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Trigger Warning


Trigger Warning






This story contains references to domestic abuse from the beginning. If you find this causes you undue stress or disturbance, please stop reading and seek help.

You matter, and your recovery matters.
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Chapter one

One





The gate at the bottom of our garden leads to a different world. I know this because my Daddy forgot to lock it once. He’d been staggering about on too-much-drink and I followed him round the house as he locked up every other precious thing but forgot the gate. The gate he always locked.

’Course I was down there quicker than a rabbit down its bolthole. Any chance of escape, and I promised myself a long time ago, I’d take it. But there’d never been one ’til then. I’d waited, eyes wide, ’til that last half-empty glass slipped from his fingers. I’d been ready with a cloth to catch it so it wouldn’t shatter and wake him. His snores were gentle, peaceful. He’d seemed almost harmless slumped there in his chair. I knew better. I left the glass in the sink, slipped out the back door—didn’t even bother with shoes—and went straight to the unlocked gate.

I’d expected it to stick or be too heavy and I’d have to heave and fight it. It’d been closed for so long after all. But no. Swung open like a mother’s arms, as if it had been waiting for me all this time. And I didn’t hesitate. I ran straight through it, marveling at the world on the other side. I was free, tearing through that forest, laughing like I’d lost my mind.

Oh, it was beautiful! The colors. The smells. The creatures and plants …

No idea how Daddy knew I’d gone through the gate. Maybe there was some alarm on it or something, but he was awake in an instant and rage sobered him up pretty quick. Didn’t have a chance to lock the gate behind me, did I, so he came through it, too, searching for me. I heard him bellowing through that magic forest, saw his face so purple with fury that his eyes were popping outta his head.

“Annalise Amaranth Aluna!” he screamed. Made my whole name sound like a curse. Which it is, really. A curse he gave me. Another thing I got from him I can’t never change.

I ran. ’Course I did. Wouldn’t you? But he caught me. I screamed so hard the flowers wilted and the trees bent and the sky changed color.

That’s the day he left me with this scar: the one running from my left shoulder all twisting across my back to my right hip. Thought he was gonna kill me. Think he did too. But I survived. I always survive.

I’m surviving right now, while I sit by Daddy’s deathbed and gently mop the froth from his mouth, hush him as his body jerks with spasms and his eyes roll about in his head. It’s nearly time. Won’t be long ’til I can take the keys right off his belt and not be scared of his fist. I’ve been brave enough to do what Mum never could.

I was always more like Daddy than Mum. You can see it in my face an’ all. I got Daddy’s scorch-black hair, cut short at the shoulders. I got his smoky eyes. I got his mottled, pale skin, that never seems to turn, even after days in the sun. I got his meanness. His scowl.

He got those eyes on me now, as he chokes and splutters. They bulge outta his head, all rage and fear, and I think how strange it is I’m in control, for once. I remember that mouth twisted in cruel amusement when I’d lost my temper as a kid, smashing plates, tearing sacks of flour open, punching my little fists into the fresh bread Mum had baked. And he’d laugh and laugh while Mum sat in a corner and cried over both of us.

“That’s my Annie,” he’d say proudly. “Just like her Daddy.”

I ain’t never wanted to be just like him. Maybe he can see that now, as he realizes this ain’t no accident. As he realizes his own little Annie slipped him something.

They’ll come for me, ’course they will. Every kid round here knows that it don’t matter what your Daddy does to you, you don’t put root poison in his drink and watch him thrash about as he dies. That sort’a behavior requires punishment and this town delights in punishment. They get inventive with it. A kid’s job is to suffer. And later, to make herself feel better, she can visit that suffering on her own kids. That’s how it works.

But I ain’t worried. I got the best hiding place any orphan can think of. I got a doorway to Nowhere.

Dawn light pours through the grimy bedroom window as Daddy gurgles and chokes in his bed, eyes popping but seeing nothing. That rickety old bed creaks beneath him, his thin mattress covered in grime. I wrinkle my nose. Stinks in here. Stinks of death, and the peeling walls and warped floorboards make the whole place feel like a prison. I sit on an old, wooden chair, as far away from Daddy as this narrow room allows, and nudge the metal bucket toward him with my foot. Something slops in the bottom. Don’t wanna think about that. 

He reaches for me, that great, meaty hand that so often meant me harm now begs for comfort. I sigh. I want to flinch away from him, want to stuff myself in the corner, as far away from him as I can, until he falls still. But he looks so frightened. His mouth works desperately, maybe trying to say something, maybe just gulping for breath. He’s huge, a great mountain of a man who stomped about, crushing and terrorizing everything, dominating with size and power. But he can’t stomp or crush this. All that strength and he don’t know where to throw it. I almost feel sad for him. But I don’t regret. I can’t.

Instead, I reach back towards his hand and let my own small fingers hold his. We’re almost the same after all, ain’t we? Even though I hate him with all the hate I got to give. I watch him suffer, watch his eyes shine with every kind of fear he ever caused. He’s a monster, my Daddy. The scariest monsters always look like men. 

He squeezes my hand but his grip is weak. His eyelids droop. His feet kick loosely at the blankets. It’s nearly time.

I reach for the keys on his belt. His face contorts. A semblance of the cataclysmic man I’ve known all my life. He swipes at me, but he’s so weak he can’t manage any more than a kittenish paw at my hand. He groans. He fights. But he’s already lost.

I don’t smile. I unhook the keys and I do it slowly, just to show him I can. To show him I ain’t scared of him now. Those days are done. Mum was scared of him. That’s why she ran away, left me here to die under his fist rather than take me, too. But I’ve all run outta fear. Just anger left in me, now, beating like a drum behind my eyes. His anger. Like father, like daughter.

I meet his gaze at last, his eyes bloodshot and yellowing, the pupils misting over. They dart and roll but it’s obvious he can barely see. He tries to focus on me.

“You …” he gurgles, but he’s overcome by a hacking cough. I push his shoulders against the thin mattress and he don’t have the strength to resist.

“Quiet,” I say. “It’ll hurt less if you’re quiet and calm. Nearly there, now.”

He don’t know how to be quiet and calm. He don’t know how to submit to the inevitable. He ain’t never been anything but the strongest, angriest, scariest person around. So he won’t be quiet and he won’t be calm and now it’s taking ages.

I flop back on the chair, fiddling with the keys. I’d thought I could wait ’til he passed. I’d sit with him, my last dutiful act as daughter, while his frightful soul finally fought its way free. I’d make sure he was really gone.

But the hammer on the door makes me gasp and even in his terror and agony, Dad gurgles a laugh.

“Ha! They …” but he can’t say more.

I clench my jaw and glare back towards the door. It rattles in its frame.

“Annalise!”

It’s the mayor. He’s drunk. Why are the men round here always drunk? But he ain’t on his own. There are other voices along with his, raised in anger and fear. Someone’s wailing. Probably the Churchman’s wife. I scowl at Daddy. Foul man can’t even die quietly. All his spluttering and howling must’ve alerted the neighbors. I hoped I’d have more time than this.

“Annalise! Let us in!”

I scowl. I ain’t letting no one in. I’m no fool.

 Something smashes at the front of the house. Glass clashes to the floor. Someone’s wrenching at the door.

I swear under my breath, turn back to Daddy, now choking in earnest.

“I ain’t got time to watch you die, Dad,” I tell him. “But you go ahead and do it anyway. Just know I won’t miss ya, ’kay?”

He don’t answer. His spasms become slow. His eyes close, his breath growing shallow. I ain’t got time to stay and make sure. Cries from the front of the house tell me someone’s already inside. I glance towards the hall. No way I’ll make it to the back door without getting caught first. I grab a thick scarf from the foot of the bed, along with Daddy’s heavy coat.

I lift the chair and drag it towards the window, trying to keep my breathing steady.

“Annalise! Annalise!”

The crowd chants my name now. They burst into the house. Someone cries, “Evil girl! Cowardly girl! Come here and face your fate!”

Like hell I will. I heave the chair as high as I can and hurl it at the grimy window, ducking as the glass explodes and the chair tumbles away into the garden. I throw the thick coat over the splinters of glass still sticking up from the frame and clamber out. Hot pain rips into my foot and I bite back a yell, falling in a heap out of the window and bashing my head on the chair. I scramble outta sight, hiding beneath the window frame and trying to ignore the grazes on both knees. My foot throbs. There’s a thick wedge of glass stuck in it. Wrapping the scarf over my hand, I grit my teeth, grip the glass wedge and pull.

Pain and blood, the grass is red with it. I let out a sob, then slap myself across the face. None of that. No time!

Back in the house, Daddy’s bedroom door smashes open and there’s an almighty howl of anguish. They’ve found him, either dead or close enough that it’s already too late. The women shriek. The mayor cries, “Find her!” 

Shouts for my blood fill the air as the rest of the mob floods into the house. They’re not careful now. Now they know he’s dead, they’re smashing things, wrenching doors off cupboards, hacking at the curtains with kitchen knives, just in case I’m behind them.

Huddled beneath the broken window, outta sight, I snatch Dad’s coat from the shattered frame, my ruined foot slipping in the blood-soaked grass.

The gate is waiting for me.








  
  

Chapter two

Two





Daddy’s chased me around this garden so many times. Sometimes, when he was happy, it’d be in play. He’d lumber about, whirling his arms, proclaiming, “Run, little princess! The monster is after you!” 

I’d scream and giggle, running away without really meaning it, wanting to get caught and tickled.

Mostly, he’d chase me in anger. “Run, you little wretch!” The monster really was after me, then. He’d lumber about, arms whirling as he tried to keep balance against the drink. His face red, a vein beating in his temple. There was no laughter then. Just screaming. I meant it when I ran. I’d been caught enough times to know what happened if I didn’t escape.

Dunno what nonsense persuaded me that killing Daddy would mean I’d never be chased round this garden again. My foot bleeds so much it’s coated red: a glistening, scarlet slipper. I barely feel it, but when I stand, it bends strangely under my weight, like it don’t remember how to hold me up. I slip and stumble, scrambling to stay upright.

Glass crashes in the house behind me.  

A shout.

“She’s there! In the garden!” 

I fall again as I twist to look back and my heart gives a wild kick.

They’ve shattered the remaining windows and battered in the doors. They’re having a merry old time in there, breaking everything they can find. 

Something tumbles from an upstairs window and hits the grass with a dull thwack. Looks like part of a mattress. The back door buckles under a blow, thudding to the ground, and now there’s three people in the garden, marching towards me. More pour from within the ruined house. Through the kitchen window, I see some of the town boys, slashing at sacks of flour with vicious knives, laughing and shouting. All Daddy’s carefully baked loaves now torn to pieces on the floor.

The mayor leads the advance in the garden, his chain of office catches the light. So does the hatchet in his right hand. He raises it, sneering.

“Murderer!” he cries, pointing a trembling finger. “Ungrateful child! Ungrateful daughter!”

I can’t help it. I roll my eyes. All kids are ungrateful, far as the mayor’s concerned. We’re ungrateful because we want more than the back of our Daddy’s hand. We want more than visiting our own damage on our children to make ourselves feel better. 

The mayor sees the withering look I give him and it makes him so angry he screams. It jolts me, that ferocious, unholy sound. I bolt for the gate. I’m so close, but my foot won’t carry me. I half-stumble, half-crawl the last few feet, Daddy’s ring a’ keys still clutched in my fist. My hands shake something awful.

I fall again. On my knees, I stare at the gate looming above me. A glow comes from beyond it, so that its edges are bathed in brilliant, white light.

It wants me to open it. It wants me to escape.

I fumble with the keys, but my fingers quake and my foot is so painful my vision blurs.

“Come along, Annalise!” someone shouts. A woman’s voice. I grit my teeth. The women are the worst, sometimes. They’re the most ardent, the most determined that the sorry life they’ve led is the one I must lead, too. They took beatings from their daddies and some from their husbands. They snarl at their own kids ’cos that’s what you do, ain’t it? It’s duty, they say. They did it. They suffered, so you got to as well. Selfish, ignorant old things never think to imagine something better for their own babies.

Or maybe they do, but they know what’ll happen if they speak those imaginings out loud. Not everyone’s as lucky as Mum was. Not everyone gets to escape.

You run now, Annie. You get the hell outta here.

Dunno if it’s her spirit rising in me, or some fever-trick of the pain, but I hear her voice, in my head, clear as the mayor’s screams.

I want better for you, m’girl.

I clench my jaw. That worked out well, didn’t it, Mum? It’s been ten years since she vanished and left me, right after my sixth birthday. Ain’t nothing changed. Sometimes wanting ain’t enough. But her want’s driving me now.

You open that gate! She says in my head. You run and you don’t look back!

I’m trying, Mum! Stop hounding me!

The mayor charges at me, his hatchet raised. But I’ve found my balance. I’m up on my good foot, slotting a key into the lock. It sticks. Not that one!

He’s almost on me, I can feel the hatchet driving down. The blade whistles with delight as it cuts the smoky air and my scar bursts with pain though the blade ain’t hit yet. I scream. Ma’s voice is in my head again.

Annie, no!

I throw myself aside and the mayor’s so giddy with rage he overbalances. I lash out and thud my good foot into his ankle so he topples forward, the hatchet falling from his hands. I snatch it, get to my knees, swing it through the air in front a’me, daring the murderous lot to come any closer. The two townsfolk flanking the mayor hesitate. They want my blood, I can tell. But they stare at me like I’m a wild animal. I just killed my own Daddy. I smashed a window, I kicked over the mayor and stole his hatchet. Blood pours from me and I’m feral with desperation. They can see it.

“I’ll kill you!” I snarl. “I’ll kill you all!”

I mean it, too.

I fumble in the grass for the keys, my fingers closing around them. Which key? Which key!

That one.

Dunno how she knows, only I got no choice but to trust her: this phantom Ma in my head. I grip the iron key in one hand, swing the hatchet again with my other. The garden fills with people. Soon there’ll be enough of them that my fury won’t hold them back. Already, the mayor’s two cronies look braver. They’re moving forward, closing in on me. I heave myself to my feet and lurch for the gate. Dunno how it happens, but it’s like the key is drawn to the lock. It slots right in, turns with barely a twitch of my wrist, and the gate is open.

Light floods the garden and, behind me, the townsfolk yelp and cry out, shielding their eyes. I can’t see a thing, but I throw myself through the gate knocking against the fence on my way through and the hatchet’s jolted from my hands.

For a moment, I can't move. I'm suspended in…nothing. Thick, smoky blackness all around me. Then there's this pull in my core, like hands are plunging into my ribcage, trying to tear my heart in two. I scream. What the hell's happening? Something moves through the mist towards me. A figure—person shaped. I writhe, kick, as the figure draws nearer. I see it's made of mist, but can't make out a face. Something tells me, if I see that face, if I look into those eyes, it'll drive me mad. I flail my legs, windmill my arms.

And suddenly, there's ground beneath me. I stagger, trip, and land on something soft and musty-smelling. Earth. Leaf-litter. I scramble to my feet, kick the gate closed behind me, then shove the key into the lock and turn it again. The lock clicks and it’s like the gate sighs with satisfaction.

Then, as if it had only been hanging around this long for me, the light from the gate fades away, and the gate itself ripples into nothing.

There’s no sign of my garden fence, nor of my ruined house with my dead Daddy inside. The strange figure from inside the portal is nowhere to be seen. The shouts of the townsfolk have disappeared.

I’m alone, in a forest from another world, with nothing but a scarf, a set of keys and my missing Mum’s voice echoing in my head.
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