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​One foot. Then the other. Right. Left. That is all that mattered. Faraway there was pain. In the distance, every fibre of his body burned with energy-saturated exhaustion.

He was dying.

That wasn’t important.

Shadows passed across his vision, trying to distract him. Some screamed. Some ran. Some tried to stop him: they screamed

for different reasons.

One foot. Then the other. Each step closer to the tiny feeling left within. The spark that meant he drew breath, that reminded him he existed. When it flickered, he heard his own voice wail a mix of fear and grief. Left, right, left-right, leftright, lefrig – he ran.

The agony made it back to his brain now, waking things, memories, emotions, and he dashed through woodland desperate to stay ahead of them. No longer blindly following a trail no-one else could see, he knew this place, he recognised the path. Overgrown, weeds reached out to trip, pulling at what little clothing remained on his body. He did not care, he let the rags fall away, taking their stench with them. He was naked when he staggered out into the open, feet sinking into sand.

What was left of his emotions tightened around the little flame at his centre. He remembered crystal blue gently rippling against gold, a cascade of white falling over greens and purples to join them in the deep midnight where waters ran deepest and the spirits had danced.

Now he saw darkness.

Grey sludge slithered over ugly brown-black that dug at the soles of his feet as he staggered forward. Nothing reflected from that dank surface, and nothing flowed over rock now stained with sickly yellow. For a moment, he was afraid. Yet, he was still mostly angry. This was not right.  He gasped in the putrid stench that hung over the pool and lurched forward into the water.

Needles dug into the flesh of his ankles, disgust oozing up his legs, and his whole body convulsed as hatred, their hatred, pushed into him. This was a pain he could not bear, but he choked back the cry of horror that was in his throat, saving his emotion, needing it to force himself forward.

Unrecognised, he heaved what was left of his body through the thick, pulsing waste, all his energy centred on one place. He glared ahead at the still, empty hole below the dirty rocks. It seemed to be absorbing all the light, its surface smooth like glass, but so greedy for darkness that not even the slow-moving undulations of the shallows as he fought through their chill showed on its surface. What had once been mysterious and exciting now made his stomach clench.

This had to end.

He didn’t dare stop, one show of weakness and he knew he was done for. He had a job to do, and without seeing it, he knew the drop into the deeper waters as he stepped over it. His body stiff, his heart skipping its final beats, he sunk like a stone into the freezing grasp of revulsion. He gasped his last breath and closed his eyes as darkness swallowed him, reaching to the ball of resistance that was all that remained of his soul. It burned brighter inside him now it was all he had left to concentrate on.

He was totally alone, and he was broken. That rage had to come out. With the final air in his lungs, he screamed. He yelled out the shock from when the Collectors had come for him. The fear as he had been bound in iron. The horror of what had been happening as he had lain in the darkness of the prison wagon. The resentment that had grown to protect him during the lonely jolting down the road. The tatters of his defiance that they had tried to break with humiliation that still almost broke him as he forced it out.

He had been ‘slave’ - he didn’t even remember his name anymore, and the grief of being that nothing flooded out into the rejection around him. They had beaten him. Taken his dignity and his existence. But he had never surrendered his magic. They would never have the power that they had wanted to use for their own. Instead, the thing he had held inside, protected and nurtured with every fibre of his being, had finally ripped out of his body in a wave so destructive there had been nothing left of his prison and those who had been torturing him. That same urge burst out of him again now. Pain, loathing, fear, and even hope, exploded out of him one more time, straight into the cold darkness that did not want him.

With his magic went his soul, and he bared all, giving everything that his enemies had left to right the wrong around him. He was surprised then that he still had eyes to open, but slowly he did, and found himself looking up at the dancing beams from the pool’s surface way above him. He hung in the now clear water, held where he was, aching, exhausted, and still, to the pain in his heart, separate from the spirits he now sensed all around him.

His chest burned, this time with the emptiness of his lungs. There was nothing more to do, and he accepted the gift that they had given him, to see the cleansing of the place he had loved all his life. Yet the spirits did not want him. So, he breathed in. Water hit the back of his throat and he convulsed once. With it came a purity of power so strong he only had a moment to recognise it before his world burnt white and his mind rebelled.

~
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He was warm. Nothing hurt. His limbs felt light, his body held gently. It was his magic that woke him, though, and with it came an old joy as spirit and sorcery danced together. Surprise sat at the back of his mind: he was alive, and, as he opened his eyes onto the swirling blues all around him, he took in a deep breath. His body in repose had already become accustomed to water being drawn into his lungs, even as his human mind rebelled for a second, and then, as he felt a fluttering of water over his torso, he looked down to see the ripples as it was expelled from gill slits sitting under each of his ribs.

He lost interest in the automatic reaction, however as his skin glistened in the dappled light. Pale lines and patches shifted with the water, chill reminders of how broken his body had been. He tried to follow the movement, distracting himself for a few seconds as he wondered if it was just the diffused light, or if those markings were truly moving. Yet, he could not hold off the memories for long and he shuddered. The invisible ones around him sensed his fear, wrapping him tighter in the cocoon of water that held him in the centre of the pool and their joy ran into him afresh. They could not wash away the memories, but he accepted their warm rush of belonging and reached out into the water. He lifted his arms away from his body, spreading the new webs between his fingers and stretching out his altered shape and mind to the friends he had missed so desperately. He was closer to the spirits now than he had ever been before, and his senses drifted outwards gently.

It had been a few words from a tormentor, a quip about ‘his puddle being dead’ that had finally triggered the power inside him: the power they wanted for themselves. Now it flowed free, out into the water, dancing with the spirits that only he had ever known were real. They laughed in his head and he smiled.  A few gentle movements of his hands and he turned slowly, surveying his world. The pool was completely clean, the poisonous darkness gone, nothing but crystal blue in every direction. The pure colour darkened into a mysterious midnight below him and mixed with the golden beams above: life could now return to these beautiful waters, and he would be there to witness it.

The water rippled wonderfully around him at that thought. He had never seen his companions, did not even know if they had form beyond the water itself and they had always communicated with vague feelings and mostly instinct.  Their touch had never been so clear and their presence filled him with delight,

‘Life,’ he thought again, letting his own wonder at that possibility spill over.

The water rippled again and he closed his eyes, enjoying the tingles that ran all over his body. His pleasure was noted and the play of water over his skin intensified. His flesh broke into goosebumps as little bubbles danced under his hair at the base of his neck and then trickled impossibly down his
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