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Journal Excerpt
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AFTER LIFE, AFTER DEATH—MEMORIES

Legacy, Edorus Mountains

Can you imagine a world without a butterfly? No pictured memory or patterned wing, no concept of the simple artistry nature painted upon a living thing?

I have seen such a world.

If such a thing truly exists, can you imagine also not a single flower? Not a single one in the world ever seen, no petal or scent, pretty stalk or stem?

I have suffered such a place.
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I: The Grey City
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DANNY

The day had darkened considerably.

Behind his glass visor, Danny had watched the traffic build up in solid lines across the city, the autumn breeze edging ever closer to a winter bluster as it skipped across car rooftops, carrying with it the entangled cacophony of voices, music, and distant thunder.

And rain fell like dead dreams.

Danny weaved through it all, gunning his bike out onto the bypass where the traffic thinned with each mile spent. The landscape grew ever industrious and barren, the glitz and tack petering out into faded signage: Someone & Sons in greens and browns, wooden frames decaying to dust, welcoming a populous long gone. Either side of the empty road were only warehouses, old crumbling mills, businesses now defunct or defiantly decadent.

A car lot met him at the corner, the displays covered in a mild grime that hadn’t shifted with the rain, and following the road round, a funeral parlour, the windows empty of life.

Peaking at sixty through a crossroads and over a railway line, he slowed at the open gates of Hatchett Business Park.

Roads narrowed, metal sheds like towering monoliths loomed above, and he turned again, this time slower still, passing crates covered in tarpaulin, abandoned sand bags and stacked up pallets. A rusting mini-digger stood off to the side, the rain tinking, tanking and tonking across its iron carcass.

Danny pulled over and kicked the stand, the engine dying in a sputtered rhyme, (dun dun-dun dundun, dun, dun, dun dun), though he remained mounted, the bike cooling between his legs. His sights were fixed upon the building before him, the warehouse sitting defiantly at the road’s end.

It was plain enough, the brickwork a dull red, the roof corrugated and massive. There were no windows but for those cut too high to see, and only one set of doors, those that stood before him now, solid, intimidating. They bellowed a voice in the back of his mind, a voice from long ago.

It’s a secret, you hear me?

A pathway ran the back of the building and Danny knew that if he were to get close enough, he would be able to see the new housing developments below—plots of land that used to be green, now grey—and further still to the inner city, an overgrown mass of civilisation, too shaded in its own self-worth to realise how ugly it was, too self-righteous in its achievements to understand how it blotted the earth. Only from such a lookout point could one see the truth. 

Danny thought of the new roundabout they’d built by the church in his neighbourhood, and how they’d added a flowerbed at the request of the Parish to brighten up such a mundane feature. It did the job, for they’d planted the most colourful flowers on that circle of grass, the blues and yellows and reds all uniform, pretty and seasonal. You couldn’t see them through the grey though, and the colours were suffocated in their isolation.

Finally dismounting, his boots hitting the tarmac, Danny pulled off his helmet and approached the doors, his eyes falling to the small lock in front. Beyond was a new future and the end to the past.

It’s a secret, you hear me?

Danny still heard him. He’d never told a soul, not a single person.

Old Mr Hatchett, patron of the estate he helped build, had been his first employer when he’d left school, had given him a chance to work in a time when there had been few jobs around. He’d kept his eye on him, always watching him so very closely, and in turn Danny had watched the old man. He’d been a shrewd character in his late seventies, yet still as able bodied as anyone half his age, and his booming voice had been legend, could be heard calling through the aisles, always shouting the last names of slow workers to let all know who’d be holding them back late that night.

“Peterson! You lazy, good for nothing goon! Sanders! You too, holding all these hard working men up! Farrow! Get down there and speed up, we don’t have all day!”

Danny got shouted at too, of course, but there’d been something different in the way he’d say it. Always in front of him, always with that lingering stare.

A short man, never seen without his woollen hat, Hatchett had been a well-loved and feared character all the way until his death at the age of eighty-eight. The warehouse closed soon afterward, all the stock shipped out and sold to rival firms, but by that time, Danny had already been indoctrinated, was already in possession of the keys, and the secret he would never tell.

He looked around as the thunder cracked the clouds overhead, as if it knew what was coming and this was its final objection. There was no one else around; most, if not all of the businesses bust and gone, just like the colour of the world. With a bracing breath, he took the key from his pocket and slid it easily into the lock. It turned, and the doors released.

*
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HIS EYES TOOK TIME to adjust, for the entire building was in darkness, excepting the small shafts of light from the high up windows that patterned the dusty floor, and touched the edges of shelves that ran the walls. It felt like home still, though it was only a dead shell to what it had once been, now only a shelter and camouflage for that which was hidden within. Stepping in out of the rain, Danny pushed the doors closed behind, allowing the darkness to reach out to him, envelop him and welcome him home. He was home. These painted floors and high walls, the steel walkway above leading to the derelict office of Godfrey Hatchett – Director; the memories and secrets of just another old-time firm hidden away in plain sight; this was his home. Even the smell of dirt, dust and rat droppings welcomed him.

The storm sounded around, the wind in the hollows, the rain battering the roof. However abandoned it may have seemed, Danny had still kept up with the payments to the ever-greedy city, had paid the electric bills each and every month, had claimed the space as his place of business under the guise of a struggling artist, and this to be his gallery.

No one cared, no one had been to check. As long as the bills were paid and there was no drama, Danny was left alone out here.

He reached now for the panel of buttons on the wall, wondering briefly whether the storm would short the power, but within a few seconds the florescent strips hanging low on their chains flickered to life, illuminating the space once so vibrant. Rows and rows of empty shelves that had once held pallets of goods, crates and stacks, stood tall on a cold concrete floor painted engine green, while in the far corner sat the last forklift truck, its tires deflated and corroded with time. Thankfully for Danny, the spiders had stayed away, so no webs to clean from the steel staircase and walkway, though there were always flies in the summer, their dead bodies piling in the corners. He’d never had to change a single bulb or secure a loose wall panel, even after these long years of hard winters and too-hot summers. Hatchett had built a strong building, a fortress, you might say.

He’d been twenty-three for three weeks when the old man began to talk to him of things. Danny remembered it clearly, and that it had been the end of the day, his shift nearly over, when Hatchett had pulled him aside.

“Men come, men go, men chat and piss and smoke, and who does the work? Wasteful part of the day, this.” He’d led him up the steel steps to the walkway overhanging the warehouse floor.

“You see what’s happening here?” He threw his arm out toward the open doors, to the workers now changing shift, bags swung over their backs, the chatter loud, the machinery on hold. A good flow of fresh air swept the warehouse. “It’s all busy, busy, without a thought for the rest of us. Busy planning dinner, families and thinking of what’s on the tele box. None of them think of the bigger picture.”

“Come on, Boss. They’ll all be back to work soon.” Danny had sighed and wiped at his forehead, taking in the last breaths of sweet air before the doors were closed again. He’d have been leaving soon himself, but had hoped to do some overtime, get a bit more cash for the rent.

“You think I’m talking about the men?” Hatchett looked up into his face with a toothy grin and winked. “Come here, follow me. I think it’s time I finally let you in on it all.”

They’d walked into the office, the door closing, and Hatchett directed him to the seat in front of his desk. The desk itself was piled high with papers, Styrofoam coffee cups and empty cigarette packets. An ashtray was overloaded with stubbed out butts, the smell quite revolting, though it didn’t seem to bother the old man, who now sat in his own chair and took off his tea-cosy hat. His hair was as white as the whitest snow, and all still his, the whole haystack.

“Listen, kid, there’s something I need to tell you, and it’s you I’ve picked to tell.” He paused, as if rethinking his decision just one last time.

“Sure, Boss, you can tell me anything,” Danny said, leaning forward. As if the old man had read his mind, he burst out in a hard cackle that must have hurt his throat.

“Oh, don’t worry, kid, it ain’t cancer. I’m not dying, least, not yet. No. There is something else. Something special. I’ve spent a long time watching you, kid, and I’ve spent a long lot a nights worrying about it too, so I don’t need you second guessing me when I do tell ya, okay? It’s a secret, you hear me?”

Danny had only nodded at that point, and that’s the nod that eventually sealed his future, and everyone else’s too, for that day the old man hadn’t been complaining about his workforce, or the slack work done at shift change, but in fact the entire world beyond the doors of the warehouse. He’d been making comment on the grey state of things, the shadows that each and every person who lived in the city below lived under and barely acknowledged.

And he’d found a solution.

Shaking the shivering memory from his mind, Danny moved slowly to the cellar door and pushed it open, the familiar creak of hinges echoing down the dark stairs as he descended.

He flicked on the light, illuminating what had originally been envisaged as a cold store for expensive wines. It was sizeable, bare, and painted in the same engine green paint, ceiling, walls and floor, the lot. It was harder to hear the storm from here, and all was muted but for the slow drip of water, a leak in the corner somewhere. Unimportant. There was nothing here now but sawdust. There was, however, another door hidden and camouflaged as simple shelving. It was here that Danny headed to next.

He could almost see the old man’s face peering at him from the shelves, his small frame crouched in half darkness and lit by only a single bulb. “Kid, down here.”

The door was shorter than the average height of a man, perhaps that of a child, causing Danny to get down on his knees to push against it. It opened easily enough, the hinges silent as the door swung back into darkness; though, not complete darkness.

In the middle distance of nowhere seen, a light pulsed red like a beacon. For just a moment he was captivated by it, could feel its light as if a song inside his head. It was the song of eternity, of deliverance.

“This world isn’t made for the likes of you and me,” Hatchett had breathed, that day in the office, his eyes never leaving Danny as he’d lit a cigarette and let the smoke curl around his face. “In fact, maybe it wasn’t made for any of us. Maybe it would have been better had man, or—excuse my manners—woman, not stepped foot upon this rock.” He sighed, blowing smoke in a thick plume to the ceiling. “But I got us a way out, all of us. All it takes is courage and work, and I’ll show you how to work.”

At the time, sitting in the old man’s office, he hadn’t the slightest idea what he’d been talking about, yet had held his tongue, counting the minutes of overtime flying his way. Still listening though, listening and trying to grasp the words. Now he understood them of course, and slipping into the open doorway, into the vast emptiness of the secret vault, he flicked on the light, rolling the words around in his mind.

I got us a way out, all of us.

No one would ever know that it was he that had set them free, and that was alright. The grey drag of a corrupt world had to change. It would change.

Instead of a harsh florescent, the lights in this underground vault had been placed at all four corners, their subtle beams illuminating shafts, crossing the room to a central location. The crib, as he liked to think of it. The manger, if he felt particularly biblical. The cradle, if so inclined. Each name fit it as much as the last, for lit in an ethereal glow was a wooden box painted white, shaped and made by Godfrey Hatchett long, long ago.

Danny approached it with reverence, knowing what he’d find inside and still excited by it, no matter the number of times he’d approached in the same way. The old man had been the same when he’d led him from the office, down the darkened steps and into the vault, with the promise only of, “You’ll see. You’ll understand.”

Danny stopped at the edge of the crib and placed his hands softly at its edges, looking down upon the long, thin object that pulsed its red light. There was a note, then another, a tune barely discernible behind the light it gave off, hidden within a low hum.

“What is it?” he’d asked, as Hatchett had reached down and taken it in his hand, gentle with it, his fingers sliding the length with adoration.

“For all intents and purposes,” he’d murmured, almost to himself, “It’s a crystal. But a crystal of some power, nonetheless.”

“What does it do?” Danny could look at nothing else, nor think of anything else. It was beautiful to behold. About a foot perhaps in length, the crystal of light looked cut ruby-ice, tapered and wound tight as if a stone root or vine. Hatchett frowned at it, then held it straight out in front of him, lighting the room a dull rouge.

“It creates. It destroys. It recreates. It conquers. It starts wars. It brings peace. I know what it does, yet know nothing at all.”

A heat built in the room then, a heat as solidly against him as if he leant upon a furnace wall. He backed away, and just in time, as a vertical beam of light appeared, wavered, and disappeared quickly, leaving in its place a man-sized statue of clear glass.

His breath had caught in his chest as the statue’s head turned toward him, it’s face his own. And then it shattered, disappearing before a single fragment could hit the floor.

He’d tried to leave the room, but Hatchett had kept him down there, allowed him to roam and rant, question and guess, but in the end, Danny had asked the ultimate question, when all had calmed down, when his heart had resumed a regular beat.

He asked: “Can I hold it?”

Then, he’d understood.

With a shuddered breath, he leant in now and scooped up the crystal.

Since that time he’d learned to master the power, or at least tame the thoughts he’d wanted made whole. He’d allowed himself to understand its nature, its strange greed that felt palpable through the light that surrounded his hand once held.

The world out there, the grey and the dense, the world marred and sullied by the unworthy and thankless was nothing to what he’d discovered beneath the warehouse that day. Hatchett had planned it, picked his man, his successor as he’d liked to think of him.

“I wasn’t always here, you know,” the old man had explained, “not always hiding behind shelves of boxes and stacks of shit. No. I had a whole life, a whole other life, and one day I’ll tell you all about it.”

But he never had.

Danny had had three months with Godfrey Hatchett, after hours down in the vault, mooning over the crib as if over a baby; three month of tuition and practice with the crystal, and three months alone to be told what it should be used for.

Then he’d died.

It hadn’t been sudden, but not slow either. A cough at first and then a stoop, but always the old man would take Danny down, sometimes just sitting on the floor against the wall, watching him flick the Red Crystal here and there, throwing shapes and images into the air, painting them real and whole: moving statues, then living plants; animals of light and dark, and other things left unspoken between them.

Then he was gone. He’d sat in his office chair and closed his eyes, and left the world he claimed not to despise, but only wished better for. “You are the one who can make it better,” he’d said, his last words to Danny before the final moments came. “Out of everyone, I chose you. I had to choose. Had to. Can’t let them bastards have it.”

“Why me, Boss? Why did you choose me?”

“Because. You can see the grey of the world, and know it’s only a shade of the colour that makes it. Too many colours muddy the canvas, and all looks the same. You can see the grey of the power that corrupts it. This world should have been so much more than they wanted it to be.”

It’d been a sad day, and the warehouse had closed down that very afternoon for good.

“Today,” Danny said to himself, to the crystal held high in his hand, glinting perfect power, to the dead man who’d been more than a man. He gazed into the light and felt the elation he’d felt back then when he’d first laid eyes on it. The shadow of life was coming to an end.

It hadn’t all been grey, he was almost certain. Danny had been a happy young boy, brought up by a single mother on welfare. He’d played with the other kids in the neighbourhood, street games and secret clubs, hanging out and listening to music. Only later on did he begin to see how his mother struggled, suffocated by the lack of money, the lack of food, the lack of help and trust in the world; but as a child, what could a boy do? He hadn’t thought of his mother in years, as it turned out. She’d died quite young, when Danny himself had only been sixteen. He’d watched her struggle with her illness, still to this day never sure of what finally got her. One moment she was walking up the stairs with bags full of shopping, and the next? She wasn’t.

That’s when the colourful world began to seep into darkness, when he realised the colours were only for show, and beneath the surface of life, there was only the shade of grey, and those in power who imposed it.

He’d been dumped into care for the remaining two years of his childhood, and then turfed out to make his own way in the world. His true home had always been with Hatchett and the crystal.

The old man had laughed about it. “Turning up on my doorstep, a whippersnapper claiming he’d do anything that could be done. But even then, even then.” Somehow he’d known that their meeting wasn’t just a co-incidence. “Careful you must be,” Hatchett had warned. “There are plenty of kids out there like you who would squander such a prize, walk right out the door and change the scenery about, huh? Maybe crack the world in two just to see a waterfall, while killing thousands; or maybe just wanting too much and killing themselves with greed. Carelessness will bring death, and worse than that, will slip this baby right into the palms of the greys and greens!” That was Hatchett’s way of saying politicians and military types. “Then war will be all that’s set loose in this world. Death only, without a re-birth. Not goodness and light. Careful you must be; until the right time you must wait. Until you are ready.”

Danny turned the threaded crystal in his hand and saw his past desires grow large in his mind. They’d been there before, only ever visiting: a large house in the countryside, a fast car and a yacht full of women. Fleeting fancies. They meant nothing. This crystal was meant for the ultimate good, as its crib was apt in portraying. The birth of a new world.

He knew where he would start, and how he would start, and with that locked in his mind he turned to go.

He strode the stairs now two at a time, pushing back through the doorway into the main store. The storm was wild just a wall away, the rainfall fierce, the thunder a constant rumble, and in his hand the crystal sparked a little, needing a release of power.

Danny tested it, pointing it to the shelves, his thoughts full of vines and weeds and flowers. Sure enough, in a warm reach of light, the empty shelf sprouted tendrils that wrapped around its skeleton, leaves blossoming and birthing heavy, hanging petals of the brightest red. The scent reached him and filled him with hope. Hope that this could be better, would be better.

The doors were large in front of him, and pulling them open again, Danny was at once littered with a heavy spray of rainfall, pushed back by the immensity of the wind. The daytime sky had darkened even further and nothing was visible, his bike a blurry shape in a sea.

“It’s the right thing to do. It’s what is right for this world,” the old man had said, a craggy old carcass, animate and mesmerising. “We don’t need all this. Turn it all back, kid. I can’t do it anymore. I’m too old.”

Too old. Too old to change the world, he’d thought? How could you be too old to be man’s saviour? He held the crystal into the rain and looked around the buildings, all so grey, the road so dark and solid and so much like any other road ever travelled.

The Red Crystal burned in his hand, the power of it seeping beneath his skin.

“Where did it come from?” he’d asked, and the man had only smiled.

“Where did any of us come from? The power to create is within us all, but only some of us, once found, have the guts to use it.”

It could have been a gun, Danny thought, a gun loaded and an instruction given to change the world with a bullet to a man. A president, a politician, an idealist—what did it matter? The Beatles had finished way before John Lennon was shot; the war was over when Lincoln was killed. But his actions today? They would truly change everything.

A cloud broke open overhead and the sun, long thought lost, peeked through and winked, a sliver of colour.

Stop, Danny, you don’t know what you’re doing, it said, the warmth of it a drug to his all too frail human condition. Stop, Danny. This was never meant for you to take. Would he truly let the sun sway him? He gave it another glance as it painted the clouds, inking golden bellies of light.

No, you won’t stop this.

The wind swirled around him in a gale, the rain cutting against his skin as he walked further out into the road, his jeans and jacket soaked, his hair now only a mop covering his eyes.

He turned and faced the city behind the building, the shimmering crystal impervious to the horrid weather, writhing in its own scarlet light, flashing and sparking, spitting into the air as he raised it to point into the heart of the colourless beast. What was going to happen? Would people die? Danny thought they would and expected it, but from that death would rise new life as the crystal shattered the earth with growth of new roots, trunks, limbs, branches of trees. He adjusted his aim, centring the tip upon City Hall, a tower barely discernible through the storm. There he would start, building a new tower of shining white marble that would reach high above this rise. Its all seeing dome would look down upon the natural world as man learned to live from the earth again, from the skies and the seas.

The sparks became flames and fell to the ground where they bred life, weeds breaking tarmac, creepers winding around his booted feet.

Still, the sunshine warmed through the rain and arced a rainbow, the colours distracting him from his long planned task. He saw the old man in his mind, urging him on. Chosen, you were, kid, chosen for this.

Danny refocussed, pushing water from his eyes, running his hair back from his face. But the sun wouldn’t quit shining.

He dared a look at it.

It was then that the sun cracked with a thunderous roar and bled across the sky, releasing an immense shadow that fell low upon him. It was unmistakable and yet unreal, unfathomable; a nightmare beast of myth flapping obscenely above the sprawling, grey mass.

Hatchett was silent in his mind and memory, the crystal forgotten in his grip as Danny watched the impossible dragon soar high up into the air, and turn, jaws open and roiling with flame.

Was this me? What have I done? he thought as wings unfurled, matte black scales reflecting the split yolk of the sun behind, the sagging light that covered all sepia. What have I done?

Danny raised the crystal, but it no longer shone, and the fire of its fury had dispersed as the storm had done, and all that was left was the thousands of screams heard in the wind as the dragon loosened amber flames down upon the city of grey.
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II: Family Ties
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ROBYN

“I’m not saying that. Why is it you never listen to me?”

Robyn felt it building between them like a thick rubber band. She saw it in her mind’s eye getting thicker every minute, and with each layer added between them, the band stretched outward.

It was red.

That was the colour of the band.

It was always red.

She had long ago decided to say nothing, years back. The thing to say in these moments was nothing; and at this particular moment? The thing to do was to keep RiRi’s hand wrapped safely in hers. Keep it there until the band had snapped and it was safe once more. At least for a little while.

“You never do listen to me,” Steve said again. He shook his head.

Robyn saw this even though she wasn’t looking at him, her eyes fixed solely on the stretch of beach in front of them, the pebbled sand infinitely interesting, inoffensive, so pure in its natural state with its stray crab carcasses and alien looking jellyfish—all so natural, safe.

It was his shadow, that big egg-shaped black blot of a head shaking back and forth that seemed unnatural.

She looked to RiRi and gave a smile. A reassuring one, she hoped, but RiRi only looked at the sand, the pebbles, the shells they stepped over and passed, already her mother’s child. This is not how I want her to be, she thought, not like me, having to hide my eyes. Her eyes.

“You’re not even listening to me now, are you?” The band grew, pulling, straining.

“Yes, Steve, I am listening.”

“Then look at me, you sour cunt.”

That word, that word she hated above all others, and in front of their daughter. It wasn’t like it was the first time, but that word? Robyn raised her eyes to his, feeling a defiance in them that would only cause trouble if he saw it; and he always saw it.

Steve stared at her, stared her down, his bright baby blues like ice chips, hard and uncaring, and Robyn wondered when she’d last felt love from those eyes.

“That’s better. It always takes a swipe to get you to pay attention, doesn’t it?” And he grinned at her, the bastard, those pearly white teeth too big for his mouth and smiling in victory. He didn’t care, didn’t care that there were other people within earshot, just up on the boardwalk to their left, or a few across to their right, splashing in and out of the sea.

It was a beautifully sunny day, and mother and daughter had enjoyed their own quick paddle in the warm waters before Steve had called them both back, complaining of the heat, an excuse for him to find a shady pub and a pint of lager. Excuses. Always excuses, always leading to a pint or can or bottle.

She knew he was an alcoholic, had for years, but knowing had not stopped the occasional four-finger-kiss to her cheek, lips, stomach.

You should leave him, had been her secret mantra for as long as RiRi had been alive, a whole thirteen years.

Robyn squeezed Rhianna’s hand, and Rhianna squeezed back, just the once.

Her eyes were still on Steve’s. “Yes, Steve.”

“‘Yes, Steve,’” he mocked, “‘No, Steve,’ when will you ever grow a spine, woman?” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his sunburnt face already flaking. Oh, how she hated that mouth. Soon that mouth would be on hers, forcing for a kiss she would have to give him, have to submit to him, while his hands fumbled her too roughly. For now, at least, he would keep that part of himself hidden, out here in the big, wide, public world.

She glanced up onto the golden mile, as it was termed, that ran this length of the coast. Amusement arcades were in full swing now, and families swarmed here and there, ice cream parlours and fish and chip shops, zany music heard all around, jingled tunes running into each other and creating the din that most families enjoyed or endured.

“Where did you say this pub was again?”

She hadn’t, hadn’t said anything about any pub, but in her husband’s mind it was always her idea that he drink, and always her fault that he was drunk. It was logical, of course, because then it was her fault that he lashed out, his sniper’s tongue and bully-boy fists. It was her fault their daughter would cry and scream their names, and that Robyn would eventually end up with a broken arm or a bruised leg, or at the very least a finger mark or two where he’d sorted her out. It all started with the drink, but Robyn was wise enough and alert enough to never blame it on that.

Steven Franetti was simply a nasty guy.

Soon after her eighteenth birthday, Steve had proposed to her, as romantic as he’d ever been, on one knee on this very beach, and by nineteen they were married, and she was pregnant with Rihanna.

On the year of Rihanna’s birth and subsequent nights of screaming and crying, Steve had turned. He blamed her for sleepless nights, for not keeping her daughter quiet, and with lack of sleep, tiredness ensued, and the first fist-kiss came soon afterward. There were apologies, assurances, but always and forever: “If only you hadn’t made me so mad, babe. If only you had just let me sleep.”

Then came the drinking. Her fault. Always.

“It’s further up. The Swan,” she said.

“Further up the swanny, indeed. That’s where you’ll lead us, for sure. Up shit creak without a paddle. You better watch your mouth.”

Romantic notions, she thought. That was the reason they always ended up back at this very same beach. Romantic notions on her part, that maybe one day, if Steve saw the same spot? Saw the same sea? Saw the same seashells, like the one he’d picked for her and given her, the one she still kept? Maybe he would change toward her. Even thinking it was stupid, she knew. Why did she want to bring her daughter to such a lovely place, such a perfect place, just for him to ruin it, just for him to teach Rihanna that it’s better to keep your eyes to the stony sand than it is to the magical sea, to the horizon of dreams?

From the edge of her vision she saw his fist fly, too late for her to move, and with a shocking sting against her cheekbone he withdrew, just like that. Her head was pushed to the right, and Rihanna gasped, her hand tight in her mother’s hand, her eyes straight down. They passed a few rocks piled up where another family’s kids had played, and for a moment, Robyn thought of picking one up—but not in front of RiRi.

“Why?” she asked, an iron taste in her mouth, her gum sore.

“A bug,” he sniffed, casually looking around to see if anyone had noticed. If they had, no one said anything. “There was a bug. I got it for you.”

The bastard stifled a laugh, rubbing at his lips again. Were his hands shaking? Just a little. Then his eyes were scouring for the pub once more.

Inside, Robyn cried, though her eyes stayed dry and fixed before her. They’d just passed the spot, the very spot, where he’d sunk to one knee and had held her hand so gently.

Steve hadn’t noticed.

“You just weren’t paying attention. Big fucker just landed on your face, and boy, you look sour about not noticing it, huh? I never did hear a thank you?”

“Thank you, Steve.” She managed it, though she felt like screaming something far more provocative and deserved. Fuck you, Steve.

“That’s right. That’s right, and you’re welcome, isn’t she, Princess?”

There was squeeze on her hand again as Rihanna nodded. Thankfully that was enough to satisfy him.

On the road to the far left, the pub came into view. Robyn could almost smell the mixed aromas of urine and lager of the night to come. They’d drive home, and though she would be driving, she’d be dreading the eventual stop, the heavy-handed petting. She’d have to tell RiRi with a smile to go to bed, honey, as her father slobbered on her mother’s neck until she felt it safe enough to give in and collapse beneath him, flying off into another world until it was all over, all over, all over.

“I’m thirsty as hell,” said Steve, taking them off course and toward the nearest steps that would lead them to the boardwalk, then to the road and to the cool pub that awaited them.
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THE SUN HAD BEGUN TO set, the eastern facing sea glinting a deep orange-red as it caught the rays of the dying day. The breeze had turned with the tide into a bluster, pushing most beach-dwellers back toward their cars, towels all rolled up, bags on shoulders, cooler boxes stacked neatly in car boots; only the lovers and the dog walkers remained, chancing the advancing waters.

Outside The Swan Inn, they’d turned on the lights, small bulbs behind frosted glass balls, jutting out from the wall. Gnats circled them in ever increasing circles as patrons of the public house roamed both in and out, pint glasses in hand, chatter on lips. No one had noticed the lone woman and child, perched upon one of the benches outside. They’d sat at the far end of the low building, and it hadn’t escaped Robyn that it was the polar opposite to where Steve had sat himself, upon a tall stool at the bar, his pallid face now rouged and clammy. She’d lost count of the pints he’d had, and she knew damned well he had too. They’d come outside an hour ago to watch the sea, and Steve hadn’t even noticed they’d gone.

It was getting cold.

“Come here, pumpkin,” Robyn said, pulling RiRi closer to her and rubbing her goose-bumped arms. “He won’t be long now.”

“I’m okay,” she said, her gaze never leaving the sea, “it’s not too cold yet.” She didn’t mention her father, didn’t once acknowledge his absence. Never did. That’s not right.

What did she see out there? Robyn wondered. Did she only see what she herself saw? A pretty view, a cold evening, another day nearly over, an old hope turned to dust? She hoped not. Robyn stroked her daughter’s dirty-blonde hair back from her face, glimpsing sad eyes, lids half closed against the wind, and her little mind whirring around in there beneath princess skin. Perhaps she imagined a ship to appear on the horizon, swamped in mist, black sails and flag ahoy; or maybe an island just out of reach, a place of tall trees and large houses, of princesses, kings and queens? It would be nice if that were true.

The truth was it was her fault. She’d let it go on. She’d let Steve not only affect her life, but that of their daughter too. How long would it be before he did more than just break her arm by accidental force? How long before he struck RiRi’s face with a sharp laugh?

Too many questions, and only one answer, for Rihanna’s childhood wouldn’t last forever; there were few short years to get it right, to give her nurture and good memories, a good solid grounding to build her own life upon. It was him. It was always him, just as it was always her that let him get away with it.

Okay, she thought, then leave. That’s the simple solution, straight forward. Leave, right now, take RiRi and grab a taxi. There’s money in your purse, and that’s in your bag, and that’s on your shoulder. Your iPhone is in your pocket, and you can easily find a number for a taxi and you can take RiRi home before Steve can even get his arse off the stool, grab your things, a few of hers too, and take her to—

And that’s where it always fell short. Every time the same plan ran through her mind, every time there was a flare up, an argument, a fight. I’ll take her ... where?

Her own parents were the other side of the country, her friends, the few she truly had, all had their own lives, and staying a night on the sofa there would not solve a lifetime of entrapment. So, where?

Where?

Rihanna stirred in her arms as the last light faded to a timid grey, the wind biting. Steve would be wanting to leave soon, would stalk in front of them on the way back to the car, talking to himself, perhaps stopping in the dark to piss against someone’s wheel.

Where?

“Mum? Something’s coming.”

Robyn looked down at her daughter, following her gaze back across the horizon barely seen. “What do you mean, sweetie?”

There were cheers from inside the pub, glasses clinking together as voices spluttered and proclaimed important words only the drunks could ever care for. A man appeared in the lit doorway and walked over to them. It wasn’t Steve.

“For the lassie,” the man said, smiling a little by the light of the windows. He held out a blanket and hung it round them both. “I noticed ya sittin’ out here all by yaself. I figured ya could use the warmth.”

“Thank you,” Robyn said, and she meant it. This was a smile she didn’t have to force, and it felt good. RiRi had stopped shivering already. “That’s so kind of you.”

“Perk of the job.” He thumbed back to the pub. “Bein’ the landlord. I get to be nice to ma patrons when I want. Your ol’ man inside?”

Robyn nodded.

“Well, ner mind. Last orders jus’ bin called, and he’ll be turfed out soon enough. Keep the blanket.” The man then turned and walked back into the pub, and Robyn stared after him, perhaps touched by the kindness of strangers, or at least saddened that it seemed so foreign.

She looked down at Rihanna, watching those eyes that were ever staring. She’d said something, what was it? Mum? Something’s coming? She could have course been referring to the kindly landlord, except that she’d not been facing in that direction at all—she was, as she still was, looking out into the darkness.

With a sigh, Robyn tightened the blanket around RiRi and placed her own chin upon her smooth hair.

“Mum?” she whispered.

“Yes, sweets?”

“Something’s coming.” Something, not someone.

“What is, hun?”

Rihanna shivered beneath her, and somehow she knew it wasn’t for the cold. “I don’t know.”

Just then a familiar step and snort sounded behind them, and Robyn prayed for one more moment without him, one more moment to breathe in the chill sea air and think about the beach. But it wasn’t to be.

“Come on-on,” Steve slurred, a rough tone of things to come. “I want to get back now.” Scuff and stumble, scuff and stumble. She’d have to hold him up, drag him almost with RiRi in tow. “Come on! I haven’t got all ... night, or ... something. Woman!”

“I’m right here,” she said, standing and slipping the blanket fully around her daughter’s shoulders, pulling it tight. “Keep it closed, okay?”

Rihanna nodded, always the good girl, always obedient, here with her mother, tamed by the fear of her father. Robyn winced and turned to her husband, the salesman, the man, the friend to everyone who’ll buy a car from him, or buy him a beer. He sloped down the slight step toward her, grabbing to an empty bench for stability.

Rihanna stood alone now, facing away from them both, the blanket coming loose in her grasp; but Robyn was encumbered with Steve, weighed down by his clutching.

“Steve, hold on hun, just straighten up, okay?”

“I’ll do what I dung well plase! Woman! Just get ...” His voice trailed off as he held to her shoulder and Robyn managed to push up underneath his armpit, his crutch, always. “Just get ...” Now the gruffness was leaving, the lull-lil-boy stage coming. “Just get me home.” Almost a whimper, and she pulled him gently, his stale sweat coating her grip as she swung out to catch Rhianna’s hand. But her hand wasn’t there.

Shifting slightly to see her, Robyn realised that none of Rihanna was there anymore.

“Darling? Rhianna?”

“Done shout you hurt my—”

“Where are you?” Robyn almost dropped Steve as she swung around, her eyes scanning the darkness. The tide left almost no beach now, but on the edge of the almost nothing, she glimpsed a flick of hair and the blanket that flew from her daughter’s back onto the road.

“Rihanna! What the hell. Rihanna, come back—”

“Stop shouting, Woman!”

“—here now.”

The girl wasn’t listening, or didn’t hear her, and if anything, moved slightly further away.

“Steve, you’re going to have to wait here.”

“Wait? You want a fuckin’ wait, I’ll—” But she didn’t catch the rest as she dumped him on the bench and raced out, across the road to the boardwalk. There, down on the small slip of shingled sand, Rihanna stood alone and shivering.

“Baby, don’t move, I’m coming to get you.” There was a short jump down to the beach, but the black waves rolled high and close, breaking with luminescent froth at her toes. Another inch and they would have swept her out to sea, but Robyn wasn’t going to let that happen.

Steve’s calls were too loud and too close, but she didn’t care in that moment, seeing visions of her baby girl disappearing, dragged by the freezing hands of salt and sea. She jumped down beside her and grabbed her. “What are you thinking? What are you doing?”

But there was something wrong. The little light from the pub showed almost nothing out here, yet there was a light growing in her daughter’s eyes, a bloom of yellow-orange, like a flame.

“Something’s coming.”

She followed Rihanna’s gaze once more to the source of the flickering reflection in her eyes, and there on the horizon shone the smallest, yet brightest orange light. Was it orange? It seemed to change, a yellow, then red, orange and then darker somehow. She tightened her grip around Rihanna’s shoulders and began to pull her back, feeling the edge of the boardwalk behind them, a finger of fear trailing her already chilled spine.

“Let’s go, okay?” With one arm crooked around her waist, and another gripping between the planks of the boardwalk, she pulled herself up—but RiRi was heavier than she’d been before, a deadweight at the end of her arm. “Come on, baby, come up out of the sea.”

The light seemed bigger now, a coin of colour as if the sun had begun to rise already, though it wasn’t even midnight yet. She looked away, down to Rihanna, her face pale and dark at the same time, eyes only on the glow, ever on the glow.

A hand grasped hers from above. Looking up, she saw Steve towering over them, stooped in shadow. He yanked hard, pulling her joint from its socket, his face a mask of dread, lit by the dawning sun that now broke open like a yolk across the sea’s misted horizon.

“Come on, you witch, I wanna go home. Stop ... playing.”

“Ow, Steve, you’re hurting me—”

“Come on. I’ll tell you, I’ll show you. I wanna go home.” He yanked, throwing his whole weight into pulling both Robyn and Rihanna up from the beach. 

Rhianna never said a word or uttered a sound, though Robyn herself screamed, ropes of iron pulling her tendons as she was forced up and over, collapsing in a heap upon the wet boards. Footsteps and voices were heard from the pub as patrons left their half empty glasses to crowd outside, watching the light, not even seeing the struggling three.

But Robyn was ready to run now, back to the pub, perhaps to the landlord, with her baby tight against her; she thought of the blanket and looked around for it as if a much needed talisman—only with the blanket could she pass—but the blanket was long gone, snatched by the wind, and as her hair flicked and fluttered in her eyes, she witnessed the sudden yawn the world took.

In her mind there was no other way to describe it as the sky opened up at the horizon and seemed to tilt; the disappearing stars shifted, the milky way far above, a faded shade, moved over to make room for the gaping crevasse that bled a golden fire.

Robyn could not stare into it, yet could not look away.

The wind geared up a notch and at the horizon’s cusp the sea fell backward, the tide receding, lilted in broken amber.

“Something’s coming,” Rhianna repeated, and this time Robyn looked down at her with horror.

“What, baby? What’s coming?”

But Rihanna said not another word, only turned her head from her mother to watch the coming.

“What did you do?” Steve shouted, as if it were all Robyn’s fault. Always her fault, and even in her shock and awe, she was disgusted by the man in front of her, highlighted in the colours she most associated with him: red, blood and romance come and gone.

The ground shook with the sound of a continent cracking, felling all who stood as the sky yawned further into a terrifying scream of flame. Now the stars had gone, and bearded men with darkened tattoos ran out to pull her back toward the pub, to the open cellar where the landlord cried out for people to follow.

For a moment—just a moment—Robyn imagined Steve being left behind, falling into the sea. Leave him, she thought. Leave him to fall. But she saw him now beside her, being dragged with her, all of them herded together into the shelter, deep into the cold darkness against stout metal barrels. Here, half the patrons were gathered, eyes bleary, panting and drenched in the stench of beer and fear, all staring out of the same small hatch; and Steve was next to her, standing at least, as shocked and afraid as the rest of them. Should have left him there. She was surprised at her woken spirit, but forgetting her spite for a moment, she dropped down in front of Rihanna.

“What you said, baby, about something coming?”

Rhianna shook her head, saying nothing. Her small eyes darted from person to person, to the metal barrels and the dusty shelves, and finally over to the still-open doors where the world had tinted blood-red.

Shouts to shut the doors were raised, and the kindly landlord of The Swan Inn did a brisk count before reaching out with a younger man to swing them closed. They came together with a hushed thump, and the wind was muted, the strange rumblings from across the sea a little less. The talk and chatter was all around. What was going on? Was it an attack? An earthquake? A nuclear fire?

“Terrorists, that’s what it is, it’s those damned—”

“The power station isn’t far down the coast, there, I reckon it must be—”

“We’re going to die.”

“We’re not going to die! It’s okay.”

“Joe, you got any more of that ale down here?”

Most voices were garbled to Robyn, and only briefly did she look to the landlord to find leadership or comfort, but found neither for he’d disappeared in the crowd.

“Do we have to be in here?”

“I’d rather be out there, watching.”

“Here, Joe, could at least give us a drink—”

“Shut it, Geordie. We are under attack.”

Steve grabbed Robyn’s arm. “What is going on? I wanna go home, not house up in some damned wine cellar!”

“I don’t know what’s—”

The chatter hushed all at once as every soul present heard the slow rhythm that beat like wings outside the door.
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THE LIGHTS FLICKERED and dimmed as the sound continued, and around the edges of the doorway the orange light seeped. It reminded Robyn of the door to her bedroom, closed against the monster who slept, passed out on the sofa, the landing light a constant companion during the sleepless hours. She would check it for shadow, for the foreboding twins of darkness that marked Steve’s legs, his finally coming to bed. She awaited the same now, the source of the sound, the coming of the something Rhianna had talked of.

The only person who wasn’t in a lull was Steve, who’d sunk down to the ground, his back to the wall. Huddled in his jacket he mumbled to himself, words linked and slurred, only the occasional one let loose. “Slut. Home. Get me out of here.” Mostly the others ignored him, a look perhaps, to him, then her, the look of accusation until they landed on RiRi, cuddled against her mother; and then the understanding, the knowing look, the small, half-reassuring smile that neither reassured nor cheered.

“Damn it bitch, get me home.” Steve stood up and turned on Robyn. His hands had barely grasped her lapels when he was pulled back by a larger, older man.

“Calm down, son, we all want to get home.”

“Gerrof me,” he shouted, his eyes on her. Boy, was she going to pay for it, they said, boy, when they got home, she was going to get it for holding him back, holding him down.

“Take it easy,” the man said, before moving him further from his family. “No one is leaving until it’s gone.”

“What’s gone?” Steve cried, the look of confusion upon his face priceless. Could he not hear it? Robyn shook her head slightly, her hands absently stroking through her daughter’s hair. “What’s out there? Is that why we’re here? Just because there is something?”

In a bold move, Steve tore loose and grappled for the steps. Hands reached for him, but a slippery drunk, he managed to swing out of their grasp, wrenching open the doors to shouts of no and stop, words that he’d never understood.

A buffeted wind ripped them from his hands, sending him stumbling into the fiery light that scored the night and cut it to bleed.

Robyn didn’t scream when all others did, when the unmistakable, unbelievable shadow of death filled the sky.

“Baby,” Steve said, “you really should see th—” Then he was gone, swiped and snapped in a single motion of shadow, his body rag-doll-limp feet away in the road.

Robyn’s first thought was for her daughter who’d seen it happen, yet when she tried to shield her eyes, her hand was pushed away. “He wanted us to see, Mum,” she said, and began to pull her forward.

“No, Ri, no, we can’t.” Yet they were moving, pushing through the crowd of swearing, screaming, crying patrons that were no longer men or women, but cattle and calves, cowering in fear. But that’s how the herd would die, she thought, crushed together and alone together.

“No, missy,” the landlord said, his hand tight on her shoulder. “You canny help him now. He is gone.” But she pulled away and Rihanna pulled them both through the doorway, her eyes wide and up to the sky.

The horizon had broken and there was not a single sight of night left, only a glaring orange where the fracture had occurred, the sunrise of a new dawn.

“A dragon,” Rhianna said, and as if in answer, the black beast filled the sky and let out a ferocious roar; and then the fire flew.

The jet of flames scorched the air and lit a path to the town behind them, so many screams lifting in the wind, now a crackling furnace, the smells of salt, sulphur and fear rife.

Some had followed Robyn out and now turned their backs, throwing themselves to the floor, but Robyn stayed where she was, eyes wide and arms grasping the only thing that mattered, her daughter. They were all going to die, and looking round to her husband, she found herself perplexed that it wasn’t by his hand. She’d always expected it to be, but now he was just a broken sack of meat, leaking into the light of fire.

The dragon flew low, its fire scoring the sea. In a few seconds it would be their turn as the beast banked, its spiked head revealing glowing blood red eyes. They focussed on her, and deep in her soul, Robyn knew her fate.

She pulled RiRi from her and knelt to the ground, acutely aware that others were crawling from the cellar, readying to flee.

“Rhianna, look at me,” she said, shaking her a little too hard. “Listen to me, okay?”

“Yes, Mum?” The girl was frightened, for sure, and she knew that she could see her father, her eyes straying to him, but Robyn couldn’t help that now. There was no time.

“It’s important you listen to me,” she said, taking her face in her hands, their noses so close they touched in a small Eskimo kiss. “Go into the cellar, now, okay? Go now, go right to the back and find the smallest place and hide. Hide in the back and stay there, please, stay there. You understand?”

Rhianna nodded, but her focus shifted. Robyn shook her by the arms, aware of the heat in the air, the soft fump fump fump of wings pushing burnt winds toward them.

“Do you understand, Rihanna?” This time as their eyes met, each pair glazed at the sight of the other. This is it.

“Yes, Mum. I love you.”

“Girl, I love you too—”

A roar sounded out, beyond terrifying, and so close. A deep crunch grated behind her and she imagined the beast’s claws gouging the town, ploughing houses and people alike. A swipe that could only have been its tail smashed through the pub, sending debris their way, but Robyn stood firm, looking into her daughter’s eyes for the last time.

“Now!”

She turned Rhianna round and pushed her forward, tripping on a chunk of masonry and falling to the ground. “Go RiRi, hide!” she screamed, the world falling around her, the fire-lit sky now nothing but darkness as the beast blotted out the universe from her small, tiny place in it. She watched as Rhianna made it to the broken doors, passing them at a run. “Go, baby, run and hide, run and—”

Fire rained down so suddenly that Robyn had no chance to run or crawl as it consumed her, her flying from her in smoke, the pain only hitting when her blood boiled through her skin and bone. And then there was nothing.

Nothing.
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III: Between Worlds
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AFTER DARKSCAPE

Somewhere in the Noxumbra Mountains

I had dreamed of the dragons.

At first I dreamed that I stood at the edge of an ancient basalt crag, looking down upon a valley of flame. Having already crawled through fiery falls that spat from jagged mouths and broken teeth, I was hesitant to peer from the precipice into the dark gold gorge, where spanned wings of black beasts rose with dull matte scales, and deathly whipping tails.

That world remembered no green, would be forever of fire and ash.

But then the dream changed and I was stood on a rise that crumbled into a city inferno, whilst above soared the grimmest of reapers, a black dragon all too familiar. The destruction it wrought burned and burned and would continue to burn for a hundred years. Then the dream changed a third time and I saw an onyx ocean, salt water steaming, the dragon already gone.

I awake at last to the desolate grey mountains east of Solancra, those that are misty in dull light and bathed in shadow always; those they call Noxumbra. I’m awake, but the dreams refuse to fade.

As I write this I thirst and my lips are parched, the freezing night having stolen all wetness from them, and I lean against a branch within a treetop, scribbling furiously. I’ve had these dreams every night since my arrival in Noxumbra, and I know they mean something, even if I don’t yet know what. They’re etched into my mind as if chiselled onto a tablet. I wasn’t truly there, yet at the same time know I was. It’s hard to explain, but I’m sure these things happened, happened when the Dragø entered the layers.

I look westward now, between the peaks and troughs and misty falls, toward the land of Legacy, my homeland where I should rightfully rule, supposedly, as Princess of Legacy, last of a powerful, magical linage. Yet for years I was only Ami Rose, a girl who grew up in a house, in a town, a simple girl who fell in love with art. I like to think of those years as the innocent years, before I found out who I’m meant to be. Before I met my brother, Adam.

Up and beyond, soaring within the grey sky is a large bird, squawking a wretched song. It’s too big and too ugly, its feathered wings as dark as death. No match for me, by far, should it choose to attack, but I can’t help but study its black purpose, to hunt, to kill to survive. How different are any living things from each other? Up further still, I see the summit of my own climb to come, the tower of the black castle, only just visible.

It was his, Adam’s, my brother now divided and dead. The last remnants of Adam’s evil, hiding within those large stone walls—except that is, for the evil he left within me. The foul power of greed and jealousy, a power lessened and controlled, but still there all the same. But it’s not so for the castle, though I know nothing of the secrets it hides.

I escaped the fall of Romany and slew the dragon she’d set free, the Dragø, and I left the land of Darkscape with my faithful Guard and love, Hero; but I’ve lost friends along the way. Raven and Florence. The layers of the world have been split and cracked, and though Hero saved their lives by sending them through into another place, they are now lost to us. I can’t leave them there. I must find them. And that is my mission.

Where to start looking for them in a world of infinite layers? How will I know which layer they fell into? There is no map of layers, no organisation of lands; a step into one is just as likely to be as random as a step into another.

But my brother, as evil and as twisted as Adam had become, had spent a good thirty years trying to find our father—and ultimately, me—by putting the power within him to use. He’d told me that much, but what gateways or rips he’d created within the castle, I don’t know. I know only that it’s a place to start, a place unknown that I might be able to use or make sense of, a place that perhaps holds a way to find them—if I’m not driven mad by the intensity of the dragon-dreams first.

The climb has been difficult, and the castle, raised from the rock of the mountain, is deep and hidden, unlike the castle of Legacy that rises up upon the highest mountain of Edorus; and from my first foothold within the rock, my first grip and climb, I’ve felt darkness weigh upon me.

The dream worlds swim in my mind, tropical beaches, desolate and hot, grassy hills and abandoned cities, all filled with the stink of the dead, the mark of the dragon upon each place.

The closer I get to the castle, the darker the dragon-dreams become.

Half a day more, I gauge, before I reach it, one half a day more to climb hand over heel. My hands are shredded upon the rock, my blood spilt and left upon the land, yet my wounds heal fast and well, and I am resolute to climb until I reach it.

Perhaps there will be nothing there once I walk through the doors, nothing more than damp walls and the bones of birds. It’s quite possible. Raven and Florence could be lost to us forever. I can only try.
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AMI

Ami read through what she’d written, tracing her cramped handwriting with her finger before closing the leather-bound journal and buckling the strap. She stowed the pen away in its spine and then packed
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