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The music played and Rina danced.

Rina danced as if she was the only one on the dance floor. The night belonged to her. The world was hers.

She danced and the man in the mask watched. Just another ghost in a faceless crowd. None of them mattered. 

Just Rina in a world of her own.

The club was full of people. The usual suspects. Sleazy, sweaty, drunk guys, pathetically grinding up against any women who happened to be near them.

Half the women wanted nothing to do with them and were trying their best to ignore them.

The other half were just happy to be getting some attention. Playing the role of the flirty, drunk and over the top girls that boys like that loved. 

Rina always thought of them as boys when they acted like that, not men. 

She didn’t care about any of them anyway. Right now, Rina didn't care about anything.  

Tonight, she was care free. She was enjoying herself. She was forgetting about the world and leaving it all behind. 

The noise. The people. The faces. There was just the music. Just her.

Cutting through the sound of the music she heard her name. 

“Rina!” 

Rina opened her eyes, took a breath and gathered her thoughts. She spotted a hand waving at her from above the crowd. 

“Donna!” shouted Rina, pushing through the crowd and throwing her arms around her friend. It could be just about her another time. Seeing Donna reminded her why she was even here. 

Don't be selfish, Rina thought.

“Happy birthday, beautiful!” Rina said, kissing Donna on the cheek. 

“Thanks, Ree!” Donna said, trying to be heard above the crowd, “Can we talk for a sec?” 

“Sure!” 

They walked over to the bar where it was quieter, so they didn’t have to yell over the music to hear each other speak.

“Lewis is just parking the car. He’ll be here in a minute,” said Donna. 

There was an unspoken question in that statement somewhere. Rina felt her face grow warm.

Lewis was Rina’s brother. They hadn’t spoken in a long time but when Donna and Lewis had started dating Rina knew that she’d have to see him eventually. 

“Okay. I’ll play nice,” said Rina. 

“I know you will, Ree,” Donna looked down, breaking eye contact. “He brought a friend with him. I told him not to but you know. He means well.”

The barman came over to serve them. 

“What would you like?” He sighed, looking only at Donna.

They answered and he served them their drinks.

“Twenty bucks,” he said, not looking at either of them now.

Rina paid.

“Nice guy,” said Donna with a roll of her eyes. 

“Yeah, he asked me out. I turned him down. Been awkward ever since,” replied Rina after taking a drink, hoping she said it loud enough for the barman to hear. 

She wondered what number drink this was and decided to stop bothering to try and keep count.

“Why should I care if Lewis brought a friend?” asked Rina before Donna could ask any questions about the barman. 

Donna just looked at her. 

“Shit, he’s trying to set me up?”

“You haven’t dated anyone since,” Donna paused. “Well you know.” She added weakly with a shrug.

“I’ve dated plenty,” said Rina defensively. 

“One night stands with randoms don’t count.”

“Not all of them were randoms.”

Donna put down her glass, turned and waved at someone in the crowd. 

Rina followed her gaze and smiled at her brother. A man followed behind him, nervously. He was tallish, a bit on the heavier side. Not fat, just a little chubby. There was nothing spectacular about him. Just looked like an average guy. He was cute enough though.

Lewis walked up and gave Donna a kiss then turned to Rina. 

“Been a while, Sis,” he said, fidgeting and not looking her in the eye.

Not sure what to say, Rina stepped forward and gave her brother a hug. He was tense at first then relaxed slightly.

It really was good to see him again. The anxious, sick feeling that she had been trying to ignore lifted a little.

“It’s good to see you,” she said truthfully and released the hug. 

Lewis smiled at her, “This is Henry.” 

“Nice to meet you, Henry,” said Rina, forcing a smile.

See, I can be polite, she thought to herself. 

Henry gave her a nervous smile in return.

Lewis looked at Henry for a moment, then rolled his eyes and turned back to Rina.

“How you been?” Lewis asked. 

The question irritated her but at least he was trying, she thought. 

“I’ve been good,” she lied. 

In truth she’d been shit but this wasn’t the time for truths. This was the time to be pleasant and avoid getting in a fight. She wasn’t going to ruin Donna’s night. 

Donna watched the exchange warily. Rina picked her drink up off the bar and finished it. 

“Buy a girl a drink?” she asked Henry. 

He smiled at her. It was a sweet, harmless smile.

“What are you drinking?” he asked. Rina told him and he walked over to the barman. 

“He’s a nice guy,” said Lewis.

“I’m sure he is,” replied Rina, curtly.

Lewis frowned. “You can’t keep doing this, Rina. You have to move on sometime,” he said.

“What? Where did that come from?” Asked Rina.

“Shhh, Lewis. Come on, I want to dance,” said Donna before Lewis could reply.

She took him by the hand and pulled him onto the dance floor. 

What did he even know? Who was he to tell her to move on? How did he even know if she had or not? They never spoke.

Donna glanced back and mouthed the words, ‘Be nice.’ 

Rina stuck her tongue out at her. Donna laughed then vanished into the crowd.

Henry returned with two drinks and handed one to Rina. 

“Thank you,” she said and took a sip. “So how do you know Lewis?”

“We’ve worked together for a few years. He’s mentioned you a few times but never goes into much detail.” He looked down sheepishly, avoiding looking her in the eyes. “Did something happen between you two?” 

Rina took another sip of her drink. 

“Yeah, a few things actually, I don’t really want to talk about it though. Do you want to dance?” Henry looked relieved. He finished his drink and put the empty glass on the bar. 

“I’m not usually a dancer but how can I say no?” 

“You can’t,” Rina took Henry by the hand. “Come on then. Show me your moves.”

She could see why he wasn’t usually a dancer. He was clumsy and awkward but he was trying at least.

“I like your necklace,” Henry said, nervously. “Where did you get it?”

“Thanks. It was a gift,” she said and gave a look that hopefully said she didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

It was a silver chain necklace with an old key for a pendant.

Henry nodded and the two of them continued to dance. She did most of the dancing for them. Rina loved it, always had. She felt the music move through her. 

The lights of the club swirled around them. 

The lights, music and the people around them all seemed like a blur. 

Rina's head began to hurt and she began to feel dizzy. 

“Are you okay?” Henry asked, “Do you want to sit down?” 

Rina tried to steady herself. “That’s okay. I think I just need to go to the bathroom. I’ll be back in a minute,” she said as she walked off and headed to the bathroom. 

“I’ll go find Donna. Tell her where you went,” he shouted after her.

The girl’s bathroom was empty. Rina washed her face in the sink and looked at herself in the mirror. She was ghostly pale. Her raven, black hair was soaking wet. Her normally bright, brown eyes were red and bloodshot. She looked like she was about to be sick. 

Rina splashed the cool water on her face again. It seemed to help a little.

Rina looked up into the mirror and saw a man standing behind her. He was shirtless, a plain, white mask covered his face. It was round with two almond shaped holes for eyes and two small lines cut into it for a nose and a mouth. It was hard to make out any other details.

“Dude, get the fuck out!” she yelled.

Rina turned around. No one was there. 

“What the hell?” 

Great, I’ve lost it, she thought. 

Rina grabbed a paper towel and dried her face. She looked back at the mirror. He was there again, behind her, his head tilted slightly to the side. 

Before she could turn around she felt him grab the back of her head. He pushed her against the glass. It was firm at first and he slowly added more and more pressure pushing her into the cold glass.

She could feel the mirror crack beneath her cheek. She could feel the sound moving down her spine. 

Rina tried screaming but no sound came out. She realised she couldn’t hear anything. Not her own scream. Not the music in the club. Not the breathing of the masked man. 

Nothing. 

Rina felt something wet on her cheek. She thought it was blood at first, but noticed water dripping down through a crack in the mirror. 

The man gripped her hair and pulled her backwards. She could see herself in the mirror, eyes wide with panic and blood covering half her face. She screamed again. She felt weak. Helpless. 

The masked man pushed her into the mirror again, much harder this time. 

Glass exploded around her. Time seemed to slow. Shards of glass floated lazily past her, covered in specks of blood. 

Time sped up again and a torrent of water rushed past her. 

She could feel herself falling through a cold, dark tunnel. Water swirling around her. Coloured lights streaked past her through the darkness.

Rina could no longer feel the masked man’s hand on her head.

She couldn’t feel anything other than a strange, detached curiosity as everything faded into darkness.

​They're late.

​They're late.

​For a very important date.

​As the storm subsides,

​And the ocean calms,

​We welcome another soul that has been,

​Pushed?

​Pulled?

​Hmmm, maybe Fallen?

​Into Wonder.

​Will they stay lost?

​Found?

​Let's find out, friends.

​On a not so distant shore,

​At the edge of this shrinking, dying world,

​A young woman is slowly waking.

​We'll join her of course.

​Welcome back to Mome Radio.

​As always I am the,

​Voice Inside Your Head,

​VINH.

​Let's settle in, Listeners.

​I think we've got a long way to go.

​For now?

​Time for a song...

​

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


​

Everything hurt.

Rina was soaking wet, her eyes were stinging and there was a piercing ringing in her ears. 

Rina's stomach tightened. She lurched and vomited up what seemed like an endless amount of salty, warm water. 

“You okay, Miss?” 

The question came from someone beside her. 

“At least she’s not dead,” said another voice. 

Rina hunched over in the sand, tried to look up at who was speaking but everything was too blurry. They sounded young. Kids maybe? 

She tried to speak but only coughed up more water. 

“Should we do something?” asked the second voice. Sounded like a boy. 

“I’ll go get Doc. You stay here,” the first voice said. A girl, Rina thought. 

She could feel them next to her but they sounded far away, like they were shouting at her from the end of a very long tunnel. 

“It’ll be okay, Miss. Ellie will bring Doc back with her and we’ll try and get you on your feet,” the boy said. 

Rina tried to respond but only managed a weak grunt before collapsing and rolling onto her side in pain. 

“Oh, I hope Ellie hurries up. You don’t look too good, but we’ll look after you,” he said. 

Rina tried to focus. Where was she? 

She could hear the sound of waves. Wind roared around her and it felt like she was lying on sand. 

Rina tried opening her eyes again and winced. 

Her eyes still stung and everything around her was still all a blur. She could barely make out the vague shape of someone kneeling next to her. 

Rina dug her hand into the wet sand. 

Her head was pounding. It was like someone had placed it in a vice and was slowly turning the handle tighter and tighter. 

She closed her eyes and rolled onto her back. The throbbing pain in her head eased a little. 

The boy said something to her but she couldn’t hear him. There was a sound filling her head, the sound of the waves. And a violin. 

Why was there a violin?

The waves were faint but the violin seemed to fill the world. It played a song that was sad and sweet. The sound was soothing and dreamy. Like she was being carried away from all the cares in the world.

“Wake up!” 

The boy shook her. 

Rina waved him away. She opened her eyes and sat up. It hurt but it felt a little better than lying in the sand. 

The boy moved behind her and put his hand on her back, holding her steady. 

“That’s better,” he said. 

Rina looked at him. She could see a little clearer now.

He was young, maybe no older than ten. Sandy brown hair, blue eyes and a freckle covered face looked back at her with a mixture of fear and curiosity. 

“Who are you?” she asked. Her voice sounded wrong. It sounded like it belonged to someone else. 

“I’m Donnie. I was kind of hoping you were a mermaid but you’ve got legs,” he said, sounding disappointed. 

Rina laughed, sending bolts of pain streaking through her body. 

“Sorry, not a mermaid, just a girl,” she grimaced.

Despite the pain, Rina was beginning to feel more like herself.

Everything around her looked like she was seeing it through a filter. The world looked old, faded and tinged with a yellow, brown colour. Like a painting brushed with iodine.

The ocean spread out in front of her. The water was a strange mixture of grey and somewhere between blue and green. She struggled to think of the colour. Teal seemed close enough.

The sky above was a pale, milky blue. Where the sea and sky met on the horizon, Rina could see a raging storm. Lightning crackled, flashing brilliant white and purple through the dark clouds.  She could hear the distant roar of thunder. 

“Where am I?” Rina asked. 

The boy looked at her for a moment. He looked as if he was struggling for the right words. 

“You’re here,” he said eventually, his face radiating with pride at his answer. 

Rina shrugged. The answer made as much sense as anything else right now. She reached to her chest for the key that hung around her neck. 

It was still there, feeling a wave of relief. The necklace was important but she couldn’t quite remember why. The weight of it, as small as it was, comforted her. Anchored her.

Rina and the boy sat beside each other on the wet sand and watched the storm. 

Rina could still hear the faint music, ringing bells and the singing of the violin.

“Donnie!” a young girl cried out as she was walking down the beach towards them. 

She was about the same age as Donnie, maybe a year or so younger and looked similar enough that Rina assumed she was Donnie's sister. 

An old man walked beside her. His back was hunched and his hair thin and grey. He wore a long black jacket, and walked with his hands in its pockets. 

“That’s Ellie,” said Donnie, standing up as they came closer, “And Doc. She’s awake, Ellie! Hi, Doc,” he shouted. “She's not a mermaid though.”

The old man ruffled the boy’s hair. “Hello Donald,” he said. 

Doc knelt down next to Rina. The grind and popping sound that came from his knees made her flinch. “Hello,” He said kindly. “How are you feeling? Do you have a name?”

Rina looked at him. There was something strange about the man. Like he was there but not quite there. As if she was looking at him through a haze. He looked past his large, hooked nose at her with sharp, intense eyes. 

“Rina. My name is Rina.” There was a lot she wasn’t sure of but at least she was sure of her name. 

The old man smiled. 

“Nice to meet you, Rina. As Donnie here,” he ruffled the boy’s hair again, “May have already told you, they call me Doc. Now, is anything broken? Do you think you can stand up?” 

Rina tried moving her legs. They were weak and they hurt but she didn’t think anything was broken. She nodded at him. 

“Good,” he said. “Donnie, get on the other side of Rina, put her arm over your shoulder. I’ll do the same.” 

Donnie did as he was told. The two of them helped Rina to her feet. 

She felt so guilty at relying on them to help her stand. A young boy and an old man. To their credit neither made a noise under the strain. Maybe she wasn’t as heavy as she thought. 

“Ellie, could you please run back to the house and get the fire started? Rina is going to need a nice warm place to rest up.” Ellie nodded then ran off, heading up and over the sandbank. 

“You gonna be okay walking up that way?” Donnie asked. “We could go the long way?” 

“Yeah, I’ll be okay. Is it far?” asked Rina. She already felt really tired and was suddenly not sure of how long she could walk. 

“No, not far. Just a short walk once we’re over the hill,” said Doc.

It wasn’t far but the walk felt more difficult than it should have.

They took Rina to an old wooden beach shack at the end of a row of buildings that sat along what looked like an abandoned boardwalk. 

Doc and Donnie took her inside and sat her in an old leather chair next to a fire. A log in the fire popped sending little sparks out onto the floor. 

The warmth made her sleepy and sitting by the fire was helping her feel better. 

“Here, have some water,” said Ellie, handing Rina a round tea cup. 

Rina took it gratefully. She drank it down, the cool, sweet water, soothing her dry, sore throat. 

Donnie took a sandwich from a tray that had appeared on the side table next to the chair. He went and sat down in front of the fire. Ellie joined him soon after. Donnie took a bite of his sandwich.

“Feeling better?” asked Doc. He let out a groan as he sat down in the other chair near the fire. He stretched his long, bony hands out towards the fireplace and wriggled them.

“A little,” she said. 

Doc nodded. “Do you know where you are,” he asked, “or how you washed up on the beach?” 

Rina had no idea where she was. She tried to remember what happened before she woke up on the beach but it was all a mess. She could remember some things but everything was jumbled and vague. Half there but half forgotten. 

“No,” she said and reached out for a sandwich. 

She was starving but couldn’t bring herself to eat anything yet so she just held it in her hand. 

“We’re right on the edge of everything here,” said Doc. He rubbed his hands together, still trying to warm them up. 

“Edge of everything?” asked Rina. “Edge of everything...”

She was barely keeping up with the conversation. Her head was starting to ache again and there was a darkness floating on the edge of her vision. 

She yawned. 

Doc pushed himself up out of his chair. Rina heard the grind of his joints again. The scrape of bone on bone, as he stood. 

“You need some rest. Kids, stay here and look after Rina, please. I need to go speak with a friend,” he said. 

“No problems,” said Donnie, still watching the fire and munching on the sandwich.

“We’ll look after her,” said Ellie. 

Doc said something else but Rina couldn’t hear it. She had drifted off to sleep.

Rina was standing on soft white sand. She looked out at a still, almost dead ocean. She turned around. 

A man was standing there. He was dressed in a hospital gown. His head and body were wrapped in pale, white bandages. There was a faint blue glow about him. It reflected off the snowy white sand.  

He nodded at her.  

There was something familiar about him, a warmth, an old feeling that she felt she should recognise. 

“Who are you?” She asked. 

“Who are you?” He replied. 

“I asked you first,” said Rina.

“That’s right you did.” 

It was hard to tell but Rina thought she could see him smiling. 

“That’s a nice necklace,” he said. 

Rina reached up to the chest and touched the cool metal of the keychain.

“Thank you.”

She took a step towards the man. She wanted a closer look at him. She took another step but he wasn’t getting any closer. 

“Why are you here? Not that I’m not glad to see you,” the figure asked.

“I don’t even know where here is,” said Rina, her voice raised.

“Calm down. Don’t get angry at me.”

“I’m not angry. I’m scared,” said Rina.

The wind blew around them. The man’s robe ruffled in the breeze. He put his hands in his pockets. 

“I know, I’m sorry but it will be okay,” he paused for a moment and looked out over the horizon. 

Without saying anything else the bandaged man turned and walked away. He raised a hand and waved goodbye as he disappeared into the distance.

Rina woke up by the fire, the dream of the man on the beach instantly forgotten. Just a strange lingering sense of loss remained. 

A blanket had been placed over her. On the table beside the chair was a bowl of wrapped lollies. 

She took a handful, unwrapped one and put the rest in her pocket. Rina popped the hard, yellow candy into her mouth and savoured the sweet, sour lemony taste. 

Donnie and Ellie were sleeping in the chair opposite her. 

Donnie stirred. “Do you like them?” he mumbled, half asleep. 

“They’re good,” replied Rina. 

“Good.” There was a dreamy smile on his face. “I’m glad you’re not a mermaid. You’re much prettier than they would’ve been.”  

Rina returned the smile. “I dunno. Think I'd like being a mermaid,” she said. 

Donnie pulled his blanket over his head and went back to sleep. Rina relaxed back into the chair and drifted off to sleep again. 

She didn’t dream.

Rina was awoken by voices. They sounded anxious and agitated. Doc was at the door talking to a man who looked like he had been through hell. His clothes were soaked and torn. He looked a little younger than Doc. Shorter and fatter. His hair was greasy and black. Donnie jumped around them in excitement. The talking stopped when the man caught sight of Rina. 

“This the girl?” He said, nodding in her direction. 

“This is Rina. The children found her washed up on the beach. Poor thing has had a rough time of it.”

“She’s not the only one,” replied the man. 

“You’re right. I’m sorry, please sit by the fire. What has got you into such a state?” asked Doc. 

The three of them walked over to the fireplace. 

The short man put his hand out towards Rina. She shook it and felt his hand trembling. His skin was a ghostly, pale grey. His beady eyes darted around the room as if to make sure that nothing could sneak up on him. 

“Mouse,” he said. 

“Rina,” she nodded. “Are you okay?”

“No, not really. Bit of a rough few days. Thank you for asking though.”

“Please, sit down. What has happened?” Doc asked.

“Yeah, what happened?” Donnie added, throwing himself onto the carpet in between the two chairs. 

“Donnie,” said Doc sternly. 

Donnie looked down at the ground. Ellie came into the room carrying a tray with steaming mugs. 

“Hot chocolate,” she said as she handed one to Rina. “Extra marshmallows.” 

Ellie smiled, handed out the rest of the mugs and took a seat on the ground next to Donnie. 

Rina went to stand so Doc could sit down but he waved her away. 

“Please, Mouse, tell us what happened.”

Mouse held onto his mug of hot chocolate as if it was the most precious thing in the world and began to tell his story. He looked down at the steaming mug in his hands, staring at it.

“I headed out. In my little boat, a few days ago. She’s a good boat, you know. Never let me down. I hadn’t been fishing in a long time and was craving the open water. I just need some time by myself really. To think. I always feel more at home on the water. The weather’s been good lately. So why not, I thought, you know? Great time for fishing. So I packed up my little boat and headed out.

A day or two passed and I hadn't caught anything, not that I ever really caught much, but there’s always hope, you know. It’s kind of like meditation for me anyway. Catching something isn’t the important part.

It was on the second or maybe the third day that I spotted something strange on the horizon. Looked as if the ocean itself was reaching above to tear down the sky. There are stories about things like that but to see it in person, well, it was incredible. 

A giant column of water reaching from the ocean to the sky above. Spinning and twisting. The sky around it was spinning too. Like water running down a plughole. The spiral was twisting the world around it, pulling everything in. Even me in my little boat, I realised. I tried as hard as I could to row away but I was getting nowhere, I was stuck. The closer it pulled me towards it the faster it spun. 

The thing roared. The sound was deafening. Sounded like the world was being torn apart around me. Looked like it too. Before I knew it I was sucked up into the twister. 

Helpless.

Trapped.

I had no choice but to hold onto my little boat as I spun around and around. I watched as a great octopus wrapped its tentacles around a whale that was trying to escape the spiral. They fought even while the water spout spun them around. I watched as the octopus squeezed the life out of the whale, biting into it, trying to drain whatever life it could get out of the poor thing.

I didn’t know what to do.

Within the twisting world I watched as they were flung up into the air and pulled out of sight, high up above me. 

Then everything froze. 

The world stopped. 

In an instant the water spiral disappeared and everything just kind of just hung in the air. Me in my little boat floating halfway between sea and sky. 

Peered over the edge of my boat and looked down at the ocean floor deep below. There was no water. Just rocks and dirt and giant abominations that were normally kept concealed in the ocean depths. I looked up and there was no sky. Just emptiness. A perfect dark circle surrounded by blue sky and clouds.”

He paused for a moment.

No one said a word. Rina watched the mug shaking in his hands.

“Then a flash of tiny light at the centre of the darkness,” Mouse continued. “Something floated gently down and landed safely in the water. Where there was still water. As soon as it had landed the world rushed back to life. The black hole in the sky had been filled back up with, well, sky. 

The tower of sea water around me was gone. Vanished. For a moment it was just me and my boat floating in the air. 

Then my little boat fell, taking me with it. The octopus fell past me. Tentacles still wrapped around the now dead whale.

After that I blacked out.

When I awoke everything was still. 

Flat on my back, in my little wooden boat, I stared up at the bright blue sky. Watched as clouds floated lazily above me. I don't know how long I stayed like that.

A gentle breeze began to blow, gently rocking my boat. The breeze must have gotten stronger because my boat began to rock very heavily. I sat up and looked over the side. 

Nothing. 

The boat stopped moving. 

Something touched my shoulder. I spun around but again nothing. I stood still. My heart was racing. 

When would this end? 

I felt something grab my leg, just above my foot. I tried pulling my leg away but the grip on me tightened. 

I looked down. 

A large, brown tentacle, slithered up my leg. My hand went straight to my belt. I reached for the knife that I always kept there. Always need a knife when fishing, you know?

Hoping it was still there and lucky for me it was, I plunged the blade into the tentacle. The octopus screamed.

‘Screeeeeeeeeeeee!!!’

The tentacle recoiled. 

I covered my ears from the noise. Next second my world turned upside down. I was knocked out of my boat and thrown into the ice cold water. 

I couldn't breathe. 

At first I thought I was drowning but another tentacle had wrapped itself around my chest. I was pulled out of the water and into the warm air. Tentacles writhed all around me. It was another octopus, smaller than the one that had killed the whale but still plenty bigger than me. I looked down into its fang filled beak. I couldn’t see its eyes, just that awesome, terrible mouth. It screeched again, the sound splitting my head in two. I screamed out in pain. 

I watched in terror as its skin changed colours while it thrashed in the water. The skin went from a darkish brown, to a sunny yellow to a bright startling red. I could feel it squeezing the breath out of me. Felt like I was trying to breathe through a thick soup, you know.

Everything started to fade around me. My vision blurred and darkened. All I could see was the bright red skin and the gaping maw of the beast. 

In that instant, that moment before I accepted I was going to die, I remembered the knife. Feeling the weight of it still in my hand. I had managed to keep a hold of it. 

With a burst of desperation I plunged the knife into its head, again and again. It let out that blood freezing squeal again and released me, dropping me into the water beside it. 

I watched it thrash around in the water, tentacles smashing the surface. 

The blue, green water was now tinged with red. 

I swam away as fast as I could, looking for where my boat had been. 

Spotted it bobbing around on the horizon. I swam as fast as I could towards it. My body ached with every stroke. I pulled myself up and back into my little boat. 

I sat there, catching my breath when I heard another scream. 

It was time to go. 

I couldn’t find the oars so I leant over the side and began to paddle.” He had put down the mug and made a motion with his hands. 

“I kept going like that until I had no more strength in my arms. 

I laid down and stared up at the sky. The blue had now been replaced by the black canvas of night. I must’ve fallen asleep like that cause next thing I know I woke up with a thud as my boat landed on the shore. I’m just lucky I washed up here and not further down the beach.” 

They all sat and looked at Mouse. 

“Wow,” said Donnie, breaking the silence.

“That’s quite a tale, Mouse. I’ve never heard anything like it,” Doc said. 

“Maybe that was the same storm that washed Rina up?” Ellie added. The three turned and looked at Rina. 

“Do you think that might be right, Rina?” Doc asked, “Does it jog any memories?” 

Rina shook her head. “I don’t remember anything like that. Sounds insane.”

“It was,” said Mouse, picking up the mug again and finally taking a drink of his coco. 

They sat like that for a while, enjoying the warmth of fire and drinking their hot chocolate. They talked more about Mouse’s story, Donnie asking him to repeat the parts about how he fought off the octopus and asked if he was sure there weren't any mermaids.

They stopped when Rina asked, “Do you hear that?” 

She could hear the violins again. There was a voice this time as well, deep and haunting. 

“Hear what my dear?” Doc asked quizzically. 

“I hear it!” Donnie jumped to his feet. 

“Where’s it coming from?”

“Sometimes they play music down on the boardwalk. Can we go, Doc?” asked Ellie.

“Of course,” replied Doc, sharing a look with Mouse. “Take Rina with you. Fresh air will do her good. I’ll stay here with Mouse. I don’t feel up for much walking today and he certainly needs to relax.” 

Ellie and Donnie grabbed a hand each and pulled Rina to her feet. Without having any time to protest they had pulled her out the door and headed towards the sound of the music.

The two children dragged Rina along the boardwalk to where a small stage had been set up.

A crowd had gathered around listening to the band that was playing.

The faces in the crowd all looked fuzzy. The strange haze that had been drifting around the edges of Rina’s vision had returned. She couldn’t quite make out anyone's features. 

The sun was beginning to drop below the horizon. 

“Come on, Rina,” Donnie said, waking Rina from her thoughts. He took her hand and dragged her through the crowd. 

Rina laughed and allowed herself to be pulled in front of the stage. The band was like the people in the crowd, fuzzy, like static on an old TV. She couldn’t make out what they looked like either. Their features were just vague shapes. 

Rina could hear their music perfectly though. She felt the lyrics dance along her skin like a gentle breeze.

“Give in

We’re all caught in a trap

Give yourself to me

There’s still time to get out

Come with us

We will set you, free

And join us, baby

Lose yourself

To me,”

It filled her head. It dared her to let go and embrace the dark beauty of it. 

Donnie and Ellie danced around her. The unashamed free kind of dance that only children know how to do. 

Rina followed their lead and let the music flow over her. She forgot about the pain. Forgot about the things she knew she was forgetting. Forgot about the strange, lifeless crowd around her. 

She looked around at their emotionless faces. They didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she was free. 

Ellie and Donnie danced alongside her. The three of them laughed and danced.

Rina felt a tap on the shoulder. 

She turned around. No one was there. 

Looking around she saw a man leaning against the side of a building. His face covered in a white mask. She knew him but she didn’t know how. She had seen him before, she was sure of it. 

How did she know him?

“Stay here, kids. I’ll be back in a second, okay.”  

“Sure,” said Donnie.

“We’ll be fine,” said Ellie, happily. 

Rina looked back at where the man was standing but he was gone. She pushed through the crowd and walked over to where he had stood.  

“Where did he go?” 

Rina looked around and walked further along the boardwalk, trying to see if she could find the man again. 

He had vanished. 

The sun had set.

It was a beautiful night, the cool night breeze caressed her skin. 

Rina stopped. She took in the smell of seaweed and driftwood that was being carried through the air. It was lovely. 

She looked up into the sky. There were no stars. The blue, black night sky was empty except for the large, yellow, harvest moon. She looked out towards the water and saw the reflection of the moon shining on the ocean.

Was Mouse’s story really true? It seemed kind of ridiculous, she thought. 

Rina walked along the boards, keeping under the lamp lights. Not trusting the faceless strangers that she sporadically passed. 

Lost in thought, barely paying attention, she almost walked into a woman standing on an upside down milk crate. A street performer in a wedding dress.  The woman was standing perfectly still. 

Rina looked up into the woman’s face. It was covered by a wedding veil. She could just make out the woman's face underneath. 

Her skin was painted a soft, pale white. Lips an ebony black. Her eyes were lined with heavy mascara and her frozen face was framed by long black hair. 

Rina smiled at her. A bride, she thought. 

The Bride just looked ahead, not moving. 

The dress the bride wore was a creamy white. It was cut low enough that if the bride were to bend over, perhaps to thank someone for dropping a coin in the hat at her feet, they’d get a generous view in response. Rina laughed at the thought. 

“You’re very beautiful. I love your dress,” Rina said. 

Rina wanted desperately to reach out and touch the fabric of the dress. It looked impossibly smooth but she felt like it would be against some kind of rules, so kept her hands by her side. 

Look but don’t touch, she thought. 

She wished she had something to give the bride. Some token of appreciation. She remembered having a purse at some point. She wasn’t sure when but thought it would be long gone by now anyway and was probably at the bottom of the ocean somewhere. 

“I’m sorry, I really must be going. I’ll drop something in your hat next time.” 

Rina smiled at the bride then continued looking for the man in the mask. 

She noticed that the door to Doc’s home was wide open. It wasn’t that strange of a thing she supposed
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