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PROLOGUE

He can’t see it, but he knows it is there; a thing with teeth like daggers, and razor-wire claws. As Harvey Pledger runs down the promenade, his feet hit the wet pavement, the slapping of his soles echoing about the shop facades.

Harvey stands at six feet and one inch tall and is a rugby line-prop for nearby coastal town, Ashby-on-Sea. He can bench press 250 pounds and his honed physique is a source of constant conversation for the girls (and boys) at the university where he studies Sports Science.

But despite his physical prowess, Harvey is terrified and consumed with feelings of impotence. The thing hunting him through the dark, quiet streets of Dorsal Finn knows nothing of the corporeal world of humans. It knows only hunger and death and what events sating a duty will bring about. He knows these things because his so-called “friends” have told him all about it. After the fact. After he had gone all-in.

Because he’s listened to them, he also knows that he’s brought this whole thing down upon himself. When it comes to getting what you want from life, there is no such thing as a quick fix. He should’ve realised that when he was first approached and offered the chance to have all of his dreams come true. Instead, he’s pretty sure he is just about to leave the Earth, and in a hideously painful way.

A hiss comes to him, a warm foetid breeze creeping up his neck, and he cries out in desperate fear. It spurs him on, driving him left, off the streets, and into an alleyway, lit only by a single streetlamp, the walls edged by its lazy light, the wet cobbles speckled with overspill.

Something emerges ahead, an upright slab of black that he recognises as a recycling bin. A thought comes to him. Maybe if he got rid of the thing in his hand, the thing that had started this whole damned mess, maybe he would find some reprieve—become spared, even.

With a deftness he never thought possible, given the numbing fear coursing through his veins, Harvey skitters into the bin, lifting the lid and tossing in the item he’s been clutching in his palm. His movement is fluid, as though charging down an attacker on the rugby pitch. Only, deep down, his opponent in this game is damn near unstoppable.

He speeds up, through the narrow landscape of cobble and brick, his breathing ragged and echoing about him. He can see another lamp post ahead; the end of the alleyway beckons. The sound of his pursuer is no longer at his back. A fledgling hope begins to surface in his pounding heart.

He paws sweat from his eyes and forehead with his big hands, his vision spangling for a second. And then he hears it, in the finite space between capture and freedom—the low, guttural growl of an engine.

As he exits the alleyway he sees the car, a squat thing with fins and spoilers that sits low on the ground. It cruises like a shark stalking its prey and Harvey stops, gasping with both exertion and despair.

From the tinted windows of the Subaru Impreza Saloon, the whole world about him is reflected back, the slash of flame over the front wheel arch—bright as though the fires are real. He fancies he can feel the heat.

With a hum, the car windows that face him sink into the door frames, and he is at once confronted by the faces of its occupants.

He knows them all, has been associated with them in some ways. Two girls, two boys, but their eyes at that moment are bright-red coals, the skin of their cheeks and jaws a dull crimson as if lit from within, and something dark scuttles beneath their grinning faces, the shadows of the creatures that lurk beneath.

“Why are you running?” says the driver. It’s a girl, jaws wide, saliva dribbling down her blouse, and her voice is coloured with the pitiful screams of the Damned. “You know that’s a waste of time, right?”

Ignoring the taunt, Harvey continues his flight away from the alleyway, his chance of outrunning the souped-up Subaru at an absolute zero. Within seconds, the burble of the engine rises to a thick roar and the car is on his heels.

Harvey snakes across the road as the first raindrops fall, fat and heavy, hitting the street like small watery explosives. Overhead, the thunderheads roll in from the heaving ocean, and lightning sends staccato flashes across the cobbled landscape.

With the thunder comes the snarling fury of a beast, unseen. It is all about him, in the thunder, in the growl of the car, in his very soul.

The car pulls alongside, its windows now retracted, reflecting his terrified face as the rain pummels down, streaking his skin, and giving form to the terrible apparition rising up behind him.

He feels pain in his chest and limbs—red hot heat as though stabbed by a thousand rose thorns. A lightning flash sears his eyes, a blast of thunder shakes the very air about him. Suddenly he is airborne, his feet flailing in the nothingness.

Hoisted from the ground by unseen hands, he witnesses his ascent reflected in the car windows, seeing the deep lines and slashes appearing all over his body as his limbs are yanked away from him until he forms a saltire on the air. He lets go a huge cry of pain and anguish just before a thin line slices across his throat, his scream becoming just a hiss, the wound in his throat forced open, and the blood flows, dark and rich, to the pavement, where it mixes with rainwater in the gullies and gutters.

The beast that has taken Harvey from this world surfaces briefly, its yellowed eyes as bright as car lamps, the savagery in its scowl chilling even the creatures staring at it from the car.

Behind the windows, each occupant bows their head, their borrowed mouths whispering vile words of relief. The thing in the tempest looks down, sees them despite their tinted barrier, a single word bubbling up in a maw glazed with blood.

“Another.”

The girl at the wheel pulls her face into an unstable mask of surprise and anger. Once more she drops the window. “Another? That is not the bargain.”

The beast shudders as though in response to the chill on the sea breeze. “There are strata, here.”

“Strata?”

“Yes,” the thing growls. “More than one world collides in this place. Sentinels seal its borders. So yes, another.”

The girl behind the wheel adjusts her face. It becomes almost human again, but her eyes remain iridescent. “You know what follows us. It is relentless and getting ever closer. I feel it pressing against the universe itself. Time is its ally.”

The beast in the storm replies immediately. “There is no negotiation. There is only what is owed.”

“Fine. I get it. We’ll get ‘another.’ And then you’ll do what is needed. You get us out of here. You are bound to us. It is your duty.” Her words bristle with anger but there is something else lurking within them, the musk of desperation and fear.

For the first time, the beast’s response is subdued. “Duty is a thing for those with honour. No one here can make such a claim.”

Without finesse, the creature disappears, taking the remains of Harvey Pledger with it, but leaving behind a vile totem on the glistening pavement.

From the back seat, one of the boys looks at the cobblestones in disgust. “Why does it only take the wet stuff?”

The girl behind the wheel sighs. “It only eats the wet stuff, Bobby. Now, go on. You know the deal. If its left us residue, then there’s a reason. Go get it and put it in the boot.”

“Why me, Gemma?” Bobby says flatly.

It is the girl sitting beside Gemma who responds. “It’s always you.”

“That’s kind of my point, Hannah.” He jabs a thumb towards the boy sitting next to him. “Why can’t Alix go and get it?”

Now the sudden focus is on him, Alix’s shoulders drop as though he is trying to hide in plain sight until the conversation moves on and he is forgotten again.

But Gemma comes to his rescue. She glares at Bobby in the rear-view mirror. “Because you go where I tell you to go, dear Brother. Until such a time when you become obstinate and irritating. Then you’ll be on your own. And you know what that means, right?”

Bobby’s face is resigned but his eyes burn with curbed anger. “It means I’d better go get the residue.”

Hannah slaps the dashboard with a harsh chuckle. “Clarity at last!”

Bobby pops open the door and clambers from the vehicle, his movements exaggerated and begrudging. The others watch him scoop up a pink, wrinkled mass from the cobblestones, and carry it to the rear of the car as Gemma opens the boot with the small lever under her seat.

Within a few seconds the whole car shakes as Bobby slams the boot shut, his frustrations made clear to everyone inside. He climbs back into his seat and pulls the door shut before he sits and glares ahead, his arms folded across his chest.

“Good boy,” Gemma teases.

Hannah gives Gemma a playful thump on the arm. “You’re so mean, my Sister! Now what?”

Gemma nods to the glove compartment and Hannah opens it. She pulls an item free, lifting her hand so that the device in her palm is held in Gemma’s eyeline.

“Seeing how things have changed, we’ll need a reset,” Gemma says.

“You mean start over?” Alix fidgets in his seat.

Gemma’s grin brims with malice. “Whatever.”

The Subaru pulls away from the kerb as the storm continues, the rain streaking in the headlights as the car moves on. Deep and mean, its engine growls in gaps left by the thunder.


CHAPTER ONE

The tide surged towards the shoreline, the waves cresting with creamy, hissing foam. The swell folded in on itself as it neared the shoreline, smashing into the base of Seer’s Rock, the spray from the impact rising high and then falling back to the water like smoke blown across the sea.

Caught by the wind, the fine mist dispersed across the plateau, putting a cool, salty sheen on the pale cheeks of the girl sitting there, the moisture of which she was completely unaware, as her own tears were already laying claim to her freckled skin.

Beatrice Beecham had her hands cupped in her lap, and nestled in the folds was the “button”. It was made from brass and even in the dour light of a grey day, it glimmered as though it needed no permission to bring brightness to the world.

Such is the nature of life; when so much has transpired, time has no meaning. And so much had happened in such a short space of time, the memories of events that had occurred at any point in her life were never lost to her. It was as though her brain was made of the finest crystal, where no thought, no recollection could hide should she ever choose to seek it out. This was part of who she was, now. Her gifts were not of this Earth, her abilities equally so.

The town behind her was her home but she was not a native of its antiquated shoreline. Her life had begun in a very different place, a place far from the sea and to a landscape that owed more to architects and building merchants than to Mother Nature. When her father, George, lost his job, the wholesale move to Dorsal Finn was a way out of financial strife. The Beecham family—her mother, Maureen, and Thomas, her sci-fi obsessed younger brother—were meant to re-establish their lives and get back to being normal.

And their saviour in all of this was Aunt Maud.

Relocated to Dorsal Finn during the Second World War, Maud had run Postlethwaite’s News and Chocolate Emporium for much of her life, taking over from the kindly owners who had taken care of her. She was known as Aunt to the Beechams; this title was not down to bloodline, but was given to her by Maureen’s mother, dear friends with Maud for many years, before she passed. During that time, Maud’s love for Maureen had become family deep. So much so that, the first thing Maud did when George lost his job, was to invite the whole Beecham family to help her run the emporium with a view to taking it over completely when she retired.

A new beginning for all.

But this turned out to be the mere start of Beatrice’s troubles. She’d come to realise that what had seemed to be a series of random events, ending with the Beecham family living in this madcap town, was not the case at all. There were forces at work in this place, forces that had lived way before the town was even built but, over time, had become so ingrained into wood, and brick, and cobblestone, it had evolved, becoming inseparable, a living entity with unseen tendrils wrapped around the living, the roots running deep, deep into the cold earth.

She only knew it as The Dark Heart. Yet while this thing held sway, it was also imprisoned by elements beyond her understanding. It was still able to reach out to creatures not of this Earth or people with no care for anyone but themselves, luring them to this place; to weaken the walls trapping it and loosen the bonds securing it, hoping, praying that, one day, it would be free to reap vengeance on what Beatrice only knew as The Light—The Dark Heart’s powerful, esoteric gaoler.

And Beatrice was integral to this whole affair. Her name meant Bringer of Joy but in this dark underbelly she was The Incorruptible Heart, the purity amidst the dirt and grime so eager to crawl from the depths of whatever cosmic dimension bound it, the lightning bringing its brief brightness to the blackness of the storm.

She’d been lured to Dorsal Finn to be The Light’s reluctant champion in these challenging times. And if the thought of saving the world wasn’t enough, there was Lucas Walker and the button, a reminder of just how fragile life could be in times of woe, that there were dimensions within dimensions and people can sometimes be prisoners without even knowing it.

Lucas, the boy in the button, was the boy who stalled her heart whenever she thought of him or saw him projected onto the air as the button sat in her palm. It didn’t take much for him to appear, just the cupping of a hand and a recollection of when he was here, in the tangible world.

He was sitting in a room, his high-backed armchair adjacent to a fireplace, its hearth crackling with welcoming flames. He faced another yet empty seat as if expecting something that always left him with a smile on his lips. She wondered if he was waiting for her, if that the sense of longing on his face was reflective of how much he wanted to be with her again, hold her, tell her how he’d fallen in love with her the very first day they’d met, all those years ago.

The room was in a place known as The In-between, a safe harbour between her world and the dimension that imprisoned The Dark Heart. She’d been told by The Light that Lucas was her only weakness; to keep her focused, his place was to be The In-between, out of bounds, inaccessible. Safe.

Forever.

To the rest of the town, Lucas was actually dead, and there were times when it was hard for Beatrice not to think of him in the same way. There was a grave in St Norman’s cemetery; the headstone spoke kind words about how he was a beloved son and dear friend. Tamsin Walker, his mother, knew the truth, as did the rest of Beatrice’s friends, a collective known as The Newshounds. And once a week they would all stand on Seer’s Rock, Beatrice with the button in her palm, The Newshounds—Patience Userkaf, Elmo, and Emily Hannigan—and Tamsin, and they would each stare upon his unsuspecting image floating on the air. The memory of him would bring tears to them all.

This was Beatrice’s quiet time, her single moment of the day where she could look upon Lucas and savour the thought of him, unshackled from the contemplations and feelings of others. There was a time when she felt bad about it, selfish at the concept of not wanting to share this time with anyone else. But Lucas was loved by many, and it was her duty to make sure those dearest to him could have their time with him.

The button was not of this world, certainly not of this dimension, a fantastic thing, but it wasn’t without its limitations. It worked only once every other day, and it was in the days in between, the days where she could not look upon him, that Beatrice would feel her loss as a bright stab of pain in her heart, and her spirit would sully, like a pavement under a passing storm cloud.

One time, Beatrice even offered to give the button to Tamsin, but Lucas’s mother declined after a moment’s thought saying there was a real danger that she’d spend the rest of her days merely staring and yearning for her son while life continued around her, and that was not what Lucas would want. Besides, things weren’t quite as simple as that when it came to devices from other dimensions.

The button, it seemed, only worked for Beatrice; she had to be there as it was her gift to share. She was its keeper, a sentinel of sorts. In the weekly memorial ceremony, where they all congregated at Seer’s Rock, she’d come to know one thing more than anything else: true love had no boundaries.

Beatrice sighed. “The Chosen One, love without boundaries. It’s official. I’m a living, breathing genre cliché.”

The wind howled its agreement as, in her palm, Lucas—oblivious to her plight—continued to stare into the fireplace.
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The Button Memorial Ceremony at Seer’s Rock was a silent affair, five people—either standing or sitting—with a single focal point, the image of Lucas projected onto the air from the button in Beatrice’s hand. It was agreed that the event was to be a place of private, sanguine reflection, the rise and fall of the waves the dialogue to each passing second.

Beatrice kept watch as each person present became lost to the moment, her blue eyes flitting from one friend to the next, her heart feeling their loss and the ambiguity the situation brought to their lives. Her empathic abilities made her feel like an emotional eavesdropper, fostering feelings of disloyalty from time to time, but Beatrice consoled herself with the belief that knowing the sensitive mindsets of her inner circle of friends meant that she was best placed to comfort them in times such as these.

Elmo stood poised, his face a blend of stoicism and sadness. The youth’s frame was heavyset and clad in his trademark black jeans, and biker’s jacket. The only attire that ever changed on him was his choice of band tour t-shirt, and today it was the turn of Nothing But Thieves. His dark hair was at the mercy of the wind and whipped about his face and shoulders.

Even without her empathic talents, Beatrice knew that Elmo struggled with the state of things. He was able to see his best friend, but knowing that Lucas was safe yet imprisoned by time and space did not make things any easier. He missed Lucas so much and was having trouble adjusting to the fact. Because, just like the predicament of his friend, facts were never clear-cut in Dorsal Finn. It was the nature of the town and its inhabitants.

Beatrice’s eyes went to the slim, elegant figure of Patience Userkaf, swathed in a red chiffon appearing as though she had pitched up for photoshoot for Vogue magazine rather than a memorial. Her long black hair was corralled in a bun atop her head. She had Elmo’s comforting arm about her shoulders as she leaned into him, hugging herself, a watery smile playing on her face as she looked upon the ethereal portrait of Lucas. Patience gave the impression of being delicate, but Beatrice knew her to be resolute and shrewd; she was intelligent beyond understanding, and Beatrice loved her very much.

To Elmo’s right was Emily Hannigan, and she was Beatrice’s sister. Not in the truest, blood relative sense, but something far more profound. With her blond hair trapped beneath a baseball cap, Emily rested her face against Elmo’s upper arm and held his hand. The two had been an item for over a year or so. In these times of woe, even Beatrice was able to draw some comfort from the sense of normality relationships out here in the real world provided.

To Elmo, Emily was a girlfriend, to Beatrice a sister, but to the eternal battle between The Light and The Dark Heart, she was The Oracle, a seer with the means to provide foresight to Beatrice in order to protect her. There were benefits for Emily, too. Before coming to Dorsal Finn, Emily was profoundly Deaf, and in truth that was still the case. However, as the Oracle, her connection with Beatrice and The Light meant that, such was the acuity of her powers to foretell, people’s words appeared in her mind slightly ahead of when they were actually spoken. Emily had to maintain the pretence of Deafness so that those who were unaware of the darker nature of Dorsal Finn did not ask questions as to why a Deaf girl could suddenly know what everyone was saying.

Although she thought it selfish, Beatrice was always grateful that The Light had given Emily her powers. It meant that the affinity between them was tangible, the understanding of the fantastic events that bubbled beneath the cobbled skin of the town becoming a shared experience, a shared understanding.

When she looked upon Tamsin, Beatrice didn’t need any special powers to see a mother’s anguish at the loss of a son. It was there, etched into a face that was in a state of flux, reverent and besotted, but the accompanying tears failed to wash away the pain. It was perhaps here, in the raw disbelieving emotion of a grieving parent, that Beatrice’s heart ached the most, for it was something with which she had affinity.

The image on the air began to flicker, the ethereal power-supply waning, and Beatrice looked up at the gathering. They each nodded their understanding—an acceptance of the process, if not the event.

Slowly, allowing everyone to have a final few seconds with the boy in the button, Beatrice closed her fingers over the icon in her palm, and the image disappeared leaving all present to spend a last few minutes with their thoughts.

Impervious to the woes of those on the shore, the sea continued to rise and fall.


CHAPTER TWO

The Beecham family dinner table was set for six people, and Beatrice had directed Thomas as to how to position the sparkling silverware and raffia place mats, listening to him complain the whole time.

“How many knives and forks do people need for one meal?” He turned to his sister at that point with suspicion in his eyes. “This isn’t a trap, is it? You know, to catch one?”

Beatrice sighed knowing that this was heading into a direction where her brother was all too easily lured. Thomas’s appetite for conspiracy theories knew no limits and living in the madness of Dorsal Finn hadn’t helped matters at all.

“Thomas, we’re just setting the table for dinner.”

Thomas began winking like some kind of all-seeing conspirator. “I know, I know, Bea. I get it, you don’t want to give the game away. You’ve got to be really sneaky to catch a shapeshifting amphibious predator.”

“The only people sitting at the table will be our parents, Aunt Maud, and Agnes. And you—if you stop talking rubbish. Otherwise, you can go and eat in the garden on your own, like a big loser.”

“But that’s the kind of thing they want, Bea. Separate the people who know of their existence from the unsuspecting masses. Then, they pounce, and the next thing you know those sticky tongues are flying out across the table.”

She tutted. “I’m going back into the kitchen now, Thomas. Please step outside and when you’ve found the real world, feel free to join it.”

She left him muttering something about “tentacle people in Poundland.” She loved her brother, but there were limits to her tolerance which he tended to reach pretty quickly when it came to this kind of nonsense.

Back in the kitchen Beatrice prepped the dinner. On the stainless-steel cooker, pots and pans bubbled away, the steam rising and making the place look like an alchemist’s lab. But there was no chaos here, only the regimented workshop of someone who was in complete control.

For as long as she could remember, cooking had been an integral part of Beatrice’s life. She had no concept of where such a thing came from, as it certainly wasn’t something she’d inherited from her parents, and there had been no historical family links to indicate the origin of such passion. To most, cooking was a practical act, a means to an end in order to satisfy base need, like pulling on a sweater on a cold day or taking the dog for a walk. But to Beatrice and those like her, cooking was both science and art, a means to see how different ingredients reacted, what worked and what didn’t, chemistry and physics and biology interacting in order to create something new.

Artistically, it gave Beatrice the means by which she could bring creativity to her extraordinary sense of pragmatism. In doing these things, she felt the emotional and visceral benefits; the distraction of engaging in a new recipe brought peace to her mind, and the satisfaction of seeing people enjoying her creations gave alms to her self-esteem, making her feel complete.

These days, when she thought about the genesis of her culinary talents, it was hard not to think that it was all predetermined. This wasn’t helped by her knowledge of how her clandestine, supernatural ally The Light had influenced her life up to now. Growing up, all her major life choices, certainly the trial and tribulations of teen life, had been steered by what she had termed “The Culinary Council.” Whenever there was a difficult decision to make, Beatrice imagined sitting in a professional kitchen where top chef Jamie Oliver (Beatrice’s favourite chef bar none) presided over his fellow counsellors Gordon Ramsay, Gary Rhodes, Raymond Blanc, and Mario Batali, and in doing so would give advice.

But in truth, those five TV personalities flitting through her mind were mere personas for the five incandescent “orbs” that made up The Light, her corporeal guide through the netherworld. It wasn’t difficult for Beatrice to consider that if The Culinary Council existed in her mind before coming to Dorsal Finn, then so had The Light’s influence over her.

In thinking this way, Beatrice sometimes felt resentful, because if it was ordained that she should come to this town, this had to have been engineered by The Light, too. It was hard for her not to feel manipulated, as though she was just another puppet in some great game between good and evil, light and darkness. The loss of Lucas was another layer of uncertainty, another layer of pain, that she had to deal with and without the kind of help she truly needed.

Yes, she had her dear friends, yes, she had her parents and Aunt Maud; but true guidance could only come from the very beings—if they were indeed beings at all—who had not shown themselves to her since Lucas was taken. The Light, those orbs of pure brilliance, were now dulled by their absence.

Perhaps it was a good thing they were not here, perhaps it meant that she was safe. But Beatrice very much doubted it. The dangers of this town were very real and when The Dark Heart was silent, it did not mean its influences were also dormant.

A timer rang out, telling her that the potatoes were ready to mash. After a few more seconds, Beatrice was once more immersed in preparing dinner, pouring the potatoes to drain into a colander in the stainless-steel sink, the rising steam momentarily masking her frown of doubt.
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The glow of the laptop screen blanched Patience’s flushed, almond cheeks. The smile on her face was whimsical yet held an undertone of sadness. On screen, the image of Sophia Tremaine smiled back at her. The picture—a still from a recent holiday on the island of Kefalonia—showed Sophia sipping a cocktail with a beach of sun-bleached pebbles and the aquamarine Ionian Sea behind her. Her smile was warm and beautiful, and Patience ached to meet up with her again.

She’d met Sophia by accident. Or, rather, because of an accident. At the pool bar at Hotel Gonatas in the eastern coastal village of Agia Effimia, Patience had been introduced to Long Island tea, and was on her second when Sophia had stepped up to the counter to order, a handful of euros in her palm. A moment of lost concentration and coins spilled, hitting the bar and then the floor. Sophia and Patience stooped to retrieve them at the same time and had banged heads, both of them standing upright rubbing their brows feverishly before each of them burst out laughing.

So it was that Patience was immediately drawn to Sophia’s incredible beauty of spirit. Yes, she was very much attracted to her, but it was Sophia’s kind and gentle nature that Patience had fallen in love with. Their first evening had been so easy-going it was as though they had always been friends. They spent the rest of the week together, Patience’s feelings growing to the point where, one evening as they both sat watching ferries crossing waters to the nearby island of Ithaca, Patience curled an arm about Sophia’s waist, holding her breath as she did so, waiting for the reaction, be it good or bad. To her relief (and absolute delight) Sophia had turned and kissed her, deftly, delicately and that night, in Sophia’s hotel room they had taken their fledgling relationship one step further.

The tears that fell from both of them once the holiday was over were bitter and sad, and Patience didn’t realise just how painful it could be to part from someone who had only just become part of her life. She’d not known such a sense of loss since Lucas had slipped away to The In-between. The heaviness in her heart was physical, an icy, watery pain that had stayed with her for days when she’d returned home, yet Sophia still had a few weeks left on the island.

Then the doubts came, the fears that this was a holiday romance to Sophia and nothing more, doomed to fade into a pale, meaningless memory. Unanswered texts and Snapchat messages reinforced the growing feeling that Patience had invested too much of her heart into someone who was not quite as involved with her.

Last night, after a week of no responses, Patience sent a final farewell text, saying that she understood Sophia didn’t want anything more serious, and she wished her a wonderful life with someone who deserved her. Patience had switched off her phone and cried herself to sleep, something that she thought only happened in books and movies, but finding out the hard way, it was perfectly possible.

Patience gave a small smile as she traced her finger over the contours of Sophia’s face on the laptop screen. Her heavy heart leapt as the room suddenly came alive with the sound of an incoming FaceTime call on her laptop.

The avatar said the call was from Sophia!

Instantly, Patience accepted the call, her heart stuttering in her chest. Then, Sophia was there onscreen. Her eyes were puffy and her smile uncertain.

“Patience? Oh, God, Patience, I never thought I’d see you again.”

“Sophia, I—”

“I read your last message. Is it because I said the ‘L’ word? Was it too soon, did I get it wrong?”

“No, I—”

“Because I do love you, Patience. More than anything in the world. I can’t bear it if I’ve upset you. I understand if—”

“Sophia, will you just let me get a word in?” Patience asked.

“Yes. Yes, sorry. You didn’t respond to my messages, I thought you were ghosting me.”

“I love you too.”

“Oh.”

The silence dragged out and Patience’s relief became oppressive. “You did hear that, right?”

“Yes, I’m just –” Tears spilled down Sophia’s cheeks and Patience just wished she could step into the screen and comfort her. “I’m just relieved.”

A series of staccato pings came through from Patience’s phone. She scanned the screen.

“All your messages just came through. I thought you didn’t want anything to do with me anymore.” It was Patience’s turn to weep now and they both touched the screen and mirrored each other’s fingertips.

“Damn these cheap data roaming contracts. I need to see you. I have to see you, tell you in person just how special you are.”

Patience sighed with contentment. “Me too.”

Sophia grinned. “I live three hundred miles away and can drive. There are roads. This is not an impossible task.”

“You mean you’d come here?”

“If you’ll have me?”

“As stupid questions go, that’s pretty huge. When can you come?”

“Two weekends from now. Can you recommend a decent hotel? I could go TripAdvisor, but the trolls have taken all the B&Bs.”

Patience giggled. “I know a few great places, I’ll text you. Hopefully you’ll get the message this time.”

Sophia smiled, the unease back on her face. “I’m hoping you’ve got the message how I feel? About you?”

“Oh, I think we’re both clear on that. Can’t wait to see you.”

“Two weekends.”

“There’s FaceTime in between, right? Lots to talk about.”

“We’re going to melt the internet.”

“I’m loving the sound of that.”

Their comfortable laughter filled the room.
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Dorsal Finn’s lighthouse had not been manned for over thirty years. Since that time, its lamp and internal workings were maintained periodically by the coastguard operating out of Ashby-on-Sea. Standing tall, the lighthouse was a blanched finger pointing into the grey sky, and while its spiral staircases and mezzanine platforms were now home to living beings, it could not be said that they were exactly human.

The lamp room was circular, and the walls made up of storm panes set into vertical white muntins, the uniformity interrupted only by a door giving access to outside. Beyond the glass was a platform circumventing the room, made safe by a sturdy handrail. At the centre, the lantern was ensconced in a framework that was black, the lens clock mechanism wet with grease, the refractors and reflectors glittering despite the automated lamp being switched off.

Alix sat with his back against the lamp. Through pursed lips he sucked down a rat’s tail, grimacing after he’d swallowed it. “It’s been a month, Gemma. How much longer do we have to wait for things to recalibrate? The food in this world is dire.”

Gemma huffed. “Will you two stop complaining? You know how delicate reconfiguring the device is. One wrong move and imbalance occurs and that means no alignment, get it. No getting out of here.”

“Yeah, Brother,” Hannah said, scowling. “It’s like you’ve forgotten how all of this works.”

“We’ve never had to do it twice,” Alix said, picking at something in his teeth with his fingernail.

“Well now we do,” Gemma hissed. “Get used to it.”

“Sister?” Hannah said and Gemma looked at her. “We have something.”

From her bag, Hannah fished out a square, silver block, no bigger than a Rubik’s Cube. Strange carvings and raised indentations imbued its shimmering surface. The air about the “cube” seemed to waver like the pavement under high summer heat.

Fascinated, they all looked at the device as it began to emit a thrumming pulse of sound.

“The system is beginning to align,” Gemma whispered. “It’s time to begin.”

“Now go and get the residue from the car. Then we can get on with what needs doing.”

Alix was suddenly at Bobby’s side. “I can help if you need a hand.”

“Are you saying I can’t manage a task as menial as this, Alix?”

“Not at all, Brother,” Alix said, bowing his head in acknowledgement of his companion’s anger. “You said you felt put upon the other night. I sought only to be helpful.”

Bobby closed his eyes and held his breath for a moment, allowing peace to dissipate his temper. “Thank you, Brother,” he said. “I’ve got this.”

The girls snickered as Bobby went out down the steps, his footfalls slow and heavy with his sour mood.

“You shouldn’t rile him,” Alix said as he watched his brother disappear down the stairwell.

“We’ve got to get our entertainment from somewhere, Alix,” Hannah chuckled. “Unless you’re offering to stand in as class clown?”

Alix’s silence was answer enough.
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The subtitles flitted on the bottom of the TV screen, and Elmo felt Emily snuggle into him. Titanic was their movie. They retreated to it whenever they felt the need to find comfort in each other, and usually after they had been to Seer’s Rock for their weekly ceremony.

Emily was Elmo’s world; this was in doubt to no one, especially him. A few years ago, before Emily had even arrived in Dorsal Finn, the thought of having such intense feelings for someone was something Elmo had never considered. Just having her close was enough for him, although he would be lying to himself if he didn’t wish that they could take things further than kissing on the sofa as Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate Winslet shared screen time with the subtitles.

On a few occasions, when it seemed as though their desires wanted to go further, he would become self-conscious, and the moment would pass. She always cajoled him, hugging him tightly so that he knew everything was all right with her, and his respect for her—his love—was deeper because of it.

He knew the root of his angst. The body-shaming he’d been exposed to from the Chorley brothers was a thing he’d grown up with and, as much as the thought frustrated him, it had left a scar on his psyche. He needed to feel some pride in what he had achieved in his life. Yes, the people he cared about told him how proud they were of him, but there was always the doubt that such plaudits were given from a position of pity, no matter how much he berated such thinking. He just wanted to be exceptional at something, anything that would have him feel better about himself.

He pushed away such maudlin notions and gave Emily a loving squeeze. She nestled into him, a sign of her affection. Because Elmo loved her, he was also worried for her, in the same way as he was for Beatrice. The town had given them both such powers and a sense of incredible duty to stave off a terrifying foe. Elmo didn’t begin to pretend he understood all of it, but the thoughts that Emily (and Beatrice, too) could be in ever-present danger was not lost on him.

The opening of the lounge door cut through his mithered thoughts. Izzy, his mother, bustled through with the kind of enthusiasm that could only mean one thing, a thing that was confirmed with the first sentence she spoke.

“Right, it’s time to think about doing a little spring cleaning,” Izzy said brightly, as if this might improve her chances of selling the idea. The badges on her lime-green dungarees clicked together.

“It’s summer,” Elmo said flatly.

She tutted. “It’s an expression, Elmo. And it means getting rid of junk we don’t need.”

He sighed. “Such as?”

Izzy jabbed a thumb towards the window. “That plastic slide in the garden for starters. You haven’t been on that since you were six years old.”

Emily smiled. “I saw a squirrel on there last week. Maybe he was looking for a new crib?”

“Well, just like every other squirrel, he’s going to have to find himself a tree,” Izzy said. “So, we’re getting rid of the junk, got it, young man?”

Elmo scrunched up his face and groaned. “Yes, but with the ‘getting rid of the junk’ comes the hell of visiting the recycling centre. And that means a whole heap of hassle.”

“It’s one hour out of your life, Elmo. Besides, you youngsters are meant to be clued up on saving the planet.”

Elmo clucked his tongue before responding. “Says the woman choosing plastic items destined for landfill.”

“That’s exactly my point,” Izzy replied immediately. “I need expert guidance on what we can and can’t recycle.”

“That ‘expert guidance’ is called the internet, Mum. The recycling centre has a website.”

“Websites can’t carry stuff, Mr Lazybones. Now, I’ve made a start. Tomorrow we can head for the tip.”

Elmo’s shoulders sagged. “Can’t wait.”

“Good to hear! But if you’re that excited, then you can come and help out now.”

Emily stood and grabbed her bag from the floor. “Gotta go. I’m meeting Mum at Eccleston’s Eaterie in half an hour.”

Izzy looked at Emily and waved. “Very well, dear. See you soon. See, Elmo, now you have some free time.”

Elmo watched his mother leave the lounge and then turned to Emily, who was chuckling.

“You never said anything about meeting your mum,” he said with suspicion in his eyes.

“That’s because I’ve not arranged it yet.” She stooped and quickly kissed him.

He shook his head and watched as Emily exited, her footfalls eager.

Izzy’s voice came from somewhere in the house, her tone firm. “Elmo!”

He groaned and with reluctance got to his feet. “I’ll be there in a—”

“Now, please!”

He ambled to the lounge door. “Coming, Mother,” he muttered.
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At the foot of the lighthouse, the Subaru sat on a rectangular slab of concrete that served as a parking zone for maintenance vans. The concrete was edged with a meshed fence that hummed as the wind passed through its silvery, metal webbing. The car boot was open, and Bobby heaved the pink mass from the gloomy innards. His face was grim set, his thoughts black and bleak as he thought about the injustice being served upon him.

Humans of this dimension had a term for how he was considered. Dogsbody. The person whose form he now owned had used the word at some point, so it was now Bobby’s to retrieve. With dark thoughts keeping him company, he trudged from the car to the heavy steel door that demarcated the lighthouse entrance. Inside, an open, circular space was dominated by the spiral staircase made of shimmering metal and mesh.

A few years ago, a dilapidated and rickety ladder had been made safe and the new stairwell introduced, but even if he’d been aware, such facts would have been of little interest to a maligned Bobby as he climbed the steps, each footfall bringing with it a clang of metal. One hundred and eighty-two steps spiralled high above where the lamp and his kindred waited.

“You’re so slow,” Gemma grumbled as he finally reached the lamp room, a sheen of sweat on his brow.

His reply was bitter. “I’m here, aren’t I? Be grateful for that.”

Gemma’s tone was matter of fact. “Grateful? What we do is integral to our freedom, our very survival. Would you rather stay and face the consequences?”

Bobby shifted on the spot, his demeanour now uncomfortable. “Of course not.”

“Then act like it,” Gemma said, turning away from him. “Now prepare that thing and then get rid of it. We need to be ready.”

Bobby lay the residue out on the mezzanine deck, and Hannah raised the cube, relishing the purr the device produced against her palm. There was a hiss and a sizzle, and the air filled with a smell that made all of their mouths water. They pushed away thoughts of feasting and let the ritual play out. Once it was complete, Bobby bundled up the totem and opened the door to the platform and guardrail outside. As he stepped through, the wind bellowed in, bringing with it spray and the scent of the ocean.

He used his unnatural strength to heave the door shut behind him and shuffled out onto the platform, the wind outside buffeting him as he stood against the safety railings. Then, he hoisted the pink mass over the barrier. For a moment the wind caught it and it flapped madly on the updraught, but then the gale paused for breath, and the totem fell to the broiling sea below.

Gemma and Hannah smirked as they watched him through the windows.

“You may mock,” Alix said in a hushed voice. “But this demeans him. Why couldn’t we just bury the residue?”

“We need to garner some more time,” Gemma said. “This way eyes will be turned away from us for a while.”

“But there’s no guarantee of that,” Alix said. “Not even the phase-shifter can provide complete anonymity. It may confound our identity to those who look upon us, but not our actions. They still have bearing on this world.”

Hannah stepped forward. “You are speaking of what we already know, Brother. We cannot take chances. There can be no delay outside that of what has already happened. Our adversary is too damn close.”

Alix nodded, his eyes shifting to the door leading out to the platform outside, where Bobby was making his way back in. He leaned his back against the door in order to force it closed, but the wind intensified and barrelled in again, slamming the door into an unsuspecting Bobby, knocking him headlong into the room. He lost his footing and staggered into Hannah, who took the brunt of impact and toppled backwards and down the spiral steps.

A series of metallic clangs and crashes followed, as the girl tumbled out
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