nudged his hand. “Stephen! Naughty language.”
 
   His smile was playfully wicked. “I’m sorry, Cassie. Maybe you can punish me later.”
 
   I shook my head. I knew he was trying to be playful so that he could put me at ease a little. It just felt wrong doing this with him.
 
   “Why do I feel like we all should leave?” Lisa-Marie’s smile was playful as she looked at the two of us. “Or maybe you two should leave and get a room.”
 
   Simeon’s eyebrow rose at me. “Stop it.” I nudged Simeon over so I could regain my space. It was hard having him here and pretending he was someone he wasn’t. Billy and Chris knew, but Lisa-Marie and Catherine didn’t.
 
   “All you can do tomorrow is tell the truth. I know it will be hard, but once it’s over and done, you can move on,” Lisa-Marie said, giving me a small smile.
 
   I knew Lisa-Marie was right. I needed to get past it so I could move on with my life. Stephen was just completely taking over at the moment. What happened to me seemed like a long time ago compared to the raw memory of Stephen. I knew one thing for certain, though. I would be glad once I gave evidence and it was all over. I could only tell the truth. If that wasn’t good enough, so be it.
 
   “I know. I’ve met with the lawyer and he seems friendly enough. He’s confident that with all the evidence against him, a conviction is in the cards. He did warn me of some difficult questions, though. I’m not looking forward to that part.”
 
   Lisa-Marie rolled her eyes. “I think it’s disgusting. Any woman who dares have a sex life is a slut in their eyes. I think it’s terrible that what woman do in their personal lives is brought up inside a courtroom, like it’s sordid. If a woman says no, it’s no. End of story. We do have that right.”
 
   I smiled at Lisa-Marie. I knew this was something she felt very strongly about. You could tell by the rigid posture and the glare in her eyes as she spoke.
 
   What she didn’t realise was that I was still a virgin. This was also something I would have to convince the court. I didn’t think they would believe me, considering how old I was. These days, it was a rarity to find someone as old as me who hadn’t had sex yet.
 
   “That’s very true, Lisa-Marie. Unfortunately, though, they don’t see it that way.” I took a sip of my wine.
 
   “They should all be castrated, if you ask me.”
 
   Spluttering wine back into my glass, I started choking. All the men around the table instinctively wrapped their hands around their private parts.
 
   “Remind me never to be alone in a room with you next time you have a ‘man hating’ campaign going on,” Simeon winced.
 
   Lisa-Marie winked at him. “Deal,” she replied, giggling.
 
   Smacking my hand on the table, I gained everyone’s attention. “Who’s up for another drink?”
 
   To my surprise, everyone put their hand up like school kids. Suddenly, all my worries and anxieties faded as laughter continued to escape my lips.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   The afternoon had quickly turned dark and my hunger levels were at its peak. The time at the pub was just the social gathering I needed to help lift my spirits.
 
   But now, Simeon, Mr. Wigglesby, and I were on our way back to my flat carrying some sausages and chips from the local chip shop. The smell of chips and vinegar rising in the cold night air was making me salivate. It had been a while since I had a bag of chip shop chips. Even thinking about it was driving me wild with a heated, almost lust-filled yearning.
 
   “You have to stop licking your lips like that, Cassie. It’s immensely distracting.”
 
   Pulling at his arm, I couldn’t help the tipsy grin spreading on my face. “Well, I’m immensely hungry. I’m immensely in the need to get back home and eat those chips.”
 
   His unamused face said it all. “I really hope you’re not making fun of me, young lady.”
 
   I shook my head, giggling. “Immensely, no.”
 
   As we neared the flat, Simeon started tickling me. “Stop, stop!” I shouted.
 
   “See, this is what you get for taking the mick.”
 
   I could hardly breathe through my laughing. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” 
 
   Then the playfulness came to an abrupt halt when we spied Paul standing outside my flat. He didn’t look happy.
 
   “Paul, what’s wrong?” I asked, walking up the steps.
 
   He looked at both of us as if he was sorry he interrupted. “Can I come in?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Fishing my keys out as quickly as possible, I unlocked the door. I turned on all the lights, placed Mr. Wigglesby on my nightstand, and hung my bag up. Simeon dropped the chips on the dining table and the smell hit me again. I had to close my eyes and try to hold it together. The need to rip open that bag and gorge right now was taking over.
 
   “Would you like a drink?” I knew he would say no, but I thought I’d be polite. Paul was in uniform and standing stiffly, so this wasn’t a social visit.
 
   “No, I’m fine, but thank you. I’ve only come for a quick visit, then I must head back. I can see you’re about to eat anyway.”
 
   Simeon sat down on my sofa and looked up at Paul. “What’s happened?”
 
   “It’s Daniel.” 
 
   My heart immediately sank. I had to sit next to Simeon. As if on instinct, he took my hand.
 
   “A couple hours ago, he was attacked in his cell. I haven’t gotten the full details yet, but it doesn’t look good.”
 
   I didn’t realise I was squeezing Simeon’s hand until he moved his a little. I instantly released my grip and offered him an apologetic smile, turning my attention back to Paul. “What happened?”
 
   Paul gripped his belt and sighed heavily. “It would seem he hasn’t made many friends in prison. They all know he is an ex-police officer. In a nutshell, he was stabbed in the stomach five times. They’re not sure how serious it is yet. I’m still waiting on the news. Suffice it to say, the court case will be postponed. I wanted to tell you both as soon as I could.”
 
   I released a breath I had been holding, but it wasn’t in relief. It was in shock. I certainly wasn’t expecting that.
 
   Simeon held his hand out to him. “We appreciate you telling us.”
 
   Paul smiled and shook his hand. “No problem at all. I’ll let you know what happens.” His smile faded once he saw my face. “Are you okay, Cassie?”
 
   “Me? I’m fine. I just wasn’t expecting it.”
 
   “Well, if anything, it will give you some breathing space. I suppose it will be a while until another court date can be arranged. Just relax and enjoy Christmas. Let’s see what the new year will bring.”
 
   I had to smile. Despite his rough edges, Paul had a heart of gold. I did the only thing I could think of to do. Rising out of my seat, I gave Paul a hug. “Thank you for taking the time to come round and see us.”
 
   Blushing, he pulled back slightly, clearing his throat. “That’s fine. Don’t mention it.” He paused for a moment. “Well, I shall leave you to your dinner. To be honest, this sight of those chips is making me hungry,” he laughed. “Take care and I’ll see you next week?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I have a doctor appointment tomorrow morning and if he gives me the okay, I’ll be back on Monday.”
 
   “Good. I’ll see you then.”
 
   “You bet!” Opening the door, I watched as Paul left, then went back to the task at hand. The chips!
 
   Simeon was opening the bag with a smile, shaking his head. “What’s that smile for?”
 
   “I feel a little sorry for Paul, that’s all.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Oh, come on, Cassie. You can’t be that blind. The poor boy didn’t know what to do with himself when you gave him that hug.”
 
   “He knows I don’t feel that way about him.”
 
   Simeon popped a chip in his mouth. Walking over, I sat down and did the same. It was heavenly.
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t stop him from feeling it. Cassie, you have to remember that although your heart and mind are set on one, the hearts and minds of others will still yearn from afar. Despite the fact you’ve kept your angel qualities—which will set them off in itself—you have an air of purity, vulnerability, and even strength about you. Does that make sense?”
 
   It did. My silly grin told him as much. It was then that I realised something. I didn’t know that much about Simeon. He seemed to know me from the inside out, but he never seemed to speak much about himself.
 
   “Did you ever…?” I rolled my eyes, finding it hard to get the words out. “You know…mate with anyone back home?”
 
   Simeon laughed at my obvious embarrassment. “No,” he replied, popping another chip in his mouth. “There was someone out there for me. Someone picked for me, shall we say. I just never got a chance to see if it would work out. Coming here kind of halted any plans.”
 
   Throwing about four chips in my mouth, I pondered what he said. “Are you upset about that?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not really. If you learn anything about being an angel, it’s that we have nothing but time. Humans only live a century, if they’re lucky, so that doesn’t leave them a lot of time to find someone. Me? I have plenty of time, so another few decades doesn’t affect me that much.” 
 
   I suppose patience is the one thing with which angels learn to live. I imagine humans do find themselves in a rush once they reach a certain age. Biological clocks tick, and panic rises if that special someone doesn’t land at your feet within a certain time. I could see it all made sense.
 
   “Were you happy with the match?” I asked. It would be nice to think Simeon had someone to go back to after this. How long that would be was anyone’s guess. In a way, I felt a little guilty because a selfish part of me wanted to keep him with me. Just like Michael, Stephen, and Luana, I seemed to cling to him like he was my only vice.
 
   “You could say I was,” he replied with a smile. “I shall have to see what the future brings.”
 
   I hoped he would be able find his happiness. I could tell he seemed a little lonely. “So you’ll try to woo her when you go back?”
 
   Simeon cleared his throat and blinked rapidly. I didn’t know whether this conversation was welcome or not. “Let me put it this way… I have been working hard for her and will continue to do so. Hopefully I can eventually bring her around with my charm.”
 
   I had to chuckle at that. “I’m sure you will.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, a playful spark in his eyes.
 
   I couldn’t imagine why he would be so doubtful of his capabilities. “Really.”
 
   Simeon gave me a triumphant nod and popped another chip in his mouth. “How are you feeling about Daniel?”
 
   I sighed, licking my greasy fingers. “Conflicted.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I sank back in my chair. “A part of me is grateful I don’t have to go to court, but another part of me is guilty for feeling that way. In one sense, Daniel needs to be punished; in another, I would have never wished that to happen to him.”
 
   “I don’t think his wife will see it that way.” I knew that, but it still didn’t help the guilt from overriding me.
 
   “I know, and I can understand that. I guess it’s just my nature to feel that way.”
 
   “I totally get how you feel, Cassie. You feel that way because you’re a good person. However, you have to remember that Daniel would have never thought twice about hurting you that day. He never thought twice when he did it to his wife.”
 
   I knew I was being silly. At the end of the day, Daniel was an evil person. “I know. It’s just hard to know how to feel. I do feel the relief, but I know it’s for the wrong reasons. It makes me feel guilty.” I sank my head to my lap in disbelief. “I know I’m being silly.”
 
   Simeon grabbed my hand and made me look at his cheery face. “You could never be silly, Cassie. You’re just being human.”
 
   I had to laugh at that word. Maybe I was more human than I thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The next day, I woke up feeling rather good about myself. I had Mr. Wigglesby in my arms, and I never once let him go. 
 
   However, I did have that dream again during the night, but Stephen came to me. He sat with me by the door and held my hand, whispering the sweetest words a girl could ever hear. Somehow, the door seemed insignificant when he was around. Stephen must know how important me opening that door was, but his patience gave him the strength to hold my hand and comfort me when I needed it. It would be so easy for him to take my hand, shake it, and tell me to hurry up. Just remember already! But he never did. He had never once pleaded with me to remember. It was always just this female voice inside my head. My voice, but not my voice. Always there in the back of my mind. Always teasing me, giving me little hints, but never vital clues.
 
   As much as this all frustrated the hell out of me, I was determined not to back down. Not if it meant I could be with Stephen again. I was alone in this. I knew that much. There was no one to guide me or take on a little of my burden. It was okay, though. I was fine with that. I just had to find my strength and keep going. Keep fighting to win back the other half of me that was missing. The other half I couldn’t possibly live without.
 
   Seeing as I had time before my doctor’s appointment, I set about getting ready to go shopping. It had been a while since I had done any real “retail therapy”. Simeon would be at work now, so I had time to myself. I really enjoyed his company last night. He stayed with me until around ten, chatting and laughing. It was pleasant to sit with someone I could relate to and just talk. Simeon was quickly becoming the rock I had in Michael. A true friend through and through.
 
   He’s not Stephen! the voice raged in my head.
 
   “Yes, I know that!” I shouted back, shaking my head. 
 
   You’d think my subconscious hated Simeon the way it was carrying on. I knew he wasn’t Stephen. I could distinguish between the two now. Stephen had an air of cheekiness in him. He was fun to be around. Simeon had that in him, too, but he didn’t have the finesse Stephen possessed. When Stephen looked at me, I felt like the only woman in the world. He made me feel so wanted, my head would spin with a joyful dizziness. Just one look had my fire burning, my head swimming, and my heart swelling until I thought it would burst.
 
   But when Simeon looked at me, I never got any of that. He looked at me like I was just another person. Of course, I knew I was more to him than that. The angels always cared and looked out for one another. The differences between the two were just indicative, even symbolic.
 
   With a heavy sigh, I thought it high time I got myself in gear and visit my poor neighbour, Ms. Summers. I had been neglecting her something awful lately. I was determined to change that right now. I needed to go shopping anyway. I could pick up a couple things if she needed me to.
 
   Shutting my door behind me, I walked down the steps into the crisp, cold air. It was cloudy again today, but I was hoping the rain would stay away. At least until I’d done my shopping and come back from the doctor.
 
   I knocked and waited because I knew it would take her time to answer. When there was no answer, I knocked again. Maybe she was out today.
 
   Turning, I was halfway down the steps when I heard her timid voice. “Cassie…,” she whispered behind me.
 
   Spinning around, I was shocked at how pale she looked. “Ms. Summers, are you okay?”
 
   Her smile was wide, but I knew she wasn’t well. “I’m glad you’re here, Cassie. Will you come in for a moment?”
 
   Practically running back up the stairs, I grabbed her arm. “Of course. Let me help you back inside.”
 
   We moved slowly, taking all the time she needed. Once we were in her living room, I motioned for her to sit down. “I’ll go make us some tea.”
 
   “No, dear. I should do it. You’re my guest.”
 
   Patting her shoulder, I stared into her lost eyes. “I’ll do it. I insist.”
 
   Making my way to her kitchen, I couldn’t help the knot that was forming in my stomach. Something wasn’t right and it scared me to death. We didn’t know each other that well, but I have enjoyed the times we have spent together. She has always been my constant.
 
   “Cassie,” she smiled as I entered the living room with the tea and biscuits. “You always are a lovely, sweet girl.”
 
   I sat down in the chair, reaching over to grab her hand. For some reason, she recoiled from me. “Ms. Summers, you’re frightening me.”
 
   Her eyes widened a little. “I don’t mean to, dear, but I don’t want you to see what’s coming.”
 
   Now it was my turn to widen my eyes. Did she just say what I thought she did? “I don’t understand.”
 
   She smiled sweetly and shifted in her chair. “I think it’s time I explain something to you, Cassie. I don’t have much time myself, so it’s time you knew.” She paused for a moment.
 
   “My husband, George, was a brilliant man, but he had enemies. He had a mission to fulfil, but his enemies got to him before he could carry it out. He was strong, but no one could have foreseen what was about to happen. And not even he, as strong as he was, could be strong enough to remember who he really was. I knew, of course, and because of that, I gave up my seat and came here to search for him.”
 
   She stopped for a moment, letting me take in everything she was revealing. She knew, by now, that I had understood what she was saying, but I couldn’t quite believe it myself. How could I have not seen this before? She had never once offered me her hand, but I had never tried to take it, either. For me not to do that was perfectly normal, but it wouldn’t be for the average person. I wasn’t sure why I never questioned it before.
 
   I didn’t know why, but a single tear slipped down my face. I wasn’t even aware I had tears in my eyes until it dropped. 
 
   Ms. Summers smiled. “You understand now, don’t you?” 
 
   I nodded. I understood perfectly what she was trying to say. I just couldn’t understand why she didn’t feel the need to say anything to me before. “But why didn’t you say something?”
 
   Ms. Summers closed her eyes. “You were dealing with your own problems. I knew that much. You see, when you find a mate, the bond between you is so strong, it can never be broken. I was mated with George, and the thought of being apart from him for so long tore my heart in two. I just couldn’t live without him. I had to come down here and be near him in the hope that, in his human form, he would fall in love with me all over again.”
 
   It was so hard to wrap my head around this new information. I had to know more, though. “So you knew who you were?”
 
   She patted my knee gently. “Yes. Considering I had lost him, they granted me that.”
 
   My heart accelerated. “Do you mean the Archangel Council?”
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise. “You know more than I thought.”
 
   I sighed the same frustrated sigh I had become accustomed to lately. “But, apparently, not enough.”
 
   Leaning over, she tapped my knee again. “You have a strong heart, Cassie. Stronger than my husband ever did. I think you could be the exception to the rule.”
 
   In my hope, I had to know if her husband ever knew. “Did he ever remember?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, but I would sometimes she a flicker in his eyes when certain things were mentioned. He would sometimes look at me in such a way that I thought he knew. There was definitely recognition there somewhere, but I doubted he would ever fully remember.”
 
   It made me sad to know that Ms. Summers had kept all this hidden from her husband for so many years. Yes, he fell in love with her again, but he never knew their souls were destined for one another.
 
   “Would he know now?” I asked.
 
   She smiled. “I should imagine so, yes. He’ll be waiting for me.”
 
   Now it was my turn to feel a little sad for her husband. Now that he knows, he must be devastated that he never remembered their time together. However, it intrigued me that he was sent down on a mission. A very similar situation as me.
 
   “Can I ask what his mission was?” 
 
   Ms. Summers gazed at me with an amused smile. I knew I was asking a lot, and I knew it could easily piss some people off. But she seemed more relieved, like she could finally share something she had bottled up for decades. “He was sent down to try to prevent a war from starting.”
 
   My eyes widened. “You don’t mean the war? As in the Second World War?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. The angels knew it would be a big war with many lives lost. We had to try and prevent it from happening. The untold lives which would have been taken were unimaginable” With sadness, Ms. Summers closed her eyes.
 
   “But some other angels disagreed,” I pressed.
 
   She opened her eyes with a nod of her head. “Yes. Some angels have stronger beliefs than others. Some feel if tragedies can be prevented, we must try. Others feel that tragedy is just a part of life. That it is what makes the world go around.”
 
   That intrigued me somewhat. I knew she was a good angel, that was obvious to me by now, but I had to know. “And how do you feel about it?”
 
   Her posture sagged a little as she exhaled. “To be honest, I can see both sides of the argument, but it really boils down to one thing. If I knew something terrible was about to happen, I could never just sit there and watch as the whole event unfolded in front of my eyes. It would, quite frankly, devastate me.”
 
   My memory swiftly brought me to the train crash. I know I saved Lisa-Marie from death, but I didn’t save the others. I still felt guilty for that.
 
   “I understand what you mean,” I whispered.
 
   “My mate took a risk and it cost him his seat. I’m sure he would do it all over again if he was asked, though. He’s just that type of angel.”
 
   Hearing her actually confirm everything was just overwhelming. “All this time, I had someone like me living right next door.”
 
   She giggled. “Why do you think you specifically moved into your studio? It wasn’t because of its huge size and picturesque qualities, Cassie. You sought me out. You do realise we like to flock to one another, don’t you?”
 
   Remembering what Simeon said about us herding, I smiled. “Yes, I do. I can never get enough of their presence.”
 
   She nodded. “Then you understand why your subconscious brought you right next door to me. I could see it in you the very first day we met. I knew you must have been a soul who was touched. Somehow, though, I knew you were also different. You had that natural calming ability we angels have. I sought you out as much as you did me, but you never put two and two together like I did.”
 
   I was, quite frankly, dumbfounded. “I really don’t know what to say.”
 
   She returned back in her chair, but winced as she arched her back into the seat. “Well, now you know.”
 
   The seed of doubt returned to my mind. “There’s something wrong, isn’t there?”
 
   She sat there silently for a moment, then smiled. “Always so perceptive, Cassie.” She inhaled deeply. “My time on earth has come to an end. I don’t have long now. That was why I needed to speak with you.”
 
   With tears in my eyes, the hurt coursing through me, I wondered whether I had the strength to ask what I didn’t want to know. “How do you know all this?”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll know when it’s your time, Cassie. It’s just something we do. Animals can sometimes sense it. For instance, why do some cats find a special place to curl up in before they know their death is imminent? It’s just something within us, I guess.”
 
   I understood exactly what she was saying, but it didn’t help the sorrow I now felt. “I know it sounds selfish, but I don’t want you to leave me.”
 
   Ms. Summers looked radiant all of a sudden. “I know, Cassie. But I’m so happy. I’ll get to go back to my George. He was always and will always be my life. You can understand that, can’t you?”
 
   Thinking about Stephen, I knew all too well. “Yes, I can. More than anything. I suppose, in that sense, I can say I’m happy for you. Although I never would imagine why I would say something like that to anybody.”
 
   Ms. Summers chuckled. “Thank you, dear. I’m preparing for my time now. I have until the clocks on the Big Ben tower strike midnight on New Year’s Day.”
 
   What she told me about the animals made sense, but I couldn’t understand how she would know down to the last second when her time would come. “Can I be there for you?”
 
   Pursing her lips, she shook her head. “I would never expect it, Cassie. You should be out celebrating the day, not mourning my passing.”
 
   I’m not sure whether Ms. Summers knew just how important she was to me. I had to be there. It just didn’t seem right otherwise. “There is nowhere else I would rather be. Besides, I couldn’t let you leave on your own. I would like to finally hold your hand as I say goodbye to a dear friend.”
 
   With that, I think she finally understood. “If that’s the case, Cassie, then I would be honoured.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Not knowing how I put one foot in front of the other, I left Ms. Summers’ house. I walked for fifteen minutes before I looked up to see where the hell I was. Without having a clue as to how I got there, I was walking down the high street amongst all the shops. I went about my business with my shopping, then visited the doctor. My shoulder was finally healing, so I was able to take the sling off. I had been using my arm even with it on, but I was just so glad to be finally free of it.
 
   As with everything in life, there were new endings and even newer beginnings. I just wondered where mine would lead me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   It was now Christmas Eve. In the past few weeks, I heard of Daniel’s passing, Tom Merryfield’s arrest for the murders of sixteen innocent children, and Mama Caroline was out of the hospital and doing well. She would be on medication for a while, but she was just glad to be alive. I had visited her a couple times since to sample her amazing culinary skills. We even had dinner with Molly and little Caroline. I could tell it was a little awkward for Molly at first, but she soon settled in. Caroline, on the other hand, didn’t seem to want to leave my sight. Everywhere I went, she went. It was becoming a running joke in the house that she was my little shadow. I didn’t mind, of course. I was falling in love with this little bundle of intelligence. If only her mother knew just how intuitive she really was.
 
   The other shocking bit of news was that, in the end, Justin Merryfield was released without charge. Crown Prosecution Service decided not to charge him, considering Molly was living with him voluntarily and had willingly conceived a child with him. Molly and Caroline were ecstatic, but Simon wasn’t. At the end of the day, they were safe, happy, and had been for the years she spent with him. Molly only threatened to marry him so she wasn’t forced to give evidence against him in court. I didn’t think this would result in one big family union, though. I just couldn’t imagine Molly’s family accepting Justin into their lives, and I couldn’t blame them for that. At the end of the day, I just hoped that whatever choice Molly made would make both her and Caroline happy.
 
   As for me, I still kept having the dream. I still kept banging on that door like my life depended on it. Just last night, I heard a voice from behind it giggling and saying, “You’re so silly, Alexander.” I didn’t know what it meant, but I knew I was getting closer. I knew I was within arm’s reach of grabbing it. It filled me with a new sense of hope and determination to seek the answers I was so desperate to find.
 
   Tonight wasn’t about me, though. I was as ready as I could ever be with my white fitted dress on. I thought it was quite apt what with the wedding tomorrow. I had the radio quietly playing in the background. 
 
   I was determined not to wallow tonight. I was determined to keep my head held high and enjoy the evening. Tonight was about two very important men in my life—men who were getting married tomorrow.
 
   Looking in the mirror, I glanced at the scar that would forever be etched on my skin. It was a reminder of the events that took place only a couple months ago. My shoulder was healing nicely, but my heart was forever void of the one person who could not be here to share this special occasion with me. As I stared into the mirror, it made me think about how much my life would be missing. I knew that, without Stephen, I was going to remain a spinster. 
 
   I laughed a little, thinking how true it would be that I could really wear white at my wedding. That was something else I was destined to be without Stephen—a virgin.
 
   Still staring in the mirror, my thoughts drifted to the sound of the radio. The hairs picked up on the back of my neck as I felt the warm embrace. “Stephen?” I whispered. The tingles came again just as the sound of Taylor Swift and Ed Sheeran filled the air.
 
   Closing my eyes, I hugged myself as I felt his loving arms around me. “This isn’t fair, Stephen. I wish you were here.”
 
   I felt a tingle on my cheek. It made me smile as I cupped my face, wanting so much to capture that kiss and hold onto it.
 
   I listened to the words as Taylor Swift sang, “All I know since yesterday is everything has changed.”
 
   “We didn’t meet yesterday, Stephen.” I smiled as I closed my eyes, savouring the moment.
 
   You’re all my yesterdays.
 
   I felt a tear trickle down my face. “And you’re all my tomorrows,” I whispered back. “Oh, Stephen. When is it going to end? Why is it that I can’t be with you? Why are we being kept apart?”
 
   The sound of silence filled the air as I willed my brain to remember something, anything.
 
   The sound of knocking jolted me out of my daydream. Stephen’s warm presence disappeared, leaving me alone again.
 
   Gathering my composure, I wiped a tear away and opened the door. Simeon was standing there in a very smart blue shirt and navy trousers. His hair was a mass of waves, making his eyes stand out even more.
 
   He drank me in as I stared at the most gorgeous face I had ever seen. Without even thinking, I pulled him to me and wrapped my arms around him. I inhaled deeply and sighed, letting his aroma surround me.
 
   “I don’t know what’s brought this on, but I’m not complaining. Do I look that good? If so, I’ll wear this all the time.”
 
    I wasn’t in the joking mood. Instead, I gripped him tighter. For some reason, he was like my lifeline and I was afraid if I let go, I’d fall. “Just hold me,” I whispered. “Please.”
 
   He wrapped his arms tightly around me. “Are you okay, Cassie? You’re worrying me.”
 
   Nodding, I let go. “Yes, I’m fine. I think all this wedding stuff is overwhelming me a little.” I chuckled, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “You worry too much. I bet you’ve been sitting there wondering if you’re going to somehow spoil the day.”
 
   “How well you know me already,” I joked. “I guess I can’t help it. I want the day to be perfect for them.”
 
   Tightening his arm around my shoulder, Simeon pulled me to him. “And you will. I have every faith in you.”
 
   “Thank you, Simeon. That means a lot.”
 
   Letting his arm fall, he said, “Are you ready to go?”
 
   Nodding, I went and grabbed my shawl and bag, then we walked out of the door.
 
   “Did I say you look amazing tonight?” Simeon asked.
 
   “To be honest, I don’t think I gave you a chance to say anything, but thank you. You look rather dashing yourself.” I smiled at him.
 
   Simeon smiled back and cleared his throat. “So, the plan for the evening is to be with Chris first, then your uncle?”
 
   “Yes. My uncle is staying in the flat, and Chris will be staying with his brother. I insisted they be as traditional as possible. Otherwise, I think they would have just had a quiet drink and retreated back to the flat together.”
 
   “And you couldn’t have that.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not at all.”
 
   “You’re a real romantic at heart, aren’t you, Cassie?”
 
   Thinking about it, I nodded. “I think a little.” Wrapping the shawl around my arms, I gripped it tight. 
 
   “You’re going to get really cold with only that on tonight,” Simeon said, concerned.
 
   “I’ll be okay. The bars are only a ten minute walk. Besides, I have you to keep me warm, don’t I?”
 
   “Oh, yes. My warming duties are available at your disposal, Miss Johnson.”
 
   “Why, thank you, kind sir,” I laughed, bowing.
 
   Simeon wrapped his arm around me as we walked to the bar. I knew he wasn’t Stephen, but he was the only person I had left to whom I could relate. Simeon understood as well as I did how much we needed each other. We were the only ones left—at least that’s what I thought.
 
   “Here we are,” Simeon said as we pushed the door to the bar open.
 
   The crowd was rather large, considering it was Christmas Eve. Chris was laughing and joking with a couple of his friends and his brother, Terry.
 
   “Cassie!” Chris bellowed as he turned to face me. It would seem he was already well on his way to being merry.
 
   “Chris,” I said, coming in for a hug.
 
   Looking around, Chris pointed towards me. “This is the closest person I have to a daughter.” Chris’ eyes welled up as he looked at me.
 
   “I’ve only just got here and you’re crying already? Now stop that and enjoy your evening. You’re getting married tomorrow.” I tried to joke, but it was hard considering the lump in my throat.
 
   “Let us get some more drinks then. This is supposed to be a celebration.” Terry slapped some money on the bar. “What are you two having?”
 
   “I’ll have a brandy and coke, please.”
 
   Smiling, I looked up at Simeon. He looked down to me briefly before meeting Terry’s gaze. “I think I’ll have the same.”
 
   Terry got the attention of the barman. “Can I get two double brandy with coke, a Vodka tonic, and a lager and lime, please?”
 
   Oh boy! This was going to be a long evening. Terry’s already starting me on the doubles and we’d only just begun.
 
   Smiling, I remembered Stephen buying me a double brandy the day after we had just met. The day he introduced that song to me. The day I’d never forget.
 
   “Are you okay, flower?” Chris’ voice halted my thoughts.
 
   “I’m fine, Chris. I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”
 
   He smiled, placing his hand on my shoulder. “So am I. It is time, don’t you think?”
 
   Nodding, I kissed him on the cheek. “Yes. The day was meant to come. Now that it’s here, you both need to embrace it.”
 
   Simeon’s arm was around me as he tugged me to him. “Any day where two people celebrate a coming together is special.” Holding out his hand to Chris, they shook. “May your days be filled with joy, your nights filled with love.”
 
   My eyes widened as I took in Chris’ shocked stare. “That was beautiful.” Chris was enraptured by him. You could tell his touch was affecting him just as much as an angel’s would with anyone. They just seemed to be able to hold people’s attention.
 
   “It’s like a blessing, shall we say.” Simeon smiled.
 
   “Thank you,” Chris whispered, tears in his eyes.
 
   “Oh, my god. Is he off again?” Terry asked, handing us our drinks.
 
   Grabbing my glass, I smiled. “Leave him alone, Terry. It’s not every day you get married, is it?”
 
   Shaking his head, he held up his drink. “Now, I know my brother and I haven’t always seen eye-to-eye.” Chris laughed and shook his head. “Especially when we were younger and he kept nicking my Walkman.”
 
   Chris bellowed a hearty laugh, obviously remembering their childhood.
 
   “But what I will say about him is he is loyal to a fault. He might be my brother, but he is also my friend. So I wish to raise a toast. To my brother and my best friend. May you continue the happiness you found in Billy. May you laugh, cry, and live out the rest of your lives as one. To Chris and Billy!” Terry bellowed.
 
   “To Chris and Billy!” we all shouted, clinking glasses together. We all took a gulp of our drinks as the music seemed to get louder. 
 
   We were soon onto another drink as we chatted, laughed, and danced until our feet got tired. The night was just beginning and I was determined to savour every moment of it. It wasn’t every day someone got the opportunity to see two people they loved dearly get married. Chris was right. Despite the fact I did have a biological father who I would never forget, Chris was like a father to me. He was always there for me when I needed him. Always there to bathe my sores when I was hurt, make me laugh when I was sad. I was eternally grateful that I was given two people who loved and cherished me. I wouldn’t be where I was today without them.
 
   By the end of the second double brandy and coke, it was time to leave to go be with Billy. I was a little merry, just bordering on tipsy. I think having the coke drown out the brandy helped.
 
   Hugging a very drunk Chris, I said my goodbyes. “I don’t think you should drink anymore, Chris. You don’t want to be sick tomorrow.”
 
   Smiling, he gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Look how times have changed, dear Cassie. It was always me giving parental advice, and now it’s you.”
 
   Laughing, I grabbed his arm. “Isn’t that how it turns out at times?”
 
   “I suppose so,” he hiccupped.
 
   Terry wrapped his arm around Chris. “Don’t worry, Cassie. His big brother will look after him. I’ll take him home soon.”
 
   “Make sure you do,” I nodded.
 
   We all said our goodbyes as Simeon and I headed outside. The air was fierce with cold as I gripped onto Simeon with all my might.
 
   “I told you you’d get cold.”
 
   Gritting my teeth together, I was determined not to back down. “I’m fine.”
 
   Simeon looked at me and laughed. “Okay, whatever you say. Luckily, the other bar is only around this corner.”
 
   Breathing in the cold air, I took in the sights around us. All the decorative lights were twinkling in full force. In the distance, singing could be heard as the Christmas carolers were out spreading their joy.
 
   Looking around to locate the sound, my eyes locked onto a group of women and children. They were all dressed up in Victorian-era clothes, nestling baskets in their arms. They were simply magical to watch.
 
   “Can we watch for a moment?” I asked Simeon.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   We stood there as they bellowed God Rest Ye Merry Gentleman. Simeon had his arms around me, radiating his warmth. For a moment, I felt content and relaxed. However, I knew that once the evening ended, I would go back to my studio alone and face another night without Stephen.
 
   My thoughts were suddenly interrupted as the song Silent Night filed the air. I breathed in and closed my eyes. For a moment, I lost myself, imagining I was in Stephen’s arms. It was so easy to get lost in the moment. So easy to imagine that it was real.
 
   The song ended, but they soon picked up with Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. As if my senses couldn’t cope with much more, I was assaulted by the sounds of children laughing.
 
   My heart twisted. The sounds that had become all too familiar to me now echoed around, trying to get me to hear, trying to get me to listen.
 
   “Cassie, are you okay?”
 
   Snapping out of my stupor, I looked up at Simeon. It would be so easy to imagine him as Stephen, to take him in my arms and kiss him. But, despite what he looked like, he could never compare to Stephen. He would never be Stephen.
 
   “I’m fine,” I finally said with a smile. “Shall we head in? I’m sure my uncle must be wondering where we are by now.”
 
   Nodding, he squeezed me tighter. “Sure. Let’s go.”
 
   Heading into the packed bar filled with Christmas celebrators, Simeon and I trudged through the crowd looking for Billy. It wasn’t long before we found him with his friend, Clayton, laughing. I could tell he was already well on his way to becoming very merry. His chubby cheeks were red, and his blue eyes had that drunken glaze.
 
   “Cassie!” he shouted rather drunkenly.
 
   “Time for round two,” I whispered to Simeon with a smile.
 
   Simeon bent down so I could hear him better. “Time to suck it up, Cassie. That’s what families are for.” He winked.
 
   “Come here and stop hogging that handsome man to yourself. Other people want to appreciate him.”
 
   “Billy!” I scolded, embarrassed. He was never very subtle with his approach to anything. Billy told it how it was—pure and simple.
 
   “It’s okay, Cassie. I don’t mind people appreciating me.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, we sat down. “Can your head be any bigger?”
 
   Simeon stared at me with a mischievous glare. “I don’t know. Can your tone be more sarcastic?”
 
   “Now, now, you two. Let’s not have a domestic on Christmas Eve. Remember, I’m getting married tomorrow.”
 
   “How could we forget?” I knew I was being slightly rude, but I also knew Billy would take it in stride.
 
   “Cassie, don’t be rude to your uncle,” Billy joked.
 
   “Sorry, Billy,” I replied with a pout. “What can I get you to drink?” I knew the question would bring him around again. I could see it in his drunken grin.
 
   “Both Clayton and I will have a whiskey, please.”
 
   Nodding, I rose out of my chair, but Simeon stopped me. “I’ll go get them. I assume you want the same as before?”
 
   I stared at him for a moment as he stood above me. His blues eyes twinkled in the light. “Yes, please.”
 
   I watched as Simeon disappeared. I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped me.
 
   “I would be like that if I had someone like him in my life, too.”
 
   Snapping my head around, I turned to see Clayton smile. He had a tender smile, which quickly lit up his rough features. If you didn’t know him, you would feel like he was unapproachable at times, but behind his rough exterior, he was a little pussycat. He was tall and slim, with chocolate eyes and long dreadlocks. He was an avid fan of Bob Marley, and  everyone who saw him could tell.
 
   “He’s quite something.” He may not be Stephen, but he was still easy on the eyes. A little too easy on the eyes.
 
   “Are you all set for tomorrow?” my uncle asked, changing the subject.
 
   “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” I chuckled. I knew what my uncle was about to say. It was what he always said.
 
   “I’ve been ready for years, Cassie.”
 
   Softening my features, I reached out and grabbed his arm just as Simeon returned with the drinks. “I know you have.”
 
   Motioning to Simeon, Billy suddenly laughed as he pointed towards me. “You know, this girl used to drive me up the wall when she was little.”
 
   Choking on the drink I had just sipped, my eyes bulged. Looking at Simeon, I sputtered, “And this is coming from the man who once told me Mr. Wigglesby chewed up my Barbie doll.” Simeon looked completely confused. “I had this Barbie doll and everywhere I went, she went. One day, it went missing and Billy told me my cat had chewed it. Well, I was beside myself. I didn’t speak to Mr. Wigglesby for two weeks after that. Little did I know that Billy stood on her and snapped her in half.” I glanced at Billy and shook my head.
 
   Billy looked away in shame. He still had the biggest grin on his face, though. “I bought you a new one, didn’t I?” I could tell he was about ready to burst into giggles.
 
   “Yes, but only after you admitted what you had done.” I shook my head again.
 
   “Well, I couldn’t face seeing you turning your nose up at Mr. Wigglesby. You loved that cat with a vengeance. The poor thing didn’t know what to do with himself.”
 
   I loved that cat and I remembered how rotten I felt at the thought that I had practically disowned him for two whole weeks. “Well, I was turning my nose up at the wrong person then.”
 
    Billy shook his head. “Mr. Wigglesby was not a person, Cassie.”
 
   I wasn’t going to let him get away with it. “He was to me. I loved that cat.”
 
   “What happened?” Simeon interjected.
 
   Smiling, I suddenly had the urge to chuckle a little. It was quite ridiculous to think the grudge was still there. I could almost see myself folding my arms like a spoiled child. “I forgave Billy. I couldn’t stay mad at him for long.”
 
   Simeon shook his head, chuckling. “No. I meant the cat. I assume he’s not here anymore?”
 
   “Oh, sorry.” I giggled. “Yes, unfortunately, he died about seven years ago.”
 
   “I had a dog once.” Clayton snapped his mouth shut and eyed us all. “The bastard stole my chicken. I never saw him again after that.”
 
   All of us sat there, staring at Clayton. Suddenly, we all erupted in laughter as Clayton sipped his drink and shook his head at the memory.
 
   Deciding it was time to change the subject, I raised my drink. “I would like to propose a toast to my beloved uncle and best friend. You have given me so much and asked for nothing in return. You are a beautiful person inside and out, and nothing I could do or say could thank you enough for everything you’ve done.” I stopped a moment as Billy started getting emotional. I could feel the lump forming so shook my head, clearing my throat. “To the happy couple!”
 
   “To the happy couple!” Simeon and Clayton repeated.
 
   “Cassie, I need to speak with you about something a moment. Can we go to the bar?” Billy said after taking a drink.
 
   Shrugging, I got up and followed him to the bar. “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
   “Everything is fine. I just wanted to speak to you about the dream you keep having. I wanted to ask you a question.”
 
   Intrigued, I urged him to continue, “Okay. Go ahead.”
 
   Billy cleared his throat and looked at me. “Have you ever tried just opening it?”
 
   Laughing, I gently slapped the bar with one hand. “You know I have, Billy.”
 
   “No. Have you ever tried opening it like a door should be opened?”
 
   I looked away for a moment, perplexed. “All I can remember doing is kicking, screaming, and punching at it.” I knew Billy was trying to figure it out, so I had to listen. Lord knows how much he had helped me in the past.
 
   “Why don’t you just try to open it? Find the handle and turn it like a normal door?”
 
   It sounded so simple. I had to sit there for a moment so I could try and find a memory of doing just that. Had I tried to find a handle? Was there even one? I couldn’t remember.
 
   “I’m not too sure, Billy. What you say sounds so easy.”
 
   Shrugging, he took a sip of his drink. “Sometimes the hardest things have the simplest solutions.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Much later into the evening, I quickly realised I had too much to drink. It was getting close to midnight, so the euphoria was growing around us. Simeon had already done the same blessing for Billy as he had done for Chris. Billy sobbed, and I offered comfort and support as best I could. The evening was running along nicely, but I was feeling a little out of sorts with the alcohol.
 
   “You are so schmexy,” I said to Simeon as I flicked his nose with my finger. I sat down on his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck. For some reason, I was feeling a lot drunker than I should have been.
 
   “And I think you are very drunk, Miss Johnson.”
 
   Shaking my head, I closed my eyes. The problem with that was I felt dizzy so had to open them back up. “I’m not...not...not drunk,” I finally stuttered.
 
   “Merry Christmas!” someone shouted. Everyone erupted with cheers as I gazed into Simeon’s eyes. They were Stephen’s eyes.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Stephen,” I slurred before I crushed my lips to his. At first, his body was rigid and I wondered why on earth he would not want to reciprocate. But, pretty soon, he relaxed as he rolled his tongue into my mouth and cupped the back of my head.
 
   “Hey...hey!” a voice I recognised tried to pull me out of my bliss. I slapped my hand behind me to get the person to stop, then I felt a tug on my arm.
 
   “Cassie, that’s enough now. Stop swallowing Simeon up,” someone growled into my ear.
 
   With my thoughts clearing, I let go of Stephen’s mouth and looked behind me. “What are you talking about, Uncle Billy? This is Stephen.”
 
   Shaking his head, he bent down to whisper in my ear, “It’s not Stephen, sweetie. It’s Simeon.” I looked at him, confused. What was he talking about?
 
   Snapping his head away from me, he looked over at Stephen. “I think she’s had enough to drink. Maybe I should take her home.”
 
   “It’s fine. I’ll take her home. I promise I’ll take good care of her,” Stephen said back.
 
   Unsure, Billy frowned. Stephen grabbed his hand. “You enjoy your evening. I swear I’ll look after her.”
 
   Billy nodded, pulling me off Stephen’s lap. “Merry Christmas, Uncle Billy.”
 
    I snuggled into his chest and breathed in his sweet smell. After a moment, he pulled me away and cupped my face. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   I frowned. “Of course I’m going to be okay. I have Stephen with me now, don’t I?”
 
   Billy smiled and kissed my cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow at one. Make sure you’ve sobered up by then.”
 
   Waving my hand, I shook my head. “I’m fine. I’m not drunk.” I staggered a little and fell back into Stephen’s arms, giggling. What was wrong with me?
 
   “I’m going to take her home. I’ve already called a taxi.”
 
   Billy nodded. “Thank you. I think that is best.”
 
   Picking me up in his arms, Stephen carried me towards the door. “Good night, Billy. Merry Christmas.”
 
   “Merry Christmas!” both Billy and Clayton shouted as the door closed behind us.
 
   The sudden surge of cold hit me more than I thought it would. “Don’t worry. I got you,” the familiar voice said. 
 
   I embraced the words, smiling. “You’ve always got me, silly. You were always there for me, even when we were little.”
 
   Snuggling my head in his chest, I breathed in his scent. “What are you talking about, Cassie? We’ve only known each other a few weeks.”
 
   Pulling my head back, I frowned at him. Was he joking? What was wrong with him? “Stop being silly, Alexander.” His head reared back in shock. I smiled and cupped his face, searching his eyes. “You found me, Alexander. I thought you would never come. You promised and you found me.” Sighing, I closed my eyes and snuggled into his arms again. Sleep seemed to come over me like a tidal wave. “You hurt me though, Alexander. You hurt me,” I whispered, my head feeling lighter and lighter.
 
   In the distance, I heard the sound of a car pulling over. “She’s not going to be sick, is she?” a voice said in frustration.
 
   “Of course not!” Stephen snapped. “We’re only going five minutes down the road.” I heard the car door shut.
 
   “If she hurls, I’ll charge you double,” the voice muttered under his breath.
 
   I felt Stephen sigh beneath me, but he didn’t say anything. I could hear the muffled sounds of I Wish It Could Be Christmas Everyday playing on the radio as I snuggled into his chest. The euphoria I felt was overwhelming me. I was in his arms and it felt wonderful.
 
   After a couple minutes, the taxi came to a stop as Stephen slid over to open the door. “See, I told you she wouldn’t be sick.” He handed money over the man and muttered, “And Merry Christmas to you, too.”
 
   Giggling, I pulled my hand up to his face and rubbed his stubbly cheek. “You’re funny, Stephen.” 
 
   He shook his head. “Where’s your key?” he asked.
 
   “Why? Do you want to get me into bed?” Throwing my head back, I giggled. 
 
   Stephen smiled. “Yes, but not for the reasons you’re thinking.”
 
   Waving my foot up into the air, I smiled. “What could I possibly be thinking, Stephen?”
 
   “Cassie, where’s the key?”
 
   “In my bag,” I smiled. Bringing the bag onto my lap, I fished around for the key. It took a little while, but I eventually got it. “Voila!” I announced, holding the key in the air. “Lean in a bit so I can get the key in the lock.”
 
   He did and I fumbled and giggled as I tried to get the key in the hole. “Hopefully we won’t have that problem later.” A flurry of chuckles left me as Stephen pushed the door open.
 
   “Cassie, you are so adorable.”
 
   Flicking his nose again, I got close to his face. “And you’re schmexy.”
 
   Stephen flopped me down onto the bed as I heaved a heavy sigh. As he pulled away, I grabbed his hand. “Don’t leave me, Stephen,” I pleaded.
 
   Laying down beside me, he took me in his arms. “I won’t. I promise.”
 
   Closing my eyes, I snuggled into his chest again. “I know you mean it. You always keep your promises.” And then the world turned black.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Feather-light kisses are the only thing I could feel. I could feel his lips on my thighs, my stomach, my chest. Moaning, I grabbed a handful of his hair and fisted it tightly. I’m dreaming. I must be dreaming.
 
   “Stephen,” I whispered as his kisses intensified. 
 
   In my daze, I realised I was naked. I didn’t recall ever being naked in my dreams before. It was strange, but I welcomed it. If Stephen was with me, I welcomed it.
 
   “I want you so bad, Cassie. I always have.” I felt him lean towards me and I felt his erection. His lips crushed to mine with such severity, it took my breath away.
 
   “Stephen…,” I said between kisses.
 
   “What do you want me to do to you, Cassie? Tell me what it is you want?”
 
   “Touch me,” I whispered into his mouth.
 
   I felt his hand on my nipple and I moaned, arching my back in pleasure. I’d never had a dream quite like this before. It was so real, so rich, so intense.
 
   “I’ve got to be inside you, Cassie. Open your legs for me. Let me feel how ready you are.”
 
   This was definitely a first. I had never been touched there before and it both scared and thrilled me. It’s Stephen, though. He would know what to do. He would make sure I was okay. He would protect me and look after me. I know he would.
 
   “Cassie,” he said, claiming my mouth again.
 
   “Stephen,” I whispered into the dark, then opened my eyes, quickly realising it wasn’t a dream. This was all too real.
 
   “Stephen?” I asked into the dimly lit room. My head was still fuzzy and, for some reason, it didn’t seem like it was the drinking. I had never felt like this whenever I drank alcohol before.
 
   Kissing my neck, Stephen pulled back to look into my eyes. His smile was wide as I cupped his face. 
 
   Leaning down, he kissed me again, running his finger over my nipple. The feeling sent a shiver down my spine. A similar shiver to the one I felt when Stephen was with me in spirit.
 
   But if he can only be with me in spirit, how come he was with me in body now? Why were we both naked, lying in my bed as he was kissing me relentlessly?
 
   “Let me make love to you, Cassie,” he whispered in my ear.
 
   “Stephen?” I asked again, but there was no reply.
 
   I was quickly becoming confused. I didn’t know what was happening to me and it was starting to freak me out a little. Was I with Stephen, or was I dreaming?  I could feel his hands on me. I could feel his lips, his touch, his caress as he explored every inch of me, so I couldn’t be dreaming, right?
 
   My vision clouded, my thoughts scrambled as I tried to take control. I couldn’t quite figure out what the hell was happening. I thought it would be different than this when he came to me. I never thought he would just appear in my bed, naked and ready to take me. Of course, I wanted him to take me, but I didn’t want it to be like this.
 
   I was still desperately searching for answers when I felt his hand move down from my nipple towards the place that had never been touched.
 
   Gasping, I felt my world come crashing down as a voice screamed in my head, He’s not Stephen!
 
   Pushing his hand away, I scrambled out of bed and pulled a sheet off the chair next to me. “What the hell are you doing?” I was still woozy, still confused, still completely bewildered.
 
   I could see Simeon’s shocked eyes staring back at me. At first, he didn’t say anything, then quickly gained composure. “You wanted this. You asked me for it.”
 
   Shaking my head, I began staggering across the floor. My head hurt from all the alcohol I had earlier, but this felt different. 
 
   Looking at my new alarm clock, I saw it was a little after three in the morning.
 
   “I asked Stephen, not you, Simeon.”
 
   Grabbing a couple pain pills from my bathroom, I quickly filled a cup of water and downed them both.
 
   “You can’t deny what your body wants, Cassie. You’ve been keeping it to yourself for far too long now.”
 
   What was going on? Why does my head feel so fuzzy? “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m Stephen, the love of your life.”
 
   Shaking my head, I wanted him to stop. “No, you’re not. You’re nothing like Stephen. You’re sick, Simeon. Stop it!”
 
   Sitting up on my bed, Simeon sighed. “Cassie, it’s me. You can tell it’s me. Why are you pushing me away now?”
 
   I refused to believe him. It couldn’t be him, could it? My head and my heart were having a full scale war. I wanted it to be Stephen, but I knew it couldn’t be. If it was Stephen why was he doing this to me?
 
   Looking over at the other side of the bed, I found a blue shirt and navy trousers on the floor. Looking even further, I noticed my dress. The dress I was wearing earlier.
 
   Walking over to his clothes, I bent down and picked them up. Motioning them to him, I scowled. “How could you, Simeon? How could you do this?”
 
   Sighing in resignation, Simeon lay against my headboard. “You wanted me to be him. I just thought I’d play along for you.”
 
   I was disgusted. “How could you do that? It’s sick. Just…sick!” Feeling my head spin, I held onto one of the dining room chairs. “I don’t feel too good. Did you put something in my drink?”
 
   Looking up, I saw his hesitation. “Of course not. I wouldn’t do that to you. Look at everything we’ve been through together. I’ve been there for you, Cassie. You know I have.”
 
   It was getting worse. Now I knew he had spiked my drink. His reaction to my question confirmed as much. Now that I knew I must be right, I willed my mind to work through whatever it was. I had to be strong. I had to try and force myself past this.
 
   “That doesn’t give you the right to pretend you’re someone else.”
 
   I watched as Simeon folded his arms and shook his head. Now his face looked nothing like Stephen’s. Stephen never showed me anything but kindness and love. Simeon’s whole body language just looked geared up for a fight.
 
   “Why couldn’t you have just done as you’re told?”
 
   Feeling the fuzziness coming again, I shook my head. “What have you done to me, Simeon?”
 
   He sighed like he was bored and frustrated with the whole thing. “I only gave you a little something to help you relax a bit. You’re always so tense and wrapped up in Stephen all the time. You needed to let lose a little.”
 
   Feeling the anger rise, I fisted my hands. “And you thought I could loosen up with you? You sick, twisted, piece of—”
 
   “I wouldn’t finish whatever you’re about to say, Cassie,” he said, softly.
 
   “Or what, Simeon? What will you do?” I knew I shouldn’t anger him too much as there was no telling what he would do.
 
   “Don’t push me. I’ve been pushed far enough. I’ve had weeks of sitting around and listening to poor Cassie loving Stephen, poor Cassie missing Stephen. Stephen, Stephen, fucking Stephen!”
 
   My stomach clenched in fear and loathing for this man. I had treated him with kindness and respect whilst he was laughing at me this whole time.
 
   “I want you out!” I demanded, willing my head to just clear up. I seemed to be able to see sense one minute, but the dizziness would come the next.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere until I get what I deserve. You disappoint me, Cassie. You let yourself hang around with people who prefer their own sex. You—”
 
   That certainly cleared it for me. “Whoa, hold up.” Were my ears deceiving me? “Please don’t tell me you’re going there.” I looked at his face and it told me everything I needed to know. He was going there.
 
   “You know, the world is full of people like you. You sit there feeling all high and mighty because you’re an angel so that means your own shit doesn’t stink, right? Well, you’re wrong. Billy and Chris are the most loyal, loving, caring people I know. Just because they chose to be with someone that others, like yourself, don’t agree with, doesn’t make them bad people.”
 
   Simeon threw his hands in the air in frustration. “It’s not right.”
 
   “According to whom, Simeon? You? Oh, let’s all just do whatever you think we should do, shall we? Let’s just stop being gay because the great Simeon said so. Poof, I’m straight. Isn’t that amazing?!” I was so overwhelmed with it, I started to doubt whether all this was real. Surely Simeon wasn’t here doing and saying the things he is. Surely, as an angel, he wouldn’t think like this, would he?
 
   “Your sarcasm isn’t exactly washing with me.”
 
   It seems like he is.
 
   “People like you make me sick. You act like the world is an animal kingdom. We only chose the opposite sex so we can procreate. It doesn’t work like that. What about love and companionship? Why can’t we just chose someone because we find them attractive, regardless of sex, race, or religion? What’s the harm of living your life like that? As long as it doesn’t hurt anyone, why should it matter to you how people conduct their lives? It’s called freedom, Simeon. Get used to it!” Feeling my head pound, I buried it in my hands.
 
   “That’s not the way the world goes around.”
 
   I snapped my head back up, my eyes filled with rage. Realising he wasn’t worth the fight, I chuckled. “Oh, Simeon. Poor, stupid, deluded Simeon. You’re talking like it is a sin to live a life that doesn’t seem normal to you. Not to everyone—to you.”
 
   “Well, it isn’t normal.”
 
   “And drugging a girl so you can take her back to her flat and take advantage of her is?” I shook my head in dismay. “You know, Chris, Billy, Lisa-Marie, Catherine—they’re all wonderful people. They all work, they all pay their way in society. They all love and care for their families. They don’t commit crimes. They don’t say a bad word against anybody. They’re beautiful people, but you treat them as though they’re ugly. You’re the ugly one, Simeon. People like you are ugly.”
 
   Simeon waved his hand dismissively. “I’m bored with this conversation. Quite frankly, I thought you would be a little more submissive than this.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever shit you gave me is obviously not working, is it? Besides, you’re only dismissing me because you know you’re losing the argument. You have nothing to say about yourself, do you?” 
 
   Wobbling slightly, I gripped the arm of the chair. Stay strong, Cassie. You can do this. Fight the drugs inside you!
 
   “You’re so determined, aren’t you? You feel that strongly about it?” he asked.
 
   “Of course I do. I don’t care how people conduct their lives, as long as they don’t hurt others. Shouldn’t it always be that way?” I took some deep breaths and willed myself to stay strong. Whatever he put in my drink was strong, but I wasn’t going to give in.
 
   “Whatever you say, Cassie.”
 
   My head seemed to clear again as I gazed upon Simeon. “You know what the most twisted thing about this is?”
 
   “Enlighten me.” His tone was arrogant and opinionated, but I chose to ignore him. 
 
   “It’s the fact that you felt this way, but you were smiling with my friends and family the whole time. You gave Billy and Chris your blessing. What kind of person does that?”
 
   “I’m an angel, Cassie.”
 
   I almost laughed. I didn’t know whether it was the drugs or the fact he was being a pompous arse. I think it was the latter. “You could have fooled me!”
 
   “You can’t talk to me like that!”
 
   His eyes were full of rage and a fleeting concern came over me as to whether I really wanted to push him. The problem was that I was way beyond angry now to care.
 
   “No? Really? I think I can talk to you how I like. You’re in my home, in my bed, laying your filthy hands all over me.”
 
   “I never heard you complaining! You were practically begging me to touch you.” He scanned my whole body, making me shudder.
 
   “Only because you drugged me! Only because you made me think you were Stephen!”
 
   Snapping his head up, I saw a thunder in his eyes. “Well, it worked with Elizabeth!”
 
   Gasping, I dropped the clothes on the floor and stepped back. He saw my reaction and a sudden panic rose in his eyes. “It was a joke. I was joking.”
 
    After all this time of everyone believing it was Stephen who slept with Elizabeth, it was Simeon.
 
   “How...how could you?”
 
   Simeon shook his head. “You always favoured him. Everyone always favoured him. I looked exactly like him, but you never batted an eyelid at me.”
 
   Confusion filled my senses. “What are you talking about?”
 
   An evil laugh left his lips, causing me to shudder again. “Of course. You still don’t remember, do you? I thought you were starting to earlier.”
 
   Gripping onto my sheet, I desperately tried to get my brain to work. What was it I said or did that made him think I was starting to remember? What did it all mean?
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Well, you see, baby brother wouldn’t want you if I had you. If we had made love tonight, you would have been mine—not his.”
 
   “You’re evil, sick, and twisted. I would never be yours. Ever!”
 
   Rising up from my bed, Simeon scowled. “You see, dear Cassie, that’s where you’re wrong. If I had taken you tonight, you would have been tainted. I would have taken your virginity from you, never to return again. You would have been marked for life. That is never something you can get back!”
 
   I couldn’t believe the difference in this man. I had been wary of him, but I thought it was because he looked and sounded so much like Stephen. Now I knew my instincts were telling me a very different story. After all this time, people thought Stephen was the evil one.
 
   The sounds of children laughing erupted in the air. I gripped my head, willing it to stop, willing the pain in my gut to cease knowing that Stephen had been wronged all along. 
 
   But why did he do it? Why did he take the blame for Simeon? It didn’t make any sense. Michael blamed Stephen all these years for his indiscretion and Stephen just took it. He took all the abuse, all the criticism, and all the disappointment from everyone when it was never him who slept with Elizabeth.
 
   “What do you have over him?”
 
   Simeon looked dumfounded. “What?”
 
   “What could you possibly have over Stephen that would make him take the blame for what you did? What could he have possibly done that was so bad, he was willing to shoulder all the abandonment people dished out when everyone thought he had slept with Elizabeth?”
 
   Simeon threw his head back and cackled an evil laugh, making me shudder. I was suddenly scared of what he was capable. If he was capable of acting like he was Stephen twice, of what else was he capable?
 
   “You really have no clue, do you? It’s funny, really. Earlier, I panicked a little, thinking it was all coming back to you. I can’t have Stephen getting his happily ever after.”
 
   His words hit me in the gut with such force, it knocked the wind out of me. “Your own brother, Simeon. Your own brother,” I whispered.
 
   I hung my head, feeling shame for this man in front of me. He went through life pretending to be someone else, riding on the back of his brother. It sickened me to think I had fed his persona. I kept hoping he was Stephen so much, my mind created him.
 
   “How will you ever forgive me?” I whispered into the dark.
 
   The tingles caressed me and I knew he was around. Stephen was always there for me, no matter what. I could tell he thought there was nothing to forgive.
 
   “What?” his evil voice snapped, causing me to jump.
 
   Knowing Stephen was with me gave me a new sense of purpose. I had come this far. “Do you know what Elizabeth called me before she died?”
 
   Simeon snorted and waved his hand. “Enlighten me again. It’s been thrilling so far.”
 
   Ignoring him, I said, “She called me an abomination. I don’t much care for what she thought about me now. Not after she did what she did to my parents. All I know is it was an apt word, but for the wrong person. You’re supposed to be an angel, Simeon. Instead, you’ve turned into this deceitful man—someone who uses trickery to get what he wants. An angel doesn’t act like that.”
 
   Shaking his head, Simeon hissed, “And you would know all about that wouldn’t you, Archangel—”
 
   I hissed in a breath, waiting for it. Waiting for him to say my name. My blood pumped through my veins. My head grew heavy and my heart beat like never before. I suddenly felt like I was on fire. I had energy coursing through me. I could breathe with a new sense of life. I felt like I was being reborn into the world. I felt different. I felt alive.
 
   But the word never came. Simeon snapped his mouth shut and continued to stare. His eyes were filled with rage and resentment. He had carried with him this deep-seated hatred for his brother. I could feel it in him. I could feel the desire to hurt Stephen and I couldn’t possibly understand why.
 
   “Why do you hate him so much? What is it he has done to you to cause so much resentment towards him?”
 
   I watched in horror as he scooted off my bed, naked, and strolled towards me. “He took what was mine, Cassie. Now it’s time for me to take it back.”
 
   Backing away, I tried to turn and run, but there was nowhere for me to go. I screamed as he hurled himself toward me in a ferocious pounce. I gripped the sheet as tight as I could as he gripped my shoulders with such force, it made a new pain course through my wound.
 
   “Why can’t you ever do as you’re told?” he asked, shaking me back and forth.
 
   “I don’t understand. I want you to leave.” I tried in vain to back away, but he just gripped tighter. “Simeon, you’re hurting me.”
 
   Roaring, he spun me around and shoved me onto the bed. I landed with a thump as I looked up in horror. I was struggling to fathom how he could be two completely different people. He was once kind and nice to me. Now all I saw was his rage, his anger, his ugliness. It oozed out of every pore of him, spilling into my room. He was a man possessed—a man who nurtured evil and carried secrets. Horrible, sickening secrets. How could I have not seen this side of him before? How could I have been so blinded by his sweet words, his tender touch, his caring caress?
 
   Watching him, all I could stare at were those eyes. Those eyes I always thought looked like Stephen’s. How could I have been so wrong? He looked nothing like Stephen now. I didn’t know why I never saw it before.
 
   “It’s time to finally make you mine!” Simeon lunged and I screamed with everything I had. The air around us became thick as an energy filled the whole room, vibrating and thundering. Simeon was gone. All that was left was a fuzzy outline of where his body once was.
 
   I blinked and waited, but didn’t know why. I was trying to hide in the corner of the bed, hoping it would swallow me up and carry me to safety. 
 
   But I was safe now, wasn’t I? This wasn’t just some evil magic trick Simeon had somehow conjured up, was it?
 
   Staring around the room, my heart pounded as I sat, waiting for this return. All I could hear was the sound of my breathing as I fought the urge to be sick. 
 
   He had his hands on me.
 
   After a few more minutes, everything seemed to go deathly quiet. Simeon was gone, and I breathed a sigh of relief at the thought he wasn’t coming back.
 
   Rising shakily off my bed, I jumped in the shower and scrubbed my whole body. I scrubbed and scrubbed until my skin turned red and raw. No matter how many times I washed, I could still feel him, still hear him asking me to open my legs for him.
 
   In one heaving jerk, I threw up. All the evidence of my drinking came lurching out. I welcomed it, though. I welcomed everything that represented him to be forced out of me. It was almost as though I was purifying myself after everything he had done.
 
   Once my stomach was empty, I leaned my head against the tiles and closed my eyes. I was exhausted, drained. I was wondering how I could possibly move. How could I will myself to put one foot in front of the other? 
 
   It was then I felt it—the tingles. I knew Stephen was around. “Stephen,” I whispered closing my eyes. “I have to remember. I have to remember.” I gripped my eyes shut as I felt his every caress.
 
   He was willing me to move. I could feel his gentle hand guiding me out of the shower. I turned the tap off and grabbed a towel. I dried myself and walked back into my bedroom. I ripped all the sheets off, keeping the one I originally wrapped around myself.
 
   I slid down onto my bed and lay my head on my pillow. I could still feel Stephen with me, holding me. “Stay with me,” I whispered, feeling the warmth of him surrounding me.
 
   Closing my eyes, I let the exhaustion of the evening take over. I let the euphoria of feeling Stephen so close wash over me as I slid into the most wonderful, peaceful sleep. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   I knew I was dreaming again because I was at that bloody door. I could never seem to escape its presence. It haunted me day and night, taunting me.
 
   I kicked and screamed and, of course, it didn’t budge. I could hear the laughter. Somehow, it seemed like I was on the precipice of something monumental. I could see it there. I could almost reach out and touch it. But, like always, I was being torn from its clutches. It was never going to let me in.
 
   Sliding down to the floor by the door, I placed my head in my hands, which was always something I did in this dream. Time and time again, I wasted my energy trying to open something that was never going to open.
 
   Suddenly, I heard my uncle’s voice, “Why don’t you just try to open it? Find the handle and turn it like a normal door.”
 
   Rising my head, I looked up. Surely it wasn’t as simple as that. Surely, after all this time, that wasn’t all I had to do. Is there even a handle on this door?
 
   Well, there’s only one way to find out!
 
   Rising, I turned to face the door again. Instead of using brute force, I tried to use some intelligence.
 
   Placing my hand on the wooden frame, I felt all around the edges. I got to where a handle should be and, to my utter amazement, there was one there!
 
   Gasping, I stepped back. It was almost as if it had been there this whole time, laughing at me. Had it really been there and I hadn’t noticed? Surely this would have sprung up before? Surely I hadn’t been that stupid.
 
   Placing my hand on the handle, I hesitated. I had come this far and didn’t want to turn back now. I couldn’t turn back now. But what if I turned the handle and nothing happened? The thought scared the shit out of me.
 
   The laughter intensified, causing me to close my eyes. With my ear to the door, one hand on the handle and the other palming the wood, all I could do was listen.
 
   There really was no other way. You had to turn it. It was your destiny. You had to do it for Stephen.
 
   There was no other option. Taking a deep breath, I knew I had to be brave. I knew I had to know one way or the other. There was just no knowing whether I would wake up in a few seconds.
 
   It was now or never.
 
    I braced myself as I felt my hand push the handle down. I heard it click. Afraid to move, I took slow, deep breaths, wondering whether I would get this far, then have the door pushed closed again.
 
   I couldn’t think like that. I’d come this far, so I had to keep going. Breathing against the door, I did the only thing I could do.
 
   Pushing slightly, I was surprised when the door moved. It was finally open! I had done the one thing I was unable to do all this time. And, again, it was thanks to my uncle. He had come up with a solution so simple, I was sure it would fail. But he was right. I had finally managed to open this damn door and it was all because my uncle suggested I just try and open it. So pure and simple.
 
   Laughing, I began thinking how preposterous this all was. How could I have not seen it before? I thought I was an intelligent woman, but I had missed it. Wasn’t it logical that to open a door, you must simply turn the handle? Of course it was.
 
   Shaking my head, I got back to the task at hand. Letting go of the handle, I pushed it open. With a whoosh of air and a bright light, I was faced with memories hitting me like a battering ram.
 
   “I don’t like your brother, Alexander. He always pretends he’s you so I never know whether it’s you or not.”
 
   Oh, my god. It’s Stephen. A young Stephen is here playing with me.
 
   “I tell you what, Arianne. Why don’t we think of a name only you and I will know? A little secret code so if you’re ever wondering, you can always ask.” Looking down at my teddy bear, he said, “I know. How about Mr. Wigglesby? He’s the name of your teddy bear. If you ask me the secret code, I will tell you it’s Mr. Wigglesby.”
 
   Giggling, I hugged Mr. Wigglesby tight. “Okay, Alexander. It’s a secret. Just you and I will know. No one else. Promise?”
 
   Alexander nodded. “Promise.”
 
   The memory faded and another whoosh of air surrounded me. So many memories were scrambled in my head now, it was hard to take it all in. I had even named my cat after my teddy bear. I wasn’t supposed to remember, but my subconscious won out. I never knew why I chose that name for the bear and the cat all those years ago. I couldn’t even remember how it came to me. 
 
   The cloud seemed to fade again, bringing me back to Alexander and Arianne. Laughter filled the air as they danced around in circles.
 
   “Twinkle, twinkle, little star. How I wonder what you are,” they sang as they laughed and skipped around.
 
   “You know your eyes twinkle in the light. You have beautiful eyes, Arianne. I should call you Twinkles.”
 
   I giggled, feeling the heat rise to my face. I was young, but I knew I loved Alexander. I knew I would never want to be away from him. Ever.
 
   “When you and I grow up, I want to be your mate. Can you promise me that, Alexander? I don’t like Simeon. He plays games with my head. Michael is nice, but he’s not you. You’re my best friend.”
 
   Alexander cradled me in his arms, making me feel so loved and safe. “Okay, Arianne. I promise.” He pulled me away and tugged on my arm. “Come. Let’s sneak into headquarters.”
 
   I giggled, thinking how naughty Alexander was. He always tried to sneak me into headquarters. He knew how much I liked it there. His father worked there, overseeing all the guardians who watched out for their chosen souls. Sometimes when we snuck in, we could watch everything that was happening down on earth. Alexander and I sat for hours, watching what some souls were doing. I always liked it when they watched movies so Alexander and I could snuggle up and watch it, too. The guardians liked to sit with their chosen ones in times like those. They were not only there in times of trouble, but also in times of solitude. Angels liked to touch the souls as they relaxed. It sometimes made them fall asleep. Those times always made me giggle. One day, I hoped I could relax people as good as the guardians did.
 
    
 
   The memories sucked me in like quicksand. I was sinking and sinking, but I wanted to be sunk this time. I wanted to be buried deep within the memories as they were now becoming clearer and clearer. My name wasn’t always Cassie. It was once Arianne. I was the girl Stephen told me about. The girl who he promised he would find again. Stephen kept his promise. He always kept his promises.
 
   Dragging me back to the door, the memory faded and a new one could be seen through the haze. I was much older now, and my father was with me.
 
   “Arianne, I’ve told you before about hanging around with that Alexander. I don’t like him. He’s never been good enough for you. Now, Simeon or Michael… They would be good matches for you. You should be mated with one of them, not Alexander. It’s a pity that Michael has already chosen Elizabeth; otherwise, I would have picked him as your suitor.”
 
   Sinking to my knees, I begged, “But I love him, Father. I love him more than life itself. Please don’t make me chose. If you force me, I will always choose Alexander.” I knew I shouldn’t defy him, but I had to make him see. Surely he would want his daughter to be happy.
 
   He shook his head in dismay. My father was a beautiful man with bright eyes and curly brown hair. All angels were beautiful. But he couldn’t see the beauty that surrounded me. He couldn’t see the devotion Alexander and I had for each other. 
 
   “He is no good for you, Arianne. Can’t you see that? Simeon looks just like him. He is a good boy. Why can’t you be with him? Why don’t you want to be with him?”
 
   I gripped my eyes tight and shook my head. Why couldn’t he see what I saw? “He’s bad, Father. He pretends to be Alexander.”
 
   “Don’t be preposterous, child. You’re making allegations that could lead to some serious consequences. You can’t flippantly wave something around like that. It isn’t right.”
 
   Why didn’t he believe me? Why couldn’t he just see? “But I’m telling you the truth, Father. Please believe me.”
 
   He shook his head. “What I believe is that Alexander has brainwashed you into believing this. You have been spending too much time with him, Arianne. It’s time it stopped. As of now, I forbid you to spend any more time with him. It’s obvious to me that he’s corrupting you.” Turning his head towards me, he sighed. “Now you have two choices, Arianne. You stay here and be mated with Simeon, or you can be sent on a mission. It’s your choice. I will give you a few days, but you must come to me with a decision. It’s now or never, Arianne. But no more Alexander. I don’t even want to hear his name mentioned anymore. Do you hear?”
 
   I did hear—loud and clear. I could hear too much. I wanted to scream and shout and put my foot down, but I couldn’t. I was the daughter to a high-ranking Archangel. I could never disobey him, no matter how much I wanted to. He was my leader, my proprietor, my father.  
 
   “Do you hear, Arianne?”
 
   Bowing my head, I nodded. No matter how much I hated it, I had to give in. I had no other choice.
 
   Scrambling away from that memory, I was quickly swept into another. I could see Alexander as Arianne held onto his hand.
 
   “Come to me tonight, Alexander. Come to me so we can be mated. I can’t live without you. I have to be with you no matter what.”
 
   I could see his hesitation. I knew he wanted this as much as I did, but something was holding him back. “But what if your father finds out? He will hurt you. I can’t have that happen, Arianne. I won’t let that happen to you.”
 
   Gripping his hand tighter, I willed him to listen. “Please, Alexander. I want this. I need this. Ever since we were little, I wanted you to be mine. You know that as much as I do.”
 
   “Yes, but at what cost, Arianne?”
 
   I had to make him see. If we were mated, nothing could take that away. It would be for life. “The cost is us, Alexander. The cost is us being together. Joining as one union. You and I know we haven’t mated with anyone before. I’ve always saved myself for you. Don’t you know this by now?”
 
   Alexander dipped his head and smiled. “Yes, I know.”
 
   “He will never have to know, Alexander. We will come together as one and share in each other. This is something he can never take away.”
 
   Nodding, Alexander kissed my hand. “Okay. Tonight, I will come to you. You know I can never stick to the rules anyway,” he smiled with a wink.
 
   Feeling lighter than air, I gently kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Alexander. I will be waiting.”
 
   A sudden whoosh of air surrounded me as I was faced with another memory. A memory of Alexander and me together, making love.
 
   Closing my eyes, I let my own memories sweep over me. How could I forget this, Alexander? How could I forget you?
 
   Keeping my eyes closed, all I could hear were the sounds of our heavenly cries as we joined together. I daren’t open my eyes as it would seem like I was a peeping Tom to my own memory. I could remember it, though. I could remember every kiss, every touch, the feel of his skin on mine. The build-up of knowing we had become one made it all that more explosive.
 
   How could I have forgotten that?
 
   Feeling the tears slip down my face, I waited until the memory faded. I didn’t need to see anymore. I remembered everything.
 
       “If we ever break apart for any reason. Promise me you will find me, Alexander. Promise.”
 
       Taking my face in his hands, he momentarily closed his eyes. “I promise you, Arianne. You are my life now. You were always my life.”
 
   Sinking to the floor, I let the pain wash over me at what happened next. I remembered it as clear as day now.
 
   Another whoosh of air snapped my eyes open as I gazed upon me the very next day. I was so in love with Alexander, I couldn’t think straight. Suddenly, there was noise. Lots of noise surrounding me, and the pain of knowing what was coming next was excruciating.
 
   My father was mad, very mad. I remembered being panicked, thinking he had found out what we had done. He would be spitting mad if he knew I had mated with Alexander.
 
   Rushing out to my father, I prepared myself to take on his wrath. I knew the inevitable was coming. I knew I was going to be punished severely.
 
   “This is the last straw, Charisma. Something has to be done about this. I’ve already set the plans in motion. And it’s a good thing. At least he will be far away from here. Far away from—”
 
   Looking timidly at my mother, I saw her concern as her eyes snapped up to mine. “Father, what is wrong?” I asked softly.
 
   Watching him spin around, he faced me with such disappointment and anger, I thought I would burst with pain. “I told you that boy was no good for you.”
 
   Hanging my head, I had this sudden panic he would punish Alexander more than me. “You don’t understand. I can explain.”
 
   “Explain what, Arianne? Explain how your so-called best friend slept with his brothers’ mate? What kind of person does that, Arianne?”
 
   Gasping, I placed my hand over my mouth. Surely he hadn’t done that to me. I needed to see him. I needed to know why. There must be some kind of explanation. Maybe Elizabeth was lying.
 
   “I don’t believe her, Father. I don’t believe that he would be with her.”
 
   “Well, believe it, Arianne, because your precious Alexander admitted it himself. I was there when it came from his own sinful lips.”
 
   Shaking my head, I felt the tears burning my eyes. “No…no. I can’t… I won’t believe it.”
 
   Pointing at me, I could feel the adrenaline coursing through him. “Believe it, Arianne. I would never lie to you. This has happened, and Alexander will pay. Plans are already in motion to send him to earth. He is to roam the land alone, suffering the consequences of his actions. It was about time it was done. He will bring with him his memories so he can feel the pain of his actions. I won’t be completely harsh with him, though. Once he has shown mercy, once he has rehabilitated himself, he can come back. But it will take time, Arianne. It will take years.”
 
   No, this can’t be happening. The pain of hearing Alexander had admitted he slept with Elizabeth overwhelmed me. I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t believe he would betray me like that. I thought he loved me. I thought he wanted to be with me and only me.
 
   “This is a good thing though, Arianne. With Alexander out of the way, you can make time for Simeon. Spend time with him. Get to know him. I’m sure, with time, you will come to love him.”
 
   Gripping my hand to my chest, I shook my head. I looked up at my mother and saw the anguish in her eyes. She knew I was suffering. She knew I was in pain. However, my father was oblivious. He didn’t care. I bet he was glad Alexander had done the one thing my father always expected of him. It would make him even more determined to show me he was right all along. I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let that happen. I wasn’t going to be pushed into the arms of another when I had shared my soul with Alexander. He had my soul now. It was crushed and lifeless after being beaten by his betrayal.
 
   “I want the mission,” I whispered.
 
   “Sorry. What was that?” my father asked.
 
   “That mission all the Archangels have been discussing lately. I want to be touched. I want to live my life on earth.” I didn’t want to remember what had happened here. I wanted the pain to be gone. If I couldn’t have Alexander, I didn’t want anyone else. I would rather be alone on earth. I would rather live in ignorance. Sweet, blissful, heavenly ignorance. I knew I wouldn’t be able to heal otherwise. I knew I would never be able to get over him. 
 
   It was the lesser of the two evils. I refused to be mated with his twin, Simeon. I’d never liked him and I never would. I would rather spend eternity in limbo than let him anywhere near me.
 
   “Arianne, do you realise the decision you’re making? Do you realise you will give up your seat here and be mortal on earth? Your memory of us and who you are will be lost in your human life.”
 
   Nodding my head, I smiled, thinking I wouldn’t want anything more right now. I was angry at Alexander. The betrayal of it was coursing through my veins. I wanted out…the sooner, the better.
 
   “I want to do this. It is for the greater good, isn’t it, Father? I will make you proud. I know I will.” I was smiling on the outside, but I felt sick on the inside. I was desperate to just crawl into a hole and never resurface.
 
   My father closed the gap between us. His smile was wide as he grabbed my hand. “I know you will, Arianne. What you are giving up is truly selfless. I’m very proud of you.”
 
   My heart constricted at his words. I wasn’t being selfless. I was being one hundred percent selfish. I wanted it gone, all of it—the agony, the pain, the anguish.
 
   “Are you sure about this, my child?” 
 
   Smiling sweetly at my father, I turned to see my mother’s face. She looked troubled. I didn’t know if she knew about what had happened or not. The way she looked at me, had me faltering. Was my decision causing her pain? Could I really do this to her? What if she didn’t want me gone?
 
   But then her face lit up with the most breathtaking smile. My mother was stunning. She was giving me her permission, her acceptance.
 
   “I’m sure, Father,” I finally said. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”
 
   With a quick nod, he patted my shoulder. “Then it is done. I will set the wheels in motion. May you make a world of difference, Arianne. And your mother will be there as your spirit guardian. Even though you will never know she is actually there, she will be watching over her beloved daughter.”
 
   Smiling, we all had our last embrace. I was going and I couldn’t be happier. Soon, I wouldn’t feel the pain anymore. I was going to be a baby. A sweet, innocent baby girl who would grow up with a new family and make new friends. I was ready. More ready than ever before. 
 
   Let the sweet ignorance begin.
 
   The memory faded, leaving me heartbroken and alone. I now knew that Alexander had never betrayed me. But I couldn’t understand why he took the blame for what his brother did.
 
   “I did it to protect you.”
 
   My head snapped up to find my Alexander—my Stephen. The door was shut and I knew I didn’t need to open it again.
 
   Rising from the floor, I faced Stephen. “What do you mean?”
 
   “The same night we were together was the same night Simeon was with Elizabeth. He followed me and knew what we were about to do. To get me out of the way, he went to Elizabeth. He had always known that Elizabeth held a torch for me. He used the fact he was my twin to his advantage. He wanted me punished. He wanted me out of the way so he could get to you. He knew that if I denied being with her, I would have to prove where I was. I couldn’t do that to you. I had to protect you, Cassie. I had to make sure you were safe from any harm, any punishment your father would unleash. I took the punishment he gave me because it meant our secret would be safe. Your honour needed to be shielded. You had mated with me and he never would have forgiven you for that.”
 
   Walking towards him, I held my hand out to touch his face. “You took all this pain for me? How could I ever repay you for that, Stephen? How could I ever begin to make up for all the hurt I’ve caused?”
 
   Taking my hand, he pulled me close to him. “Don’t you understand that you already have? You remembered, Cassie. You were so strong and determined to fight for us, you remembered everything. Knowing you’ve done that is all I need.”
 
   Finding his lips, I desperately wanted the release of our pain. We were like two star-crossed lovers doomed to fail, doomed to be apart. We defied everything and everyone in our path, refusing to give in. We could be together now, couldn’t we?
 
   Pulling away, I looked into his eyes. “Why aren’t you with me? I’m still dreaming, aren’t I?”
 
   Nodding, he searched my face and stroked my hair. “I will have to go to the Council now and await their decision. We just have to be patient one more time, Twinkles.” He winked.
 
   “I love you more than words can say,” I whispered.
 
   Stroking a strand of hair behind my ear, he leaned down and kissed my hand. “I know you do.”
 
   Feeling the tears burn, I had to say it. “I’m so sorry I hurt you, Stephen. I’m so sorry I ever doubted—”
 
   “Shh,” he uttered, placing a finger on my lips. “You don’t have to be sorry for anything. I’d do it all over again if I had to.”
 
   We grew silent for a while, just staring into each other’s eyes. A low murmur of a song could be heard in the distance. It was the sounds of Taylor Swift’s and Ed Sheeran’s voices echoing all around us.
 
   Pulling back, I smiled at Stephen. “Even in my dreams you can play me this song?”
 
   “It’s not in your dream, Twinkles. You’re waking up. You’re radio alarm is playing our song.”
 
   Feeling him being yanked from me, I panicked. “Stephen!” I screamed, not wanting to wake up yet. I was being pulled further and further away from him, and the pain grew faster and harder.
 
   “Don’t worry, Twinkles. Just remember—you are all my yesterdays.”
 
   Waking up with a jolt, I heard those words being played back to me. “All I know since yesterday is everything has changed.” I let the words sink in as the tears fell down my face.
 
   “And you’re all my tomorrows,” I said, smiling.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Stretching, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I felt a new lease on life today, and I knew the reason was because of Stephen. My phone chimed next to me and my smile grew wider as my uncle’s name popped up on the screen.
 
   “Good morning, and Merry Christmas,” I chirped.
 
   “Well, I never would have thought you would answer the phone in such a chipper mood.”
 
   If Billy could see me now, he’d have a hernia. I had the biggest grin I think I have ever mustered in my life. “I have a reason to be chipper. Two people I love are getting married today. I can’t believe it’s in a phone box, of all places…but, hey, whatever.”
 
   “You were the one who suggested it, Cassie.”
 
   It still bewildered me how Billy and Chris could have taken me so seriously. “I know I did, but I said it as a joke. I never thought you would take it literally.”
 
   “We like the element of surprise.”
 
   Still grinning, I sighed. “Well, you’ve certainly surprised me.”
 
   “Stop deviating from my observation. Spill it. Why are you so damned cheery?”
 
   I wanted to tell him. I really did. But I didn’t think today was the day to reveal everything. It was Billy and Chris’ day, and I didn’t want anything to ruin it. “I told you. I have a wedding to attend, and—”
 
   “I know, but that’s not it. There’s something different about you. I can hear it in your voice.”
 
   “Billy, it’s not about me today. It’s about you, and—”
 
   “Stop beating around the bush and tell me, woman!”
 
   Chuckling in the phone, I couldn’t help the euphoria. I was on cloud nine, and was stupid to think I could keep something as huge as this to myself. “I opened the door, Uncle Billy. I know who I am. It means Stephen can come back.”
 
   I heard his intake of breath as he screeched into the phone. “Oh, my god, Cassie! I’m so happy for you. Do you think he’ll come to the wedding? I really hope he comes to the wedding.”
 
   Laughing, I thought how much I would want that more than anything. He asked me to be patient, though, so I’d have to be patient.
 
   “I don’t know, Billy. I hope so.”
 
   “Well, at least you’ve got Simeon with you until then.”
 
   My heart lurched into my throat. I felt the nausea burn my stomach as I frantically swallowed over and over again to keep it from piling up.
 
   “Cassie?”
 
   “Yes, sorry. Just felt a bit queasy then.” Closing my eyes, I remembered the feeling of having Simeon’s hands all over me.
 
   “Oh, so we haven’t completely escaped the drinking wrath?”
 
   Hearing Billy’s voice snapped me out of it. “No, I haven’t. What about you?”
 
   “I’m fine. I sobered up pretty quickly when I had my niece to worry about. I wondered whether to call and see if you were okay. You seemed convinced that Simeon was Stephen.”
 
   His name was like a battering ram to my head. I wouldn’t care if I never heard that name again. Hopefully, he is back there now and hopefully, my father will give him the suitable punishment he sorely needs.
 
   “I’m fine. Honestly. He’s not here anymore, Billy. I sent him away.”
 
   “He didn’t hurt you, did he? He promised me he would take care of you.”
 
   Unlike Stephen’s promises, Simeon liked to break his. He did hurt me, more than anyone would know, but if it wasn’t for the cataclysmic events of last night, I may never have remembered.
 
   “I’m fine, Billy. He’s gone and I’m happy. What I want to do now is concentrate on your day. Let’s see to it that we make it as special as we can.”
 
   “I’m sure it will be, Cassie.”
 
   I felt my heart swell with absolute pride. “I’m sure it will be, too.”
 
   “When will you come over?”
 
   It couldn’t be soon enough because I was eager to see my uncle. “As soon as I get off the phone with you, I will hop in the shower and get ready. Once I’m done, I will be right over.”
 
   “Good because, frankly, I’m a bundle of nerves.”
 
   Feeling guilty, I closed my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Because talking about you helped ease it a little. It was a bit selfish of me, really.”
 
   “You could never be that. I need to go because the sooner I get ready, the sooner I can be there to hold your hand.” And I truly meant it. It was almost like I had had my engine replaced with a brand new one and I was just raring to go.
 
   “Good. I think I need your calming presence now. You always know how to make people calm.” I thought about the feeling I get whenever I’m around an angel.
 
   I didn’t know what this meant now. Does knowing change things? When I die, would I earn my seat back with the Archangels? I wasn’t sure of the answers. What I was certain of was wherever Stephen went, I went.
 
   “Okay then,” I said with a happy sigh. “I shall gear up all my calming energy and bring it with me.”
 
   “Thank you, Cassie. You know I love you, don’t you?”
 
   I felt the tears well up. “Of course I do, Billy. I love you, too. You’re my hero.” And he was. He was there for me when I was conflicted about my emotions for Michael and Stephen. He was there for me when I needed advice on the door in my dream. He offered me solutions every time and I was eternally in his debt.
 
   We said our goodbyes because we both knew we’d end up emotional wrecks otherwise. I hauled myself out of bed, opened the curtains, and was surprised to find this Christmas morning was a beautiful sea of white. The sun was shining, adding to its picturesque beauty. At the park in the distance, I could already see the children out playing in their brand new toys. It was a marvel to watch.
 
   With a smile, I went to work taking a shower and getting ready for the day. I was as high as a kite, singing and dancing as I went. I didn’t quite know what came over me.
 
   As my sheets were in the wash, I set about throwing away all the clothes Simeon wore. I placed his things in a plastic bag, then threw them inside the bin. I still felt dirty and violated after what he did, but my mind was focused on something much more important now and, quite frankly, if it wasn’t for everything that happened, I may never have remembered. It was almost as if it took the events of last night to finally make me see. 
 
   With a sigh, I got on with the rest of my chores as quickly and efficiently as possible, and once I had completed the washing and drying of the sheets, I put on my dress and stood there in front of the mirror again, inspecting it. This one was black-and-white sequined. The top part was shaped like a Basque, hugging my body in just the right way. It was beautiful and I couldn’t wait to get out there and celebrate.
 
   Grabbing my bag and presents, I walk out of my flat, closing the door behind me. On the way, I texted Lisa-Marie. She said she would come around in about an hour. All was set, all was ready. Now all that needed to happen was for my Stephen to show up.
 
   When I got to my uncle’s door, I knocked and waited. Once the door swung open, his eyes opened wide. “Oh, my god, Cassie. That dress was made for you. You look absolutely stunning.”
 
   “As do you,” I said, admiring his attire. Billy always knew how to look good. He was like a fashionista. Chris always talked about how he liked to have everything new. Whatever the latest look was, Billy was sure to be wearing it.
 
   “I think this is the first time I’ve seen you in a suit, Billy.”
 
   Adjusting his tie, I knew he was feeling flustered. “This is not the most comfortable of suits, I must say.”
 
   Walking through the door, I offered to help. “Why don’t you take it off for now? The wedding isn’t for another two hours yet.”
 
   “After the length of time it took me to tie this thing around my neck? I don’t think so.”
 
   Laughing, I placed all my things down by the sofa and went over to calm him down. I placed my arms on his shoulders and forced him to look at me. “This is your day. Here is where you are meant to be.”
 
   Seeing the calm radiating all over him, I now realised I must possess the natural gift of being able to relax people. If it helped my uncle, I was all for it.
 
   “Deep breaths, Billy. You can do this.” 
 
   He did as he was told and, after a couple of breaths, he looked at me and smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.” Moving away, I went into his kitchen to make him some tea. “Lisa-Marie and Catherine should be around soon.”
 
   “Oh, good,” I heard him shout. “It will be nice to see them again. It wasn’t under the best of circumstances last time, was it?”
 
   Thinking back to the funeral made the sadness come back. I never knew Lisa in the physical world, but it still hurt. I couldn’t even imagine how it would feel for a parent to bury their child. It wasn’t the way the world should work. Parents first, then the children. Nothing could change the fact that a person was going to die. It was the one thing in life of which everyone could be certain.
 
   But today wasn’t about dying. Today was about reliving. Today was about celebrating a true love that I was sure would last this lifetime, and maybe even future lifetimes.
 
   “No, it wasn’t, Billy, but today is different. Today is going to be special. I can feel it. Even with you getting married in a phone box of all places.”
 
   “Sometimes you come up with the most genius of ideas. What can I say?”
 
   “That’s your department, not mine. You’ve been there for me every time, Billy. You got me to see it was Stephen I truly loved and not Michael. You got me to find my head when I was in that dream trying so hard to open a door that wouldn’t open. So simple a solution, but you thought of it all. Not me.”
 
   “Anyone could have thought it, Cassie. You just needed someone on the outside looking in. It’s so easy to get clouded with thoughts when it’s your own problems you’re having to deal with. That’s why sometimes it’s so nice to have someone around with whom you can share your burdens. Someone who can listen without judgment and offer a solution.”
 
   I cringed, thinking about my argument with Simeon only a few hours ago. He pretended to be all those things when he was plotting and scheming the whole time. Another angel who thought he was above everyone else. I just couldn’t understand how he could be brought up to love unconditionally, yet he seemed so consumed with hate.
 
   With a smile plastered on my face, I walked over to Billy and straightened his tie. “You’re one in a million, Uncle Billy.”
 
   Shrugging, he waved his hands in the air. “Well, you know, sometimes the world needs a ‘Billy’.”
 
   I laughed at that. How true he was. The world definitely needed a Billy. “Are you feeling more relaxed now?”
 
   He pursed his lips a little in thought. “You know what? I really am.”
 
   Patting his shoulder, I sighed with a smile. “Good.”
 
   The doorbell rang, interrupting any further conversation. “That must be Lisa-Marie and Catherine.” I virtually skipped to the door to answer it. I didn’t know what was quite wrong with me this morning. I had a definite spring in my step. Who was I kidding? I was in love and loving every minute of it. What I had before was a glimpse at the tiniest bit of hope for Stephen and me. Now it blossomed so wonderfully, I thought my heart would burst with pride. I didn’t know what the future held for Stephen and me, but I could go away with the knowledge that I had been strong enough for us. I had broken down those barriers and remembered something no other angel had ever achieved. I could be a little bit proud of myself for that at least. And, okay, a little bit smug. 
 
   All I knew was I hoped my father would honour his side of the deal and finally let Stephen and I have our time. Unfortunately, though, I still had this little seed of doubt in my mind that he would let Stephen go quietly. Because I now knew who I was, I also knew just how against our matching he was. No one could help falling in love with one another. I just couldn’t understand how, as a father, he couldn’t see it in him to respect and trust my judgment. I was his daughter, and I had never given him just cause to warrant his ferocity against our being together.
 
    I could only sit and wait, hope, and pray he would let Stephen be with me. Surely my father could see the good in him by now. Surely, by now, he had realised he saw the bad in the wrong brother. I knew my father was a very proud man. I knew him admitting anything of the sort would be like prying candy from a baby.
 
   Whatever worries and doubts I was feeling now had to be pushed aside for today. It was Billy and Chris’ day, and I had to concentrate on them. It still didn’t damp down the hope that maybe Stephen would turn up for the wedding. If I had him there to hold my hand, it would complete the day.
 
   Answering the door for Lisa-Marie and Catherine, I was met by two very excitable girls. Lisa-Marie looked stunning with her auburn locks, light brown eyes, and cream floral dress. Catherine looked equally as stunning with her long blonde hair up in a bun, her cheeks flushed a healthy pink, and a beautiful off-the-shoulder lilac dress.
 
   “Wow, you both look stunning. Merry Christmas.” The hugs began and the shrills of excitement rang throughout the hallway. 
 
   “Merry Christmas, Cassie. You look beautiful, too. Where’s Stephen?”
 
   Oh shit. I wasn’t prepared for that. Of course everyone would want to know, but how did I explain? They could both tell there was something wrong. 
 
   Stuttering, I managed to get out something that was conceivable. “He…he has really bad stomach flu. He’s been up all night. He feels really bad he can’t make it, but he’s too sick to come. Besides, he doesn’t want to infect anybody else.”
 
   With their sympathetic stares, Catherine wrapped her arm around me. “I’m sorry, Cassie. You’re all on your own today. We’ll keep you company, though. We’ll be your chaperone, won’t we, Lisa-Marie?”
 
   “Without question,” she smiled. “Now, where’s the groom-to-be?”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I directed them into the living room. “In there, getting himself into a right state. It’s been twenty-five years together today, but you’d think it was his first day all over again.”
 
   “I think it’s sweet.” Catherine clasped her hands together and held them to her heart. 
 
   “I know. It really is. If it were me, I would be exactly the same.”
 
   Nudging my shoulder, Lisa-Marie winked at me. “I’m sure that time will come soon enough. It’s a pity I couldn’t hold your hand and tell you when.”
 
   Feeling my heart sink, I wished that it would be true. Although Stephen and I had only known each other on this earth for merely a few weeks, we’ve actually known each other our whole lives. It was almost as if we were created for one another.
 
   Deciding not to dwell any longer, I offered Lisa-Marie a sweet smile. I wasn’t going to let it be known how my heart ached without him.
 
   “Let’s go and see to the groom, shall we?” I ushered them inside. Billy was standing there, an edge of exhilaration in his stance. He almost looked like he had itching powder in his pants.
 
   Rushing over to him, I placed my hand on his arm. “Calm down, Billy. I don’t want you to hyperventilate. Take deep breaths. Like this.” I breathed in deep, watching as Billy did the same. We both exhaled and I could see it had worked a little. 
 
   “That’s better. Now, let’s get the show on the road, shall we?”
 
   Laughter filled the room as we all scrambled to get presents ready for opening. I had bought Billy a new electric shaver because he said he needed one. He was ecstatic over that. I bought Chris a new watch because I knew his old one had recently broken. Then I bought both of them a “Lifetime of Happy Memories” portfolio for their wedding. That one needed to be opened later.
 
   For Lisa-Marie and Catherine, I had put together a beautiful photograph of them both from when we were together last. After the funeral, Billy and Chris invited us all around for dinner and took lots of photos. The next time I came over, I sifted through them all and picked my favourite one. I immediately bought a sterling silver frame and placed the picture inside. They both looked so happy in it, I couldn’t possibly let Billy keep it for himself. They were thrilled with the photograph. In fact, they stared at it for quite some time.
 
   I received a silver locket from Billy and Chris. It had angel wings and you could open on either side. In private, he told me I could fill it with a photo of Stephen and me once we had reunited. To say I didn’t have tears in my eyes would be a lie. It was absolutely beautiful and I couldn’t wait to see if his assumption was correct.
 
   From Lisa-Marie and Catherine, I received a gift card for my local liquor store “Are you trying to tell me something?” I joked when they handed it to me. I was extremely grateful, though. I knew I would definitely put it to good use.
 
   Once the presents were out of the way, we got ready to make our way to the wedding. It was a cold day and had been snowing, but it still looked unbelievably magical.
 
   We got to the gathering ten minutes earlier than scheduled. Luckily, the phone box was by a park so there weren’t any roads to consider. You could tell passers-by were wondering what on earth was going on.
 
   Chris was standing next to his brother, looking every bit as nervous as Billy was when I arrived at their flat. He looked just as handsome, though, wearing a very similar suit to the one Billy had on.
 
   “Cassie, you look amazing,” he smiled as he came in for a hug.
 
   “You, too, Chris. Are you ready to finally make an honest man out of my uncle?”
 
   Smiling, he said, “To be honest, I was ready years ago. I don’t know why we didn’t do it sooner.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I said, “Well, I suppose it has something to do with the silly laws not allowing you to. Thank goodness that’s changed.” Hearing Terry clear his throat, I decided it was time to make myself scarce.
 
   Leaning in, I gave Chris a kiss on the cheek. “I’m going to leave now, but I’ll be hovering around in the crowd somewhere,” I joked. “I know you’ve always been family, but today we make that official.”
 
   “So I have your blessing?”
 
   Gasping, I held my hand over my heart. “That goes without saying, Chris,” I smiled. “Go knock his socks off!”
 
   “Oh, that will be later,” he winked.
 
   Laughing a little, I gave him a light smack on the arm and covered my ears. “I think I’m too much of a family member to know about that. My delicate ears can’t handle it.”
 
   He laughed and came in for a swift hug. “I’m sure your time will come, Cassie. Then it will be Billy and me covering our ears.”
 
   Walking away, I shouted over my shoulder, “I’m sure that’s a complete and utter lie, Chris.” Chris winked back, then he jogged towards Billy.
 
   They looked utterly perfect for each other as I admired their loving stares. I looked around for Lisa-Marie and Catherine. They walked up to me, each offering me an arm for support. They both smiled and that was all they needed to offer. Today was going to be perfect.
 
   “Standing here today, I’d like to present to you Billy Reginald Tanner and Chris Thomas Makepeace for their joining as one today.” Everyone clapped and cheered as Billy and Chris bowed.
 
   “Chris and Billy, we are all gathered here today to witness and celebrate the love and respect you have for one another. Are you entering into this marriage freely, voluntarily, and without any conditions?”
 
   They both said, “I do,” as a little tear slid down my face.
 
   “Then I shall spare no more time by handing you over to make your vows. Billy, you can go first.”
 
   Billy nodded towards Terry, then focused his eyes back on Chris with a tender smile. “I, Billy Tanner, take you, Chris Makepeace, to be my life partner, my best friend, and my one true love. I will cherish our marriage and honour you until the day I leave this earth. I will trust you, respect you, laugh and cry with you through good times and in bad. I will be your shoulder to lean on, your hand to hold throughout our lives. You have my heart and my love, and it has been that way since the day I picked up that phone. I give you my all from this day forward, as long as we both shall live.”
 
   Billy finished without too many tears and I was proud of him. He was a bag of nerves earlier, but it all just seemed to melt away the minute he looked into Chris’ eyes.
 
   “Now your turn, Chris,” Terry said, straightening his tie. The ceremony was obviously affecting him more than he wanted to let on.
 
   “Billy Tanner, today I join my life with yours. Not only as your partner, but as your lover, your confidant, and best friend. Let me be the place you call home, the rock upon which you rest, your companion for life. I will join hands and walk with you through life’s path. Wherever you go from now on, I will be until I leave this earth.”
 
   Just when I thought it couldn’t get more beautiful, it did. Chris nailed it with his vows, and the crowd was sniffling. Time seemed to stand still for a moment as I closed my eyes and wished Stephen could have been here to witness this with me.
 
   I was so engrossed in my thoughts, I didn’t realize everyone was now looking at me. “Er, Cassie—the rings?” Terry asked as I stood there like an idiot.
 
   Snapping out of it, I shook my head. “Oh, yes—sorry!” Running towards them both, I handed over the rings. How embarrassing.
 
   I stood back and watched as Billy leaned in for a kiss. Everyone erupted with cheers. Even people from the crowd walking by were taking photographs and cheering. 
 
   Looking at both of them, I couldn’t help but think how wrong I was to discount them marrying in the phone box. Sure, it was a little cramped, but with two people propping it open, they were able to hang half in, half out. The whole thing was kind of magically endearing.
 
   Everyone laughed and hugged as the ceremony ended. I gave Lisa-Marie and Catherine a hug, then rushed over to do the same with Billy and Chris. The day couldn’t have been more perfect.
 
   In no time at all, we rushed to the local church so they could get their blessing. It was booked for three o’clock, so we had no time to waste in getting ourselves over there.
 
   The blessing was as beautiful as the actual wedding. It wasn’t as poignant, but it was still wonderful to see them being blessed in the house of God.
 
   Once all was done, everyone left. I told Billy and Chris I would be a couple of minutes, and they both nodded, saying they would be expecting me shortly for some photographs.
 
   Alone, I closed my eyes and relished the silence for a moment. The church calmed me just as much as the angels did. Clasping my hands together, I gripped my eyes shut and quietly prayed, “Father, please say you can hear me. I need you to grant me a wish. I know you have never liked Alexander, Father, but I love him more than life itself. He breathes my life as much as I breathe his. Without him, I am nothing. Without him, I do not exist. 
 
   “Please, find it in you to let him go. Let your daughter have the happiness she has been after all her life. If I ever ask for anything else in my life again, it will be this. 
 
   “By now, I know you have all the answers to what happened all those years ago. I know you will be mad at me. I know you will be mad at Alexander, but please…please do not punish him for something we did together. Please do not punish us for falling in love. If you have to punish one of us, let it be me. Alexander has been through enough. He was found guilty of a crime, but the only thing he was guilty of was loving me. The only thing he has ever been guilty of is loving me. He has saved me time and time again. Please give me the opportunity to save him. I’ll do whatever it takes to make him happy.”
 
   Sucking in a deep breath, I tried not to lose control. I knew I had to do this. I knew I had to try something to make my father see sense. I had done what I needed to do. It was now up to my father to decide.
 
   Not knowing whether it had worked, I opened my eyes and stood up to meet my uncle and Chris outside. There was nothing more I could do. Our fate was in Archangel Gabriel’s hands.
 
   “Cassie!” Billy shouted as I emerged. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, Billy. I’m just overwhelmed by the day. It’s been beautiful so far.”
 
   “I said a little prayer for you and Stephen whilst we were in there. I hope someone up there was listening.” Billy looked to the sky.
 
   “Me, too, Billy, and thank you. Okay, where do you want me?”
 
   Laughing, he pulled me towards Chris and his brother as the cameraman stood, ready for the shots. I had no doubt that Billy would have a field day once these were all developed.
 
   With the photos done, it was now time to head on down to the Three Horseshoes pub. Although it was the pub where Stephen and I first had a drink together, it was also the only pub I could get to open for a private function on Christmas Day. Luckily for us, there was a small hall that we were able to set all the food and drinks in. Considering it was a fairly small affair with only about thirty people, it was ample enough to fit everybody.
 
   I was grateful to the owners as they had done a smashing job getting it set up for us. They had set up ten tables, with a long one at the end of the hall for the grooms to sit in.
 
   The room was filled with banners and balloons as the lights danced across the floor. It looked fantastic.
 
   “Thank you so much for getting this organised, Cassie. It looks great. I couldn’t have done it better myself.”
 
   Leaning myself into Chris’ embrace, I smiled at him. “You’re very welcome, Chris. It was my pleasure.”
 
   As we all sat down, I stood up to deliver my speech. It had taken me a while to put into words how I felt about their coming together, but it was something I knew I would put my heart into.
 
   I pinged the glass with my fork to gain everyone’s attention. The hum of the room soon fell silent as all eyes were now upon me.
 
   “I know I messed up a little with the rings earlier.” I smiled as everyone in the room chuckled. “It just amazed me to see the two most important men in my life get married. The two who have been my father, my caretaker, and my best friend throughout my life. Chris has been my constant ever since I was a baby, and I know he will continue to be so, as I am with him.” I looked over at Chris with a smile as he tenderly stroked my arm.
 
   Turning my attention to Billy, I couldn’t help the tears now forming in my eyes as I stared at the man who had sacrificed everything to make me happy. “Billy, you took me in as a child and, together, we mourned the most wonderful mother and sister. You took care of me and nurtured me, and without you, I wouldn’t have become the woman I am today. Being here now, I can’t tell you both how proud I am of you for beating the odds, fighting for what you desired, and coming through this with the courage and conviction you both did. You finally did it! Congratulations to you both. May all your days be as happy as the ones before, and filled with nothing but love and champagne,” I said, holding my glass up. “Let’s not forget the champagne.” Everyone laughed. “To Billy and Chris.”
 
   With everyone else now standing, they all held the glasses out. “To Billy and Chris.”
 
   With a contented sigh, I took my seat, looking at my uncles. “I hope I did you both justice with that. It was just so hard to put down what I wanted to say.”
 
   With tears in their eyes, they held onto my arm. “It was perfect, Cassie. Just perfect,” Billy whispered.
 
   “Oh, look at us daft beggers, Billy. I never get emotional, but your niece has virtually had me non-stop crying since yesterday,” Chris said.
 
   Wiping a tear from his eye, I smiled. “Yes, but I bet you wouldn’t have it any other way, would you? At least you know they’re tears of happiness. Let’s hope all your tears are happy ones from now on.”
 
   “Cassie, what would we do without you?”
 
   Shaking my head, I sighed with a cheeky smile. “I honestly don’t know, Billy.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As the evening progressed, we watched as Billy and Chris cut the cake, then had their first dance together. I danced a little myself, but couldn’t help looking over my shoulder to see if Stephen might be around. I wasn’t sure how he would appear—if he would appear at all. As time passed, my heart slowly sank at the realisation he may never be granted a life with me. Whatever happened, I knew that as long as he would wait for me, I would live out my life knowing I would eventually be with him. Even if it took another fifty years, it would all be worth it.
 
   Deciding to take a breather, I walked around to the other side of the bar where it was quiet. I sat down by the table where it all began and closed my eyes as the voices filled my head with memories of that day. I remembered how nervous and excited I felt around Stephen. In a sense, it was the day he made me find my womanhood. The day I found my sexuality. I never knew how good it could feel having someone you want so badly as close to you as Stephen was. He awoke the tiger in me, and she could not be tamed.
 
   Smiling to myself, I opened my eyes and breathed out as the memories washed over me. I looked out the window and gasped as a shooting star shot across the blackness. On instinct, I shut my eyes and whispered, “I wish you could be here with me, Stephen.”
 
   Without warning, the air grew thick with electricity, and our song came over the speakers.  It was only a soft murmur, but was enough to hear the familiar words.
 
   Smiling to myself, I opened my eyes and spotted a drink on my table. I hadn’t brought one with me, so that could only mean one thing.
 
   With my heart beating frantically, I raised my head. Standing on the other side of the room was my mirage. He looked stunning with his hair in a mass of sexy waves, his eyes sparkling brighter than ever, and a grey suit hugging him in all the right places. He was so unbelievably handsome, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. 
 
   “Stephen?” I whispered, wondering if this was all just a dream. “Are you actually here?”
 
   With a smile, he pointed out the window where another shooting star sprawled across the night sky. “Your wish, remember?”
 
   I couldn’t seem to move as my eyes traced back to the man with whom I knew I would spend my life. The man with whom I would spend all my lives. I knew he was the one person who would forever be my constant. Now I knew exactly why I was here. I had a mission to accomplish, and I knew Stephen would be there to hold my hand. I felt I could accomplish anything with him by my side.
 
   His eyes lit up as he saw my smile spread wide. Tears came, but they were now tears of joy—tears of absolute, overwhelming joy. He was actually finally here!
 
   Seeing him now walking towards me, I didn’t know whether I could find my feet and get out of my seat. Instead, I sat there, rooted to the spot. His eyes danced over me as he stared longingly at my attire. The heat surfaced in every nook and cranny of my body as I watched him coming towards me like a prowling lion.
 
   Once at my table, he stood tall and muscular, the biggest, cheekiest grin I had ever seen on his face. If it wasn’t for the fact I was still in so much shock, I think I would have laughed.
 
   I watched as he held his hand out to me, a small square gift in his palm. His eyes danced all over me again and the gaze penetrated me so much, I thought I might pass out. 
 
   I couldn’t quite believe he wasn’t a mirage, that my brain wasn’t playing tricks on me. But I knew he was as real as anything. I knew all I had to do was reach out and touch him. Take him in my arms and never let him go again. I had once lost my Guardians and had been mourning the emptiness ever since. But now…now he had returned to me and I could finally see the happily ever after I had been dreaming of all my life. He wasn’t lost at all. He was here. He had always been here. 
 
   He was my guardian found. 
 
   Finally, I rose just as Stephen uttered three words I had been longing to hear from him all day. With an intake of breath, I braced myself to savour each and every word that left his lips. “Merry Christmas, Twinkles,” he whispered, as I ran into his arms.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   To be continued in Her Guardian Found.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cassie was now with the only man she had ever loved. The only man she would ever love. They beat the odds and found each other, even though the world around them seemed to fight them at every turn. Their love was everlasting and indeed the stuff of legends.
 
    
 
   But there were forces out there willing to destroy the very thing that bound them together. 
 
    
 
   For as far as he could remember, Archangel Gabriel had done his level best to protect his daughter from the inevitable. He knew she held the key to earth’s salvation. He tried to delay what was inescapable. But you couldn’t stop what was meant to be. You couldn’t cheat what was written in the stars. So he did what any father would do and planned. He planned because he knew this day would come. The day that would mark a turning point in history.
 
    
 
   The Renegades were back and they knew something monumental was about to take place. They also knew Cassie was at the very heart of it all. She held something they wanted. Something they needed to halt her and the other angels from ever changing the future. 
 
    
 
   And they would stop at nothing to get what they wanted.
 
    
 
   As Cassie basked in the aftermath of her wedding, she was blissfully unaware other forces were at work…until her guardian came back to warn her about an army that was gathering to take her. One by one, the angels assembled to prevent a devastating future for all mankind…
 
    
 
   World War Three. 
 
   The beginning of destruction. 
 
   The end of days.
 
    
 
   Cassie held the key and she must be protected at all costs. With her guardians by her side, Cassie hid out in a farmhouse in Tuscany. There, she learned the truth about her parentage, the consequences of loving her guardian, and the shocking future she now held within her. She was frightened, but she knew her guardians would do everything in their power to keep her safe. 
 
    
 
   Other angels were soon sent to protect her but, on the way there, they went missing. Cassie knew that the Renegades were responsible for their disappearance. As time passed, they soon discovered just how precious and powerful a gift Cassie had when she was able to see things she had never experienced in her life before.
 
    
 
   The angels knew they were there to prevent the terrible war, but they must also face a gruesome and devastating battle of their own.
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   DEVIANT
 
    
 
    
 
   Most fairytales end with a happily ever after.  This is not a fairytale.  He is not her Prince Charming about to whisk her away on his white horse into the sunset.  This is a story about betrayal, lust, desire, and ultimately revenge...
 
    
 
   And revenge can only lead to one thing.
 
    
 
   Tyler
 
    
 
   He was my stranger, my visitor, my shadow in the corner of my room.  He stalked me, watched me, knew everything about me.  But all I could do was sit and wait.  I waited for him night after night to visit me.  He was becoming my addiction, my craving, my obsession.  He knew every inch of me, but I knew nothing about him.  
 
    
 
   His calls himself Lotus, and as crazy as it sounds, I think I’m falling in love.
 
    
 
   Dean
 
    
 
   I wanted to take her, possess her, dominate her, ruin her.  I wanted to ravish her, please her, consume her, until I couldn’t take much more of her.
 
    
 
   She will want me to kiss her.  She will want me to hold her all night so that she felt a connection with me.  I would make it so that she would seek me out in the dark.  The one that fulfils her ultimate fantasy.  A stranger who sneaks into her room—her stranger.  Someone who gives her the ultimate pleasure, but also seeks at giving her ultimate pain.  Pain she has never had to endure.  Pain that will eat away at her until there is nothing left.
 
    
 
   She was my nemesis, I was her lotus.  And payback was a bitch.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Author Bio
 
    
 
   Jaimie Roberts was born in London, but moved to Gibraltar in 2001. She is married with two sons, and in her spare time, she writes.
 
   In June 2013, Jaimie published her first book, Take a Breath, with the second released in November 2013. With the reviews, Jaimie took time out to read and learn how to become a better writer. She gets tremendous enjoyment out of writing, and even more so from the feedback she receives.
 
   If you would like to send Jaimie a message, please do so by visiting her Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJaimieRoberts.
 
    
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





