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I dedicate this book to my son Oshea-rain, and all the dreamers out there. May your dreams become reality, and may your reality surpass your dreams.
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Chapter 1

3:15

[image: A droplet]
This is not real. It can’t be. One moment I was sitting in my seat on the train, feeling the sensation of the wheels speeding over the rails, and then in the twinkling of an eye the sky disappears. I’ve seen and felt this before, but it seems to be happening more frequently, like I’m trapped in a loop. Hold it together. It’ll all be over soon; it’s not real! Everything around me fades, the carriage evaporates and I become weightless, as if floating in water. I look down as I hover over a labyrinthine network of luminous rivers. A great gate rumbles, unfolding before me. The sounds of battle. Flashes of light, distorting my vision. Then, just like before, it appears: a terrifying shadow, thin eyes burning with malice. It sees me and reaches up to me. I feel a tightening around my throat. I struggle to breathe and then … then I …

‘You have now arrived at Birmingham New Street.’

I wake up.

My hand squeezes the armrest, which slightly lifts from the force of the train gliding to a halt. The half-empty carriages jerk. Beads of sweat drip down the back of my neck; nerves knot my stomach accompanied by a strange burning sensation in my palm. The engine goes quiet. I’m here, I wipe the condensed window next to me and see glowing hazed lights pulsating against the dark structures of the slumbering city, blanketed by fog. We’re certainly not in the PROL anymore.

I catch myself in the reflection of the window and quickly avert my eyes. It’s strange and weird to explain, but lately I feel as if someone’s watching me through my own eyes.

The train doors open. A gust of cold air blows into the carriage, letting in the faint sound of civilisation as passengers disembark. I get up out of my seat and hood up, wrapped for the grim Mercian weather, clutching the broken zip of my over-packed rucksack.

The last passenger from my carriage steps off the train.

I take out my thumbtack from the front pouch of my rucksack; the top of it is shaped like a pineapple. This helps. I don’t know why but twirling the tack back and forth between my fingers and thumb, memorising each groove, comforts me. My thoughts travel back to home.

Charlotte should’ve understood. I wish I wasn’t doing this alone, but I tried to tell her so many times. Maybe now, with me leaving like this, she’ll finally understand. I need answers and I can’t run from the truth anymore.

The swirling tack rhythmically slows down in my hand. Opening my eyes, placing the tack back into its resting place, I take deep breath, refocus, and exit the train.

The train station is eerily still, bar the few night security guards, railway workers, and the faint, echoing hum of a floor buffering machine polishing in the distance. The platform ticket gates are wide open, manned by an uninterested ticket guard scrolling through his phone.

‘Go through,’ the guard repeats, in a slow, monophonic tone, rolling his R’s and dropping his tone at the end of his sentence in a deep Brummie accent. Mum lost her Brummie accent after a while, maybe because we never stayed in one place. It’s a shame. I kinda like it.

Walking closer to the gate I fix my hood, pulling the red fabric further down in front of my face, noting the facial recognition CCTV cameras peering down at me like birds of prey. Relieved at avoiding interaction — the guard didn’t once raise his head from his device — I pass the gate unnoticed and proceed through to the main station floor. That was simple enough and I didn’t even break Rule 1: Keep your identity safe — never draw attention to yourself.

The main waiting area of the station is huge: a wide open space with frozen escalators leading up to the retail and food courts above. At the centre of the station is a gigantic thirty foot screw-faced metal statue of a raging bull. Grand Central.

A ping! sounds from my coat pocket. An incoming message. He must be here. Picking up the pace, I walk, looking for a place to read the message, out of sight of the prying security lenses. The open layout of this station doesn’t allow for much privacy. They’ve even got Identification scanners on the toilets, which is really not helpful. A holographic digital advertisement stand is ahead of me; bright images project and glitch, capturing the city’s most iconic landmarks. The images present a narrative of this city’s inclusive culture, boasting the slogan: ‘Birmingham, the Industrial City of Dreams.’

I take shelter behind the screen, pulling out a black, palm-sized phone from my coat pocket. Can’t believe I’ve been reduced to using an illegal burner phone. No new tech, stay off the grid! Guess he wanted me to have something easily disposable, harder to trace. Anxiously pressing the code on the small rubber keypad, the screen unlocks, revealing a new message icon.

_Click! New message.

23:40 — Unknown: Victoria Inn Hotel, Station Street.

What? This can’t be it. We were supposed to meet here and now! Clinging on to each word and hoping for more instructions in a follow-up message, I scroll up and down the screen, frustrated, hoping to squeeze out a few extra words, but no luck. My hand starts to tremble, but it’s not me, it’s the phone. Multiple vibrations; more incoming messages. Frantically skim-reading them, I realise that the network changed a while back and that these messages have been delayed, probably because of the crap reception on the train. Sticking to Rule 2, I delete the messages, repeating the words ‘Victoria Inn Hotel, Station Street’ to myself. Once again, I find myself alone, wondering if—

‘Excuse me!’ echoes around the hall. ‘Excuse me!’ echoes again, this time louder, closer than before. It’s definitely me he’s calling. My heart races. Rule 1: Keep your identity safe and never draw attention to yourself. Damn!

Loosening my hood, I peer around the display screen. I catch the eye of the ticket guard, now off his phone, undistracted, and walking towards me with another guard. What do they want.

‘Yes, you!’ he bellows across the station. ‘Oi!’

Whipping my head swiftly around the back of the display, breaking eye-contact with the guard, a single thick dreadlock of my hair is released, swinging in front of my face. Not good. I’ve messed up. I repeat the address. My heart thumps rapidly, then it all goes blue …

Oh no not again. My eyes close, flickering rapidly. Time seems to stand still but shadows of people blur around me. Sounds of quickened whispering voices whoosh past then fade. The smell of asphalt burns my nostrils, all the muscles in my body contract …

FLASH!

Ughhh! The taste of coffee and cheese pasty builds, bulging my cheeks. Splat! I vomit, holding my stomach as my knees hit wet pavement. I gasp as cold air hits the back of my throat. This is the third time this has happened and it hasn’t got any easier.

The first time it happened, I was found on the top of my student digs. It was a little hard explaining to the firefighter what I was doing up there in nightclothes at 3:00 a.m. But this is the first time it’s worked by focusing on a specific point.

My strength comes back after the dizziness of the nausea. Well, at least enough to lift my head. A thin, blue, vape-like smoke dissipates around me as sounds of the city comes alive around me.

Muffled bass notes thump from a car speeding down the road, swerving from side to side, maniacally beeping its horn and spitting up water from under its wheels. Slowly getting up from my crouched position, my eyes squint from the headlight’s beams, a guy leans out of the badly tinted passenger’s window. Scratched into the metal of the door are the letters SOJ; above, an image of a baby sporting a green, spiked mohawk, fist-pumping, swaddled in a distressed Union Jack flag.

‘Can’t handle your drink, bab!’ he yells, hurling a can towards my head, which misses and clatters against the steel shutter-gate behind me. ‘Slag! Go back to your own country!’

Laughter trails from the other passengers in the car as the engine revs, speeding off down the road in a blanket of smoke. Steadying myself, unable to reply, I’m hit with a whiff of fish and chips, greasy kebabs, and the smell of sewage, heightened by the falling rain. So this is Birmingham, ‘City of Dreams’? Yeah, right.

Harsh electric lights from the city’s towering buildings cast gothic shadows against the streets. Semi-holographic advertising hoardings project from screens, glitching in the rain. As I walk, I spot a digital public city map and look for Station Street. It’s only around the corner from the station. The sound of sirens intersperses with thumping beats and distant chants from drunken ravers spilling out from nearby clubs, as hydro-trams silently transport late night passengers to their destinations. As the last car tails past, I see it: Victoria Inn Hotel, Station Street.

The hotel is wedged between two buildings. Above the entrance, old scaffolding protrudes, shading the dimly lit sign. Great, another Cecil Hotel. Next to the hotel is a small, art deco-style cinema, The Old Electric.

In the window, tonight’s screening is one of my favourite cult classics: The Crow.

‘It can’t rain all the time,’ I quote.

A group of friends leaves the late-night viewing. I watch them joke, flicking popcorn at each other, discussing their favourite parts of the film. It’s been a while since I spoke with my friends. Wonder if they miss me.

Catching sight of my reflection in the window, I run both hands over my face and hair to take off my hood. I turn slightly to look at myself in the glass. Damn girl, you look tired. Leaning closer, that feeling surfaces again, as if someone else is here, watching me from behind my eyes, like I’m the main character in my own movie.

‘Hello?’ I whisper tentatively.

‘Hi,’ the last of the group of friends responds.

Idiot, he thinks I was speaking to him! He holds the cinema entrance door open for me.

‘Oh, sorry. No thanks,’ I reply, fixing my damp locks neatly behind my head. ‘I was just looking.’ He smiles before catching up with his friends. He’s cute, real cute, but I’ve got to stick to the rules.

The inside of the hotel is much nicer than I had pictured. The decor is a bit outdated but at least it looks clean, kinda homely.

‘Yes?’ the receptionist asks, dismissively.

‘I’d like a room, please.’

Typing on her computer without looking up, she asks: ‘Single or double?’

‘Single, please. Just for the night.’

‘You’re new. Not many your age working tonight.’

I’m confused by the comment before I realise what she means. Words tumble out my mouth: ‘Uh, pardon? Oh no, I’m not a— I’m waiting for—’ I stop myself mid-speech. Rule 1.

‘Just keep the noise down; we do have other guests.’

Swallowing my pride, I stick a piece of gum in my mouth, and try my best to fit the stereotypical character she has insinuated. I change my posture slightly, slouching my back, leaning forward on the desk.

‘I just need a room, yeah?’ I say, slamming my hand on the desk, giving my best fake smile. The receptionist quickly changes her attitude and gives me eye contact.

‘You’ll need to sign here and date there.’ I sign the only name I could think of that would fit the role: Vivian Ward. Can’t believe she’s buying this; I was always rubbish at drama. I pop my gum for extra effect, rolling my eyes as I grab the keys and head into the lift.

Wow, I really just did that. As if. I congratulate myself, fighting back the laughter. Well done, Vivian. Right: sixth floor, room 36.

Made it! The door shuts behind me and now I have to contend with that uneasy sense of loneliness. What am I doing here? Maybe I should try Charlotte. I know it’s against the rules but … screw it.

Ring-ring …

‘C’mon, Charlotte, pick up.’

Ring-ring! Ring-ring!

‘You have now reached the voicemail of … “Charlotte” … Please leave a message after the tone’ … Beep!

‘Charlotte, it’s me … Look, I know you’re probably still angry with me but I had to do this. I had to leave. Ugh, you know how much I hate talking to voicemail. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know where I’ve gone, in case, y’know … In case something happens. I’m in Birmingham: the Victoria Inn Hotel, Station Street. I’ll be back home soon, then maybe we can finally put all this behind us … Speak soon.’

I hang up and stand in silence, feeling almost mournful as I delete the last-called number.

* * *

Before I can rest, I enact the final Rule. Rule 3: always check your surroundings. Lock the chain across the door behind you for extra security. Done. Draw the curtains to block out any unwanted attention. Also to stop the glaring light from that huge, creepy, eye-shaped screen above the train station. Done. No killer clown in the bathroom (always a bonus). Tick. I catch another glimpse of myself in the mirror. Recently, mirrors are one of the things that I’ve been keeping away from. Beyond the sensation that someone is John Malkovich-ing me, I’ve also been seeing strange white lights appear in my reflection. Maybe it’s nothing, maybe it’s the stress of doing all this, but one thing I know for sure: when I see them, it’s terrifying.

Ping! New message.

00:02 — Unknown: Did you make it to the location?

00:02 — Sent: Yh I’m here. This place is definitely better than the last but full of prozzies WTF!!

00:03 — Sent: What happened tonight?

00:04 — Unknown: It wasn’t safe. I’ll meet you at the front for 7am.

00:04 — Sent: How will I know it’s u?

00:05 — Unknown: Did you memorise the words I sent?

00:05 — Sent: Yh. ‘First was the spark, Imādris gave birth. Infinite light formed and creation was born.’

00:06 — Sent: Who is Imādris anyway?

00:06 — Unknown: You’ll know soon enough. We can’t have any mistakes if this is to work.

00:06 — Unknown: Until tomorrow.

One more night and hopefully this is all over.

Lying in bed, light from the hallway bleeds through the crack under my door. My single bed lies in the middle of the room, facing a small desk with the TV on it. There’s a bedside table under the window with a retro digital alarm clock, displaying the time: 00:45.

Desperately trying to calm my thoughts, I begin to twirl my thumbtack. Each turn slowly eases my mind, allowing me to doze off. The background noise of the TV begins to fade into the distance and I drift more and more …

* * *

Suddenly, I wake up. I spring into an upright position, with a violent gasp for air. My hands wrap around my throat. I pant, trying to catch my breath. Dripping in sweat, I turn on the bedside lamp, seeing the time: 3:15 a.m.

The room is exactly how I left it before I fell asleep. No sign of the shadowed figure that haunts my dreams, floating above my bed, gripping my throat. It’s just the TV, playing re-runs of the classic Hammer Horror film Dracula. But it’s always the same, the same shadow with burning eyes, the same recurring nightmare: a tall, thin, stalk-like posture of a man in a plague mask, piercing my thoughts, standing motionless, soundless, above my bed.

My palms feel like they’re burning again. I stumble to the bathroom and splash water on my face. What’s that? The sink is discoloured with a reddish dust that has washed off my face. Gross. Again, that sensation that I’m being watched creeps over me. I spin round but, of course, there’s no one there.

‘It’s just a bad dream, it’s not real,’ I say out loud, dabbing my face dry with the towel. I climb back into bed and check the time again. 3:15 a.m. That’s strange, why is it flashing? The clock must be broken; that’s annoying. Tired and unable to fix it, I pull the socket out of the wall and roll over to face the door. A gasp escapes my lips. What the—?! The light from the door crack is slightly obscured by the shadow of two feet.

Slowly sitting up, carefully removing the duvet, not taking my eyes off the shadow, I tiptoe and put my ear against the wooden door, listening carefully.

‘Hello?’ I whisper, pressing my ear closer to the door, waiting for a response.

BANG! A thump on the door startles me and I recoil. Almost immediately, a black envelope slides under the door.

‘Who is it?’ I ask, trying not to sound panicked. Hearing nothing, I pick up the envelope, still seeing the shadows behind the door. ‘If you don’t get away from my door in three seconds, I’m calling the police. ONE! … TWO! … THR—’

The shoes step away from the door and then … The TV starts to flicker, switching between channels, my mobile and the room phone ring, increasing in volume. Numbers begin to flash on the disconnected alarm clock, the faint sound of the rain hitting the window gets louder, resembling the sound of crows squawking and pecking the glass, each sound building up into a crescendo. I put my hands over my ears and scurry to my phone. I pick it up to stop it from ringing but it’s red-hot and I drop it to the floor. The deafening sounds thicken the air.

‘Somebody, help!’ Overcome with panic, I grab the door-handle, only to be over-powered by two earth-shattering impacts. BANG! They smash against the door from the other side. BANG! The wood splinters, and the force sends me flying across the room.

CRASH!

‘Aarrghh!’

The room is plunged into sudden darkness and silence. I crawl to the furthest side of the bed from the door, whimpering, tears rolling down my cheeks, still holding the black envelope in my hand. What is going on? Why is this happening to me? I don’t know why but I peel open the envelope slowly. My tear-filled eyes widen as I see a symbol of an eye with a sword through it, etched with the letter A in its pupil. What does this mean? I desperately repeat the words ‘home’ to myself, hoping by some miracle that I teleport out of the room but nothing happens. The door handle clicks unlocked.

I flee, grabbing my thumbtack from the bedside table, before slamming the bathroom door behind me and locking myself inside. Something enters the bedroom. My heart pounds. Blood rushes to my head as each beat hits harder, pulsating against my chest and up into my throat.

Crack! I hear the sound of furniture being overturned and destroyed and the deep thud of footsteps resembling hooves shakes the walls of the bathroom. Each step brings them closer to the bathroom door. My hand flies to my mouth to stop myself from screaming. From the other side of the door, I hear raspy, violent — inhuman — breathing. It snarls and crackles, causing the hairs on my arms to stand on end. The temperature drops rapidly. Suddenly, the taps of the bath and sink squeak, unwinding, gushing out water with such force that it breaks the faucets. The lights flicker on and off; a cascade of water spills over the lip of the bath, flooding the room. Scrambling to turn the taps off, I slip, hitting my head and blacking out.

A high-pitched sound rings in my ears, followed by the sound of muffled movement in water. My throat and nose are burning, suffocating me. I feel trapped. Almost immediately, I regain consciousness, only to feel the pressure of my head being forced down under the surface of the overflowing bathwater. Precious oxygen releases from my lungs as they burst with fire and I scream: ‘Help!’

My eyes glimpse the raging, discoloured water as it mixes with the blood from the open wound on my head. I kick, push, scratching and clawing at the side panel of the bath, crying out with all my might, grabbing at whatever I can in the fight for my life.

The heavy oppressive hands push my head lower into the bath. I begin to feel weightless, blacking in and out of consciousness, my life flashing before me. So this is it; this is how it ends. I take one final feel of my precious thumbtack, squeezing it in my hand to try to stay awake and then …

* * *

I stand, looking at myself lying on the bed in the undisturbed room. There’s no sign of the chaos from the bathroom. No water creeps under the door, no sign of a flood or flickering light.

Instead, the room is clean and tidy. The TV quietly hums and I see myself, asleep, convulsing silently on the bed. In the calm of the room, water pours from my ears, eyes, and mouth. Beside the locked door lies an unopened black envelope. The time on the clock switches from 3:14 to 3:15 and I watch myself dying, as life pours away from my body. I scream at myself, but no sound comes out. I cry but no tears fall. I reach out but feel nothing. I begin to fade, vanishing, watching my physical body die alone on the bed as I silently drown in my dream.

Pssssst, Joseph! Wake up!



Chapter 2

Welcome to CBU

‘… Hey, Joe! I said: wake up!’

BANG!

My eyes snap open and I jolt upright in my seat. My bag and tablet clatter to the floor. I blink, trying to bring my eyes into focus as my head vibrates from the laughter and sniggers of students around the lecture hall. It’s happened again, hasn’t it? If they saw what I just woke up from they wouldn’t be laughing. Still disoriented, I fumble around my pockets, feeling the outline of my inhaler.

‘Joe, you okay?’ whispers the same voice I heard trying to warn me. Leiyah. Pushing a pile of books aside and trying to look alert, I now realise who slammed the books down: Professor Grey. Just my luck.

As lecturers go, Grey knows his stuff; he’s one of the best — if not the best historian — in his field. And if anyone ever doubted that … well, his award-winning books perched neatly on his overcrowded desk should tell them otherwise. I mean, he can be a bit stiff but he’s way better than my previous lecturer, who left shortly after getting caught demonstrating the intricacies of the human anatomy on students. Or so I heard. Grey’s knowledge on history is crazy. He has this rare ability of speaking as if he were actually there. Guess it helps when you’re fluent in multiple ancient languages, several of which he annoyingly loves to pepper into his sentences. I mean, don’t get it twisted: the guy’s a genius, he is; just totally intimidating at the same time. Imagine a Black 6’4”, bald-headed guy, looking like Professor X, who hardly ever blinks as his light oak-brown eyes penetrate your soul, like some sort of mythical … lion. Yeah, deep. And if that doesn’t get you shook, the way he can turn his slight Caribbean twang into full patois when he gets annoyed will have you running to your mother.

I know I’m in for a personal ‘greeting’ with him at the end of this session and, to be honest, I could do without it.

Nothing new there I guess; just one of the many fails that is my life at the moment. Not that anyone would be able to read my emotions, with the constant dead-faced, dark-rings-under-the-eyes look of a sleep-deprived student. This latest crash was inevitable. My sleep’s been on and off again for, like, seventy-two hours. When you reach that stage you start seeing some wavy things … But that wasn’t my usual nightmare: no white flashes, flames, or distorted memory. This was weird. My eyes were hers and hers mine.

Grey walks down the sloped auditorium, past different tribal masks from around the globe, ancient statues of the Egyptian gods Bes and Tutu, and spears from the Kush dynasty, which I’m pretty sure are illegal. He stands in front of his lecture board, which is full of diagrams, hieroglyphics, runes and annotations. ‘I want as much detail as possible about the partum et unde: the origins of ancestral tribes.’

See what I mean? There he goes again, switching up his languages. Show-off. Even though his lecture notes are projected and downloadable, he still insists on writing extra notes on a chalkboard. ‘Being present is important’ is just one of his many famous quotes, which I always found contradictory; he’s a history professor.

Grey continues writing. The warmth of his low voice reverberates around the wooden, tech-fitted, Victorian-style lecture hall.

‘Your assignments are due two weeks today. And don’t forget … to include references and no AI.’ Grey looks around the hall pointedly at individual students.

Before I can reach for my tablet and scrounge a few last-minute notes, Leiyah — always one step ahead — beats me to it. She slides over my tablet before pinging her lecture notes onto it. Clearing her throat, she silently mouths ‘You’re welcome’, raising her eyebrows and pushing her black, square-framed glasses up her nose.

‘Any questions?’ Grey wraps up the lecture. The silence echoes. ‘You may leave.’

I start packing, wanting to make a hasty exit. Leiyah hands me a mirror, gesturing for me to wipe the post-sleep drool from my mouth. She has a look on her face that says fix up bro, but she’s kind enough to spare me the embarrassment.

‘So, did Sam tell you what he’s got planned for tonight?’

‘Nah,’ I say, picking up my skateboard to beat a hasty retreat. Leiyah hurries alongside me as I try to blend in with the other students to escape Grey’s scolding.

‘Okay, well … word of advice, I did try and stop him, but you know him. Let’s just say it’s going to be very “Sam”.’

I don’t really acknowledge her because I can see that I’m only a couple of steps from getting out of the door. I’m going to make it!

‘Mr Jacobs. A word please.’

Damn. Five words I didn’t want to hear. Leiyah stops talking and smirks, tapping me on the shoulder twice for good luck before leaving the hall. Grey starts wiping chalk off the board.

‘Still burning the midnight oil I see, Mr Jacobs?’

Without really thinking I just start to blurt things out: ‘Ahhh, I’m really sorry. It— It won’t happen again, I umm …’

He calmly cuts in, still wiping the board: ‘That’s what you said last time.’

What does he want me to say? That I haven’t been taking my prescription and I’ve been having these horrible lucid dreams, watching girls drown in their sleep? Way too much info. So I try appealing to his good nature.

‘I know, this has happened before but this time I—’

‘Joseph!’ He cuts in again, this time his accent becomes slightly stronger. He turns towards me. ‘You’re a good student, Mr Jacobs. When you are awake.’

I try to avoid eye contact.

‘Your essays — when on time — are outstanding, but sleeping in lectures will stop you from reaching your full potential. “For often when one is asleep, there is something in consciousness which declares that what then presents itself is but a dream.”’

‘Aristotle,’ I quietly respond.

His eyes light up before turning back to finish wiping the board. ‘Good, Mr Jacobs. Good.’

For a moment there, I thought I glimpsed a smile.

‘Don’t waste your life dreaming, but rather turn your dreams into reality.’

I finally look up to see him writing something on the board:

[image: Two horizontal lines of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs including birds, human figures, reed leaves, ovals, rectangles and various abstract symbols.]
pA Khat iw pA Hwt-nTrw m-khent Ten

ikh eref sew ir pat rex Des-sen

What the hell? I stand there transfixed.

‘You may leave, Mr Jacobs.’ I walk backwards, still staring at the board. That’s definitely ancient Egyptian but what does it mean? I open the door to leave.

‘And Joseph?’

Now what?

‘Happy birthday.’

I got off lightly; what Grey said wasn’t wrong. I mean, it’s not great being told to fix up, but it’s true I have been failing for a minute. Really though, what was that? And why did my palms feel like they were burning? I’ve had some pretty messed-up dreams in the past. But that last one was different. I can still hear her voice, calling for help, still see her damp, bloated face, the texture of her skin gleaming, almost like black diamonds. My own personal viewing to a murder. Horrible.

I walk down the crowded corridor of students. Advertisements for freshers’ week are still up, alongside upcoming events, like the Student Hallowe’en Ball. You can definitely tell who the freshers are: all that new-found freedom, out-of-towners enjoying their independence. Exciting times I guess.

Leiyah leans against the wall, reading a comic. I love that about Leiyah; she doesn’t need approval from anybody. Her geek-chic nature oozes out of her, from her red Doc Martens and green bomber jacket filled with embroidered badges, down to her black dungarees. She’s deffo in her own lane and possibly one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever met.

‘So, what did he say?’ she says, pulling her Akira pen from her hair, using it as a bookmark. I don’t respond. A bit of a douche move, I know, but Leiyah knows me. I’m not really one to discuss my feelings.

‘Did he give you the “reach for your dreams” speech again?’ She nudges me, trying to lighten the mood, mimicking Grey’s voice with uncanny accuracy. ‘With great power comes great responsibility?’

‘Yeah, something like that. I need to sort my life out. The last thing I need right now is to fail a module.’ Leiyah grabs my skateboard to stop me from walking.

‘You’ll be fine, Joe! And if you need any extra notes, let me know, ’kay?’ She gives me a reassuring look, which chips away at my defences. I nod reluctantly and take a deep breath.

‘Thanks, Leiyah.’

‘So, birthday boy, have you—?’ Before Leiyah can even finish her sentence, we get interrupted. A commotion begins making its way towards us from the other end of the busy corridor. Students begin to move out the way, almost resembling a Mexican wave as they move against the wall. One voice pierces through the hubbub. Leiyah and I look at each other. We both know what’s on its way.

‘Sam!’ we blurt out at the same time.

* * *

Samuel West, where to begin … Well, he’s my oldest friend. He’s kind of what I’d imagine having a sibling would be like. In many ways we’re quite the opposite but our love for everything sci-fi is what forged our friendship. Gaming, comic books, manga, anime — especially Dragon Ball Z, even though he would never admit that Vegeta is better than Goku. Yeah, he’s loud and yeah, he never thinks before he talks and yeah, you got it, he has a habit of getting himself into some stupid situations. But he’s my bro, my oldest friend.

‘Out of the way, coming through!’

I can see Sam now, legging it down the corridor, his bright yellow hoodie and a nineties Fresh Prince-style snapback bobs around on his head. Oddly enough, he’s holding his phone up as he runs.

‘No! You’re kidding me. Is he live-streaming?’ Leiyah laughs in disbelief. ‘What. An. Idiot.’

Behind Sam, three guys are in hot pursuit. One of them is red in the face trying to keep up with the other two. All my instincts are telling me this is not going to end well. Sam skid-stops in front of us, grabbing my shoulder to stop himself from falling.

‘Jhh … Joe,’ he pants, barely able to get his words out. ‘Hey Leiyah. Jhh— Joe, look, you’ve got to back me.’

My attention is quickly drawn to Sam’s pursuers. The one at the front, closely followed by his two boys, turns his run into a quickstep. Each of them have definitely taken their dress sense out of the Brummie roadman starter pack: black trackies and hoodie and Air Max 90s. The leader cusses as he walks towards us, unzipping his red gilet.

‘Oi, dickhead! You think that’s funny?!’ the head of the pack shouts as another lobs a projectile. Unaware of the UFO hurtling towards him, I shield Sam, deflecting the missile with my skateboard. Immediately a small crowd gathers and Sam is surrounded by the three guys.

‘Look, Miles, hang on.’ Sam switches off the live-stream on his phone, then throws up his hands in a desperate plea. ‘Wait a sec, bro.’ Miles looks like he’s about to shot him a box but Sam’s quick intervention makes him pause. ‘Okay, maybe not my “bro”, but look, you said you wanted something eye-catching. Something that represents your music. As an influencer I feel like I understand your target audience.’

Sam unlocks his phone and shows me the cover design, which he has already posted on his socials. I look back at Sam and hand the phone to Leiyah. She shakes her head but can’t suppress her chuckles, which sends an already-heated Miles over the edge. Miles and his guys rush Sam, grabbing him.

‘Woah, woah calm down!’ I shout trying to fend off the many hands grasping at Sam. Leiyah’s voice can be heard amongst the scuffle trying to calm things down and I manage to pry myself in between Sam, Miles, and his cronies. ‘Back off him!’ I yell.

Instantly Miles squares up to me, clenching his fist. ‘Are you mad, who you chatting to Doni?! You wanna get bodied?!’

He steps closer, almost chest-to-chest with me. An even bigger crowd starts to form. This is insane. I mean, really? This is how your day goes from bad to worse. I keep silent, trying to hold my nerve as he continues to eyeball me. I notice his friends move off Sam, who’s looking dishevelled, hoodie all ruffled up. All three move towards me like a pack of hyenas. Miles aggressively reaches into his pocket. His hand re-emerges and I flinch as I catch a flash of silver. He laughs intimidatingly, then blows smoke from the vape pen in my face. My hand starts to shake. Damn, not now.

‘You deaf, idiaat bwoy?’ My chest starts to feel tight.

‘Yo Miles, leave it man, please. It’s my fault … Here, take your money back, let’s call it quits …’ Sam’s voice feels distant, like I’m underwater.

I continue staring down Miles, feeling Leiyah pulling me back.

‘Leave it, Joe. They’re not worth it. You guys are absolutely pathetic.’ Miles and his two pals laugh mockingly.

‘Got your little mix-breed lighty fighting your battles for you, yeah? Wasteman. Ain’t gonna touch you, pickney bwoy. Looks like you’re about to keel over anyway.’

My breathing gets more and more erratic and everything starts to sound muffled.

‘You okay?’ Leiyah turns to me with a look of concern on her face.

I try my hardest to get a word out, putting my shaking hand on my chest.

‘Ah … Ai … Airrrr.’ My other hand searches my pocket for my inhaler.

Sam hands over the money: ‘Take it.’

‘Shut your mouth; I wasn’t talking to you. I’m dealing with Django over here him and his loud mouth gyal.’ Miles snatches Sam’s wallet out of his hand, takes the money, and throws the wallet on the floor in front of me.

Campus security shuffles through the crowd towards us, moving students out of the way. Miles walks backwards, staring me out with his boys, taunting my breathless predicament whilst showing me his middle finger before making a hasty exit.

‘Joe, my bad. I’m sor—’ Before he can finish his sentence, I rush away, leaving Sam, Leiyah, and all that mess behind.

I dart down the hallway and jump — clearing the flight of steps. I need air, I need space, I need to get away. Bursting through a fire exit, I find myself behind the building. I collapse to my knees.

‘My inhaler. Damn, where is it?’ I rummage through my backpack for a spare. ‘Come on …’ The other one must have dropped out my pocket during the scuffle. Found it. I shake it, close my eyes, then take two huge puffs. Closing my eyes, I focus on my breathing. I begin to feel heat, hot flames warming my face, bright white flashes and I realise I’m back …

* * *

I open my eyes and I’m a child again, sitting at the top of a smoke-filled stair case, gripping onto the bars of the banister so tightly that the brown pigmentation in my hand begins to pale. Through the bars, barely visible, I can see bright flashes of white light, almost like sparks, sporadically illuminating the destroyed, fire-engulfed living room. I can hear the sound of glass breaking, sporadic pops, and crunches through the thick, suffocating smoke. I glimpse scorched furniture and blood trailing across the floor. At the back of the room, a single double-glazed patio door reveals a shadow. From outside the glass, a young Black girl emerges from the darkness, her eyes closed and her hair in pigtails. She approaches the glass then, in a substance that looks like black, crystallised diamonds, begins to paint what looks like a type of circle-and-triangle patterned insignia on the window. Underneath she writes a sequence of symbols, too distorted for me to see. I stand there, staring at the insignia, then a white light almost blinds me. A hand comes through the smoke, grabbing my shoulder. Blue police lights blaze and sirens sound. I feel someone’s arm on my shoulder as two hands blend simultaneously into one, bringing me back …

* * *

‘It’s alright, just breathe. It’s going to be okay.’ Opening my eyes, I see the most beautiful girl standing in front of me. Crazy … If I were a photographer this would be a perfect picture: the way the sunlight beams behind her, highlighting her brown skin and Bantu knots, its angelic. One word, peng. She rubs my back reassuringly. ‘Breathe. Concentrate on my voice.’ Her face glows. Wow … who is she? ‘You good? You blacked out for a second. You okay?’

‘Umm yeah, thanks. Just needed some air,’ I say, trying to make minimal fuss but honestly still feeling light-headed. Noticing me slightly struggling to get up, she helps me back onto my feet. I try my best to act normal, brushing myself down, trying not to look like that guy. You know, the idiot that nearly got beaten up trying to help his friend. Yeah, that guy.

‘That was either pretty stupid or brave, sticking up for Sam.’ I nearly choke on my tongue. ‘Were those guys even students?’

‘God knows. I nearly got decked.’

‘Yeah, you did,’ she says with a smile. I smile back at her uncomfortably. She picks up a wooden placard from the floor with the letters M.Y.V.C. sprayed across the front.

‘You going to the protests?’

‘Yep, me and some fellow anarchist students are gonna stick it to the system and burn the place down,’ she says, showing me her placard. ‘Just kidding. But seriously we’re going to make our voices heard.’

‘Cool … And you think it’ll make a difference?’

‘Well, we have to do something. Or at least try. We can’t just sit back and let them keep forcing fake narratives down our throats. “Birmingham, the Industrial City of Dreams”— it’s never been further from the truth.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They say the pandemic’s over but crime, poverty, pollution is worse than ever,’ she says with conviction. ‘And don’t even get me started on the reinstatements of workhouses— It’s barbaric. Being silent doesn’t lead to change. If you get the chance, you should go. Make your voice count,’ she adds, pointing to her placard.

‘Oh, no, I— I’ve never been to a protest. My voice ain’t going to change anything. I’m a ghost.’

She hesitates before responding. Oh man, I’ve completely flopped this. ‘Ghost huh…Well some people believe in ghosts.’

I smile to myself. Yeah, she’s dope. ‘So you know Sam?’

She rolls her eyes, which means yes. ‘We’re on the same graphics course … He’s a bit …’

‘I know. We’ve been together for years.’

‘Together?’

‘Oh no, not “together”. I meant— that came out wrong. Not “came out” … I mean … I meant to say I’ve known him since, like, forever.’

She laughs and extends her hand. ‘I’m Harmony, by the way.’

‘Cool ehh …’ I drop my skateboard, brushing my hand against my jeans. ‘Joseph, I mean. I’m Joseph.’ I go to shake her hand.

‘Yo, Joe!’ sounds from across the campus courtyard. Harmony looks over and sees Sam.

‘Well, Joseph, look after yourself. See you around maybe.’

Harmony leaves, looking back at me with a smile.

Sam comes over, bouncing his eyebrows up and down, looking at me impressed. ‘Well, well, well and a happy birthday to you too.’

Leiyah catches up, pushing Sam out the way: ‘We’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

Still looking in Harmony’s direction, I reassure them: ‘I’m good. Just needed some air.’

‘Ooh, “I just needed some air”,’ Sam says, taking the mickey out of my voice. ‘Is that what they call it? Can’t believe you were talking to Harmony May. She’s literally the piffest ting I know. No offence, Leiyah.’

‘None taken,’ Leiyah replies, kissing her teeth.

‘Did she mention me?’ Sam asks, now looking in Harmony’s direction.

‘A bit,’ I shrug, pop-flipping the front of my skateboard into my hand.

‘Wait, what?!’ Sam shouts, putting his hands on his head in total disbelief. ‘Do you know how many times I say “hello” to this ting? At least five times a day and all I get is “a bit”?!’

Leiyah brings him back down to Earth: ‘The thirst is real. Sam, you’re reaching and — word of advice — calling her a “ting” is giving Ick vibes and definitely not going to help either.’ She clears her throat in a not-so-subtle signal.

‘Oh yeah. Look bro, about what happened …’

Not wanting this to get all mushy and to save Sam from what is usually a drawn-out apology speech, I jump in: ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s cool. Let’s say we’re even and I never need to go to another Villa game.’

Sam fist-bumps me before adopting a kung fu-type pose with his hands. ‘Anyway Miles and dem man are lucky, one more second and I would have hit them with a HADOUKEN!’ He unleashes a Ryu-style kata move from Street Fighter, using his hands to imitate a fire ball.

Leiyah walks away first. ‘What. An. Idiot.’

She is closely followed by me, trying to avoid eye-contact with the other passing students, who are all watching Sam as he remains frozen in his pose.

* * *

We make our way to Birmingham Library. Its contemporary but now-faded architecture of interconnected, overlapping rotunda beaming down natural light, and its interweaving neon escalators, is the perfect reminder of how the city thrived before the second pandemic. Leiyah peruses the shelves, occasionally stopping to flick through some pages that catch her eye.

Sam scrolls through his socials, talking his responses out loud as he types: ‘No, I wasn’t scared you doughnut, Miles and his opps just misunderstood my intention, hashtag never stop for the opps hashtag thuglife hashtag West’s World.’ He never learns.

‘So Joe, tonight: you ready for it?’ Sam probes. These two know that I’m a low-key, keep-it-to-yourself kinda guy, but every year they do their best to try to make me celebrate. Leiyah’s not so bad. But Sam … One year we ended up in the canal after Sam told us we were going to a rave on a barge. Turns out we gate-crashed a gypsy wedding. Not cool.

‘Sam, you know I’m not into—’

‘Yeah, yeah. Whatever. You’ll like this one. I managed to organise us a lock-in at Digbeth Comics. Food, drinks, and not to mention some comic book hotties. Courtesy of yours truly and the “West’s World” admirers.’

I know there’s no way I’m getting out of this so I decide to switch it up and maybe, just maybe, in the long run it might benefit me if a certain person is there too.

‘Let’s take a rain check on that plan,’ I begin. Sam stops in his tracks, taking his attention away from his phone for the first time since we arrived in the library. ‘It’s Student Night, right? Let’s go out.’

Sam’s jaw drops. Leiyah stops book-diving and turns round in amazement.

‘Wow!’ Sam shouts, causing several others in the library to turn around. ‘Now you decide to be sociable? It took me ages to sort this out! Leiyahhhhh, tell him!’

Leiyah continues book-diving. ‘It’s true, Joe; he has been working that underdeveloped muscle he calls a brain.’

Sam bows. ‘Thank you.’

We make our way over to the front desk. Leiyah hands her small pile of books over to the librarian.

‘I appreciate the thought, Sam; I just think it might be fun to go to Student Night, might be a vibe.’

Sam drags his feet like a big baby and goes back on his phone, typing away to cancel his plans.

The librarian scans the books and Leiyah weighs in: ‘Sam, I think Joe’s entitled to do what he wants today, without the guilt of your prepubescent, erotic fantasies being an issue.’

Sam fires back: ‘Whatever, Leiyah, and — just for your information — no one even goes to the library anymore,’ Sam says, leaning on the desk next to the librarian. ‘Ever heard of the net? Seriously, how is this still even open?’

The librarian throws Sam a glance. Leiyah looks over the top of her glasses and leans in to Sam: ‘I’ve got two words for you: your breath.’

I can’t control my laughter. Even the librarian lets out a sly smile whilst scanning the last book. Several shh’s echo around the building. Sam turns, and checks his breath. Leiyah collects her book, receiving a wink from the librarian, and we make our way down the escalators towards the exit.

‘Okay fine! Let’s go to the Digbeth. Arcadian’s trash and Broad Street’s kinda dead, unless you like the more mature cut of meat.’

Leiyah narrows her eyes. ‘Eww, Sam, you’re the worst!’

Sam continues: ‘And, just so you know Joe, I ordered a Catwoman and a Storm for tonight. Just saying. No refunds. Facts! Dave at the comic store’s gonna have a heart attack.’

Leaving the library, the city streets are heaving with people. The majority are holding banners and signs and walking towards the protest. Sam pats his stomach. ‘You guys up for getting some grub?’

I prep myself onto my board, securing my bag straps a little tighter before pulling out my ear buds. ‘I can’t, sorry. I promised my mom we would grab a bite to eat. Birthday lunch. But we’ll catch up later, yeah?’

‘Looks like it’s just you and mwah, Leiyah.’

‘Actually Sam …’

‘What! Don’t tell me you got D&D group or something, even for me that’s a whole nother level of—’

‘Actually D&D’s on a Monday, I’m running the annual EyeSpy group meeting.’

‘Oh great more weirdos spouting out delusional conspiracies, how riveting.’

Leiyah shows Sam the finger.

‘Supernatural beings are amongst us, Sam, you can’t deny it forever.’

I secure the buds in my ears, selecting my ‘ride or die’ playlist from the app — one of my favourite genres of music: Clash Wave. I push off hard on my board, leaving Sam and Leiyah to bicker, and blaze down the city streets.
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