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Prologue
In about three minutes time I’ll be dead. I’ve accepted the truth of the matter, somewhere between the shock and pain of the bullet making its explosive entry into my chest and the long, slow fall to the cold concrete, it became a fact in my mind that I’ve swallowed with fatalist equanimity. There’s no use in fighting it.
As I lie here, crimson blood spilling over the grimy white ground, all I can think is how inevitable this all seems. My whole life doesn’t so much flash before my eyes as my mind starts spinning cartwheels; jumping from event to event in a doomed attempt to try and make sense of what my body is feeling.
It circles in on something: a memory. I was stabbed once in a botched mugging and a moment of stupid, regrettable bravado. I remember the burning feeling as I lay on the ground, body cold with shock, hole in my shoulder burning and bloody. That was bad but this, my mind keeps telling me, this is so much worse.
 
So, as my body goes slowly numb and my ice-water blood circulates and pumps out, spreading away from the burning centre of the entry wound, the wreck of my chest, all I can think about is how I got to here. Central Station on a cold autumn morning, the wind howling around an unseen world outside whilst I lie in the detritus of a thousand people’s morning commute.
Just a bang, a flash, and then red, consuming pain and I’m thrashing and gasping on the cold ground, foaming up my life blood, stained vermillion. Dying this time, actually dying. And I’m really not sure why.
My mind’s going now, I can’t concentrate right, but I see through screwed-up tear filled eyes someone coming up the escalator. He’s a small guy, messy looking and dishevelled. He looks at me, through the panic and the chaos. He sees me and I know who he is – he’s the reason I was here. He doesn’t panic, though his face is painted milk white with shock and his eyes are wide and dumb with fear, he just melts back into the rush. I don’t blame him. I think he’s got a much better idea what’s going on here than I ever did, even as I fish belly on the dirty stones.
 
A shadow falls across me. A new figure, tall, in sunglasses is standing there. He kneels down. He speaks.
"What do you see?" he purrs and I hear it like through thick fog. His voice is gravel wrapped in velvet. Then he takes off the glasses and his eyes are impossible, like two concentric dark circles floating on a pale sea. They’re the cartoon outline of real eyes, drawn without the addition of retina or pupil colour.
He takes something out of the pocket of my jacket and puts it between my teeth, forcing my jaws together. The acid chemical taste burns as it hits the back of my throat like an electric shock. My eyes lose what focus they had, the world spins away on a new axis… I'm no longer in the drafty grey station. I’m somewhere else entirely - somewhere far away. Too far away to ever come back from.
"What do you see?" It’s that voice again, twisting into this new reality, bubbling and howling into my mind. And in my mind’s eye I do see. I see the sky explode then crumble into a hundred, a thousand, a thousand thousand black crows that soar and plummet into a boiling blood red nothing.
"The sky is falling…" I manage to say, each word a gasp, a splutter, an effort. I don’t see it, but the guy with the eyes nods.
"And you’re already dead," he whispers.
He puts a gun to my chest and pulls the trigger.
 




 



The Day Before I Died
The sky through the windshield was a cold autumn grey, heavy with the promise of rain. I stared unthinking up at it as Alexander Corgen - Corg to his friends - drummed an irritable staccato rhythm on the steering wheel and glared grim icy blades at the stationary cars ahead of us, occasionally blessing those behind with the benefit of his scowl probably just for variation. We’d been stuck in traffic for over an hour, our hearse just one more growling, immobile machine.
We were on the way back from the yard and stuck behind some crash or other on a corner of run-down brown stone housing towers, all dirty rust coloured bricks and equally brown actually rusted metal stairs. The wait didn’t really bother me all that much - we’d finished for the day as it was and were on the way back from the crem garage and another job well done, although I was starting to sweat a little in the uniform black suit. As for Corg, I think every wasted minute in this traffic jam was a wasted minute he could have been spending with a drink in his hand.
Somewhere, someone sounded their horn in one long frustrated blast that put me in mind of migrating winter geese.
"Oh right," Corg muttered darkly, "Because that’s going to speed everything along right? Fucking idiot." Corg was one or the biggest guys I’d ever met, muscular and fat at the same time, a completely bald giant of a man squeezed into a dusty-shiny black suit and tie. He was also a part time criminal, a man of unpredictable humors and my closest friend. Sometimes, I knew, he ran guns and discount booze around the city for people he mysteriously referred to as "his associates", storing the merchandise between times in his treasure trove of a warehouse and making smuggle runs in the dead of night. Glancing at him now I knew that this current anger was more a way to pass the time than something borne of any real vitriolic feeling.
Idly he opened the glove box and rummaged around in it, a sure sign of boredom as Corg knew every inch of this car better than I knew my own apartment. He practically owned the hearse, treated it like his own, and refused to let anyone else at the parlour drive it. A vague smile came to me as I remembered how sour he had been when our boss - one Edwin Danvers - had auctioned off the old car and replaced it with a newer - near identical - model.
We were a small firm, working out of a quirky, slightly gothic stone fronted building wedged between an old-school barbers complete with red and white pole and a second hand book store. Danvers always said that the original crumbling façade was good for business, that tradition was comforting in our line of work, whilst the new hearse was his concession towards modernizing. He was always split like that when it came to business, the old rubbing shoulders with the new as uneasy bedfellows. Still, Corg had quickly bonded with the replacement and found a place for it in his affections.
Up ahead a siren sounded briefly and the car ahead inched forward then stopped again. We waited in suspense for a moment, staring at the break lights until they went out, but it seemed that was it for now.
"Fuck sake," Corg pronounced solemnly. "Seriously, Jon, can you believe this shower?" I started slightly and realised I’d been daydreaming, halfway to dropping off.
"Shower?" I asked as innocently as possible whilst stifling a yawn. He didn’t buy it for a second but jerked his huge head in my direction then in the direction of the motionless traffic.
“The world Jon," he said seriously. "The God damned world."
I sighed, realising that he was going to rant to kill time whether I liked it or not and that I might as well play ball.
"The world, eh?" I said. "Any reason in particular? You know, today?"
He broke his death-gaze concentration on the car ahead long enough to throw me a faux-horrified look of confusion. "Are you not seeing what I’m seeing?" he demanded, aghast, gesturing furiously at the stationary traffic. "It’s a simple matter of respect Jon, you know?"
"Respect?"
"Right. Respect. Don’t make me spell it for you. Like the song? I mean, we could have a body in here yeah? These bastards could be holding up some poor soul’s last rites, their final passage, their end-of-fucking-days! No respect, you get me?" Corg sure loved to right the wrongs of the world.
I glanced back at the empty space behind our seats. "Corg man, hate to break it to you but we don’t got a body in here." In actual fact we’d spent the last half hour previous to getting stuck in this unmoving line of traffic getting coffee and it was Corg, who viewed it as more or less his company car, who had insisted we stop off on the way back with the hearse. He was about to protest but I overruled him, "And I know you said might, but if we did we could have a trail of mourners a mile long behind us, and how much worse would this jam be then?" I leaned back in my seat whilst Corg brooded.
Silence. I stared at the sky some, feeling suddenly oppressed by the deepening heavy grey clouds. They felt expectant somehow, something gathering, in the long moment before the storm. For a second I felt there was something very wrong happening in the world, something very wrong about those brewing purple bruises against the morning sky.
I need some sleep, I told myself, and briefly tried to estimate how many hours I’d gotten in the last few weeks: not enough that was for sure - every time my head hit the pillow it felt like there was a pressure building behind my eyes. Maybe the storm would sort it all out…
"Jon, you listening to me?" I caught as I zoned back in.
"Not really," I said, then shook my head a little sheepishly, "Sorry man, miles away." Corg grunted but I caught the flick of his eyes at me in the mirror, something akin to concern perhaps, but just for the briefest second.
"Well, as I was saying," he continued after a beat, "What if we were on our way to get one?" he said with a triumphant glint in his eye.
"One what?"
"Jon G Hesker!" he thundered at me, using my full name like a parent might, an immediate censure. "A fucking body!"
Oh, I thought, guess I didn’t quite shoot this one down after all. "Then we’d be late," I said, "But we wouldn’t be the only ones." I grinned as I said it, but I could tell it wasn’t very convincing. The air seemed to have grown thick, heavier than it ought to be. I looked up at the clouds once more, hoping that they would break soon. If anything they looked darker, more ominous than before.
I opened my mouth to say something about it to Corg, maybe ask if he was feeling it too, but was stopped short by a sudden noise from outside. For a second I thought it was a welcome peel of thunder, but quickly realised it was too brief – a short, loud exclamation, like a car backfiring.
Or a gunshot.
"The hell was that?" Corg muttered. I didn’t answer, craning forward to look out the windshield as the first big heavy drops of rain fell and splashed across it.
We sat in silence for a moment, both, I think, listening though Corg could simply have been watching the fat drops spattering against the glass for all I know. At length I relaxed, leaned back.
"Nothing I guess -" but there was no mistaking the second report, a definite bang this time - too loud and too close, from above and to the left.
And then a body smashed from nowhere onto the hood of our car.
 
I saw it as if in slow motion. Saw the bonnet buckle as he hit it shoulder first, body bending at an unnatural angle, the crush of metal, the wet meat thump like the butcher's slab, the spurt of blood across the windshield that mixed with the raindrops to run pinkish rivulets down to the wipers.
"Fuck!" Corg roared, but I already had the door open and was halfway out of my seat. The pain in my head spiked with the movement, causing me to stumble along the edge of the car. For a moment I felt the pressure would force me to my knees, but then, like rising out of water, it passed and I straightened over the messed-up corpse on the hood. And realised it wasn’t a corpse after all.
"Christ," I heard Corg breathe, a sharp involuntary intake of breath. The guy on the black metal was still breathing, just about - shallow, wet, drowning breaths - though a hole in his chest was pumping frothy blood at a rate that spoke, beyond doubt, that it was too late to be of any help.
Suddenly his eyes snapped open. He was a young man - early twenties by my guess - but his eyes in that moment held an age that was impossible to guess at. He tried to speak but all that bubbled up was more gurgling spit and plasma.
He reached desperately out for me and, acting on automatic, I reached back and took his outstretched hand. To my surprise I felt him press something into it, his last gift to anyone on earth. As my fingers closed around this mysterious offering, his hand fell away and I saw that he was dead, his body steaming in the rain.
All this happened in less than a few seconds, the time it took me to blink a half dozen times, a handful of ragged, chest hammering heart beats. My mind was a mess of jangling, unchecked, panicking thoughts but one pushed past all the others crowding my brain and screamed for attention: where did this guy fall from?
My body stumbled across the answer before my brain caught up and I spun to stare up at the nearest fire escape.
A figure stood at its top, a jagged shape against the rain that was now falling free and heavy. It obscured his features, made him nothing more than a chilling impression, an insidious blemish against the sullen sky. But even from here, as he reached up and acknowledged my attention with a small and mocking half salute that left my innards chilled, I could tell there was something wrong with his eyes. Indistinct as they were, they were still far too bright, twin pools of mercury that locked onto my own gaze and sent a tremor down my spine that was nothing to do with the icy rain.
We stood like that for the briefest moment that seemed to last forever, my heartbeat loud in my ears, and then he slunk back into the shadows as sirens cut the air and when next I blinked, he was vanished from the world.
I turned back around, unconsciously slipping the contents of my hand - the legacy of a dead stranger - into the inner pocket of my suit jacket, and met Corg’s eye.
"I need a drink," he murmured, staring away from the mess on the car.
Nodding my agreement, my attention shifted back to the clouds for a moment. The world, I knew, had somehow just taken a lurch off kilter and fucked us over. I wasn’t sure how, but I was certain of the truth of this fact. This felt like the beginning of something, the end of something else. I could taste it on the air.
Now that it had started, the rain continued to fall and didn’t show any sign of stopping soon, the drops falling from an unyielding, brooding sky.
I turned back to the grisly hood ornament. "Well," I said, light headed with adrenaline, unable to suppress a shaky grin, "Guess we can get out of traffic now."
"How’s that?" Corg grunted.
I dipped my head, gestured with my forehead, feeling awful for saying it, "Looks like we got ourselves a body."
 
We didn’t have to wait for long for the cops to arrive, but even so we were soaked to the skin by the time they did. Cars discarded in the press of motor vehicles, the first uniforms arrived on foot pushing their way through a growing crowd of the curious and the ghoulish, with Corg and I stranded at its centre.
As they set about securing the scene an officer took our names and statements and then we were hustled through the press to a waiting squad car and then largely forgotten about. Through the rain streaked window I could see the uniforms dispersing the crowds, taking statements here and there. A hassled looking guy in a long beige coat hurried past, collar turned up against the deluge. Detective for sure.
"Corg?" I said at last.
"What?" he answered, a malevolent gaze leveled belligerently at the window.
"Does this seem like usual procedure to you?"
He grunted. "Who knows, man? Whole cities going crazy so I hear: gangs over the bridge, not enough cops." He grinned, "Total fucking break-down of law and order is what I read in the papers."
I knew Corg had been in trouble with the law before, on and off all throughout his life in fact, and that he didn’t hold much love for the police. For my own part, I’d only had pretty limited dealings so I guess I held no malice against them. I just hoped Corg kept his cool - I didn’t really know where we stood right now, but I did know there was a fast cooling body topping our car.
With something like a guilty start I realised my right hand was streaked with a dead man’s blood. As I tried unsuccessfully to wipe it away on my sodden trousers, another thought occurred to me.
“Corg," I said once more, tentatively, "You don’t have anything in the car right?"
He gave me a look that clearly asked what I took him for which dissolved into a quick smile.
"Never in the company car my man," he said.
"Good."
"Probably," he added. I chose to take that as a joke.
 
Eventually the raincoat got into the front seat of the car and introduced himself as Detective Andrew Cotter. "Andy," he added afterwards with a small tired smile. He looked washed out, like all the luster was gone out of him - too long on the job, nicotine teeth and fingers, deep set crow’s feet running erratic spider-webs around his eyes, hair more grey salt than its original black pepper and in need of a cut and a comb. I’d have put money that he only had a week left until retirement. He had one of those moustaches that only law enforcement types can pull off but the effect was lessened by at least two days worth of dark stubble crowding his cheeks and chin.
“Alright," he said, brushing droplets of rain from his hair, checking notes from a pad. "John Hesker. Alexander Corgen. So what happened here, exactly?"
We shrugged in unison. Then Corg said, "Dude fell on our car."
Cotter nodded. "Right, I got that actually." He sounded too tired to rise to Corg’s deliberately aggressive tone. Pulling a pack of red label cigarettes from his pocket, he proceeded to tap the pack with his index finger.
"Witnesses said he came over the fire escape? That right?"
"Sure," I said, nodding. He waited a moment, and it struck me his mind was more on his cigarettes as much as anything we might volunteer. There was something a little twitchy in the tapping. This guy was a real nicotine fiend.
To my surprise, his indifference irritated me. "There was a guy," I said. It piqued his interest for definite, even warranted a faint raise of a dark eyebrow, but on the whole didn’t get the reaction I felt it deserved.
"A guy?"
"Sure," I said again, annoyed at how I sounded, about how little I had to offer. "A guy. On the fire escape. Guessing put a bullet through your friend on our car."
"Can you describe him?" Cotter asked, clearly without much hope that I could. He flipped open the pack and slid clear a smoke. He had his eyes on me in the mirror though.
"No," I said with guilty pang. "He had odd eyes. I saw that but, you know, too much rain, too little time."
Cotter nodded. "Odd eyes," he echoed. It was getting to be a habit of his, easier than thinking of his own sentences I guess.
"Yes."
"Great." He nodded again but didn’t seem surprised or disappointed or even particularly interested. His every word, every action seemed to say, "I’m just a guy doing a job; we’re going through the motions that is all."
"You two work at…?"
"Last Rights Funeral Services," I answered.
"To respect and inter," Corg added before resuming his stony silence. I shot him a glance, but he was staring out the window once more, eyes locked moodily on the deteriorating weather. If Cotter noticed, or thought this outburst odd, he didn’t give it away.
The questions carried on for some time, each less helpful than the last, and pretty soon any use we could offer was clearly exhausted. By then there didn’t seem much else to say. Cotter’s money said the shooter was a professional hitter and had made himself good and lost in the maze of back streets and alleys and cellars that were the labyrinthine backbone of our fair city.
"Right," the detective said at last, bouncing the unlit cigarette off his knuckles, seemingly oblivious to Corg’s blank hostility, my increasing dispirited exasperation. "Well the car’s going to be taken as evidence for now, but we’ll get it back to you in due course, I guess." And that, it seemed, was that.
"That’s it?" I said.
"That’s it," Cotter agreed.
"We can go?"
"You can go, sure," he said, "Get the hell out of here." He got out and opened the door for us, waiting impassively in the falling downpour as we clambered out of the back of the squad car.
"We’ll be in touch," he said, though it sounded like a formality somehow and I doubted the truth of the empty words.
 
I looked back as we made our way though the pouring rain. Cotter was still outside the car and had finally put light to the cigarette. He smoked it like a starving man might attack a steak, cooked rare and still oozing a little juice. As I watched, he set spark to the tip, sucked back a long deep crinkling drag of smoke and let it out into the sodden air. He took another hit, then another until there was nothing left but one final gritty black breath.
 
Later.
"Did any of that make any sense to you?" I asked Corg as we entered the pleasant, familiar dark of Down Quiets, our regular drinker. Split into two rooms divided by a couple of shallow steps leading from the bar area to the quieter, more secluded lower lounge, Quiets was a dark wood, old fashioned saloon, watched over by the sober presence of Francis Low - known to most as Quiet - the serious cool eyed barman and owner.
"No," Corg said, heading to the long dark-wood bar overhung with rusted farm equipment and tin drinking cups, and nodding to Quiet. "Nothing about that was normal."
"What’ll it be?" Quiet whispered deeply. Corg ordered beers and two shots of bourbon apiece that he carried on a steel tray to our usual, shadow swathed corner table and faded red leather bench.
"No," he said again as we sat down at the scarred round table and breathed in the familiar air, thick with old smoke and stale beer, "Nothing at all for my money." He took an appreciative sip of his drink.
"Then again, I’ve never had a corpse fall on my car before, so what do I know?"
I followed suit with the beer. "Just me though, or did Cotter not really seem like he cared all that much at all?"
Corg shrugged. "Like I said, whole city’s going to hell. Look at what’s happening over the bridge."
Legends about the far side of the bridge were legion. Old Links Bridge joined the two halves of the city, old and new. There was a time when plenty of people used to cross the old monument and head into the Old Quarter looking for a good time - the law extended over the bridge, of course, but there weren’t enough law enforcers to keep it. The old, crumbling stones of the quarter had seen more street parties and excess than any other part of the city. But it had seen more murders too, more drug peddling, theft, prostitution.
As time went by, only the more hardened crossed the bridge. No longer just kids looking for a good time and cheap booze and weed, the official stance of turning a blind eye pushed professional criminal activity over into the other side of the city. Those who lived there already left if they could. Those who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, drew together forming gangs and families, their numbers gradually swelled by runaways or people who crossed over because there was no place for them on the regular side, in the real world.
And of course, they viewed their neighbours, their rivals as they now were, with suspicion and dislike. If you weren’t part of the family, you must be against the family.
And so, over time, the Old Quarter descended into what was essentially total anarchy, ruled over by a series of gangs locked in bloody feuds with one another. Gradually, these units found that they were strong and took over the guns and the hooch and the drugs. If you wanted to disappear, as they said, you crossed the bridge: if you wanted someone else to disappear, well, you still crossed the bridge and found someone with the skill-set to make it happen.
"I heard the police have stopped even crossing the river," I said.
"So they say," Corg assented. I knew for a fact that from time to time Corg’s other work took him over to that side of town and that he had affiliations with one of the families in some way or another. Sometimes, in his cups, he would talk about it but it didn’t seem I was going to get anything out of him today.
"One of us better give Danvers a ring," I said at last. "I guess the police already talked to him, best give him our side of it, right, let him know about the car if he doesn’t already. You want to do it?"
Corg shook his head and knocked back a whiskey. "Nah," he said, "You do it. I do it he’ll just chew me out, probably think I’m trying to steal the fucking thing."
That sounded about right. I nodded, threw back my own drink, and stepped out into the drab grey evening and the torrential rain.
When I came back in, shaking droplets from my hair, Corg was smoking a cigarette and had been back to the bar and returned with a whole bottle of Mash and two tumblers. "What’d he say?" Corg asked as I sat down, pouring me a generous tipple and passing it over.
"He wasn’t too pleased. Said the police had already been on to him." I slugged back a mouthful, swirling the smoky liquid around my mouth, savoring the amber burn as it slipped down my throat.
"Well then, bottoms up," Corg said, raising his glass in a toast and we both drank.
 
It was some time later that he asked the question that I guess had been on his mind the whole time.
"So," he said, by now slurring very slightly and with a feigned nonchalance, "What did he give you?"
It took me a moment to pull myself out of the heavy whiskey stupor that had wrapped itself around my head to find my tongue and answer. When I did it felt too big for my mouth.
"What?" I said, blankly. "Who?"
"Who?" Corg chuckled incredulously, a long throaty, dirty laugh. "Who? Fuckin’ Cadaverous Joe ornamenting the company car man, that’s who."
It took me another moment, but at last I cottoned on. "Shit," I said, rummaging in the pocket of my suit. "I’d forgotten!" After some fumbling I produced the thing that the stranger had used his final moments to hand on to me. Or two things as it turned out, one wrapped around the other.
The first was a slip of stained note paper – though stained with what I tried not to think - torn from a spined legal pad, on which was a hastily scrawled number - a phone number at a guess but all jumbled up together without any spaces. Below this, in the same hurried hand was a single word: "Whimsy."
The other item was more disturbing - a small clear capsule, the sort that some medicines come in, inside which was a tiny amount of something black and glistening that didn’t seem able to decide what form to take. From one angle it seemed liquid but with a twitch of the wrist, melted into slime then coalesced into gas. Whatever it was, there was no more than a smear of it, shining darkly with an unhealthy vivid pallor. Just looking at it sent a needle of pain dancing through my temples.
We were both quiet for a time, staring at the thing I’d laid on the dark wood of the table.
"This is very bad shit," Corg said at last. I was forced to agree.
"Why didn’t you tell the cop about this?" he asked after a while, somewhat hypocritically I felt.
"I’d forgotten about it," I said. "Honestly," I added, seeing the disbelieving look on his face, "Heat of the moment I guess?" Though I wasn’t sure that this was the truth, not really. Then, "Why didn’t you?"
"I was following your lead," he said, with something like a twinkle in his eye.
"Right."
"Believe me brother," he said, face suddenly leering into a devilish grin, "Last thing you wanna do with mystery shit like this is hand it over to the man." He spoke like one who knew and I could kind of see his point.
I secured the pill back in my inner pocket and looked at the number again. Tempting, I thought: there was no option really.
"Time to go," I said, killing the dregs of my drink.
"You gonna call that?" Corg asked, fixing his bleary eye on me.
"I guess so."
"Could mean a whole heap of trouble," he said darkly.
"I guess so." I was thinking once more of the shape of a figure, silhouetted against the grey sky, eyes shining brightly in the gloom.
I left Corg with the bottle of mash, nodded goodbye to Quiet, and made my way slowly out into the night.
 
When I got home I headed straight into the narrow galley kitchen that backed onto the lounge, flicked on a small mood lamp and poured another few fingers of bourbon onto ice and added it to that which I’d already consumed. Steadied - sort of - I took out the note and the pill and flicked them down onto the marble effect surface, watching the contents coalesce oddly under the soft light.
I picked up the phone then paused, Corg’s parting words coming back to me once again - was I about to invite a storm of trouble into my life? Or our lives even. I stared at the numbers and they seemed to crawl on the page in the dim light. Isn’t that what you want, whispered one of those little voices that lurk in the long-grass of the mind waiting until you’re unmanned to pounce, until there’s no one else around. Isn’t that what you want?
No, I thought. And yet.
I could feel the storm building, at some point it had to break.
Shaking my head to try and clear it, my attention switched to the pill again, to the brackish rolling ink beneath the clear plastic, feeling my skin crawl, feeling the air get thin. Something rustled in the darkness of the building and, just for a moment, as I glanced up, the shadows seemed longer than they should have been, deeper, deep enough to hide dark shapes, intangible somethings that the reasoning mind could not, should not, pinpoint or understand.
For a moment, the shadows in the lounge, in the bedroom beyond, were not the soft familiar curves and angles of my battered, mismatched furniture. These shadowy forms shifted sinuously, prowled the room, swallowing the light, spreading and lengthening and reaching.
And, just for a moment, I felt that if I left the dim bubble of safe lamplight, I would step out into a place built not from the comfortable familiarity of my own four walls and well-worn furniture but rather into somewhere else entirely, somewhere much older, a dark abyss in which to be lost. For a heartbeat that seemed to last forever I stared into the deepening dark that didn’t feel like my lounge anymore and had the uncomfortable sense that something was looking back.
The light flickered. Don’t stray from the path, whispered the sing-song voice in my mind, echoing some half forgotten rhyme from childhood: the way through the woods is tricksy, the things in the wood are bad.
Then the moment passed and I was back in my flat, where, of course, I’d always been, staring at the sun-faded brown leather of the couch, and the only noise was the beat of my heart and the steady rhythm of the rain against the windows.
But I knew that - whether I wanted it or not - trouble had already found me.
Taking a deep breath I punched the numbers into the phone and waited.
 
Someone picked up after fourteen rings. I have no idea how many I would have left go unanswered before I gave up.
"What?" A voice suddenly barked down the line, then, "Who is this?" It was a male voice, fast, angry with a think burr. He sounded all at once jumpy and pissed off.
"Whimsy?" I said, my mind still reeling from the drink and whatever - if anything - had happened a few moments ago.
"No, fucknuts, that’s my name," Whimsy shot back. "Try again. Who are you?"
"My name’s Hesker," I said, "Jon Hesker."
"Never heard of you," it sounded like herd-a-you in his thick accent. "I’m going to hang up now."
"No wait, listen," I said, "Look, you’re right, you don’t know me and I don’t know you, but some really odd shit happened to me today and your name sort of fell out of it."
The only response from the other end was a slow, considered intake of breath, and then, grudgingly, reluctantly, he said, "Mine is not a name I want falling anywhere. Speak."
"Right," I said, "Well, I guess I might have some bad news for you," and I told him everything that had happened that day, about the backed-up traffic and about the guy who fell from heaven and ended his days leaking fluid over the front of Corg’s car. I told him about the shadowy figure glimpsed on the fire escape, about his strange eyes and the thrill of fear he sent down my back as I felt his gaze falling on me. Eventually, I told him about the scrap of paper with his hastily scribbled number. Whimsy listened in silence, but I heard him suck in another breath when I told him about the poor guy’s final moments of trauma on this earth.
When I was done, I asked simply, "You knew him?"
"Yeah," came the distant reply from the receiver after a pause in which I’m certain decisions were being made.
"Yeah, I knew him. His name was Charlie Dwight, we were in business together, back when I was still an investigator, for a while… and he gave you old Carver Whimsy’s name, eh?"
"Um," I said, momentarily blindsided by the full unveiling of that unusual name, "I guess so." I in turn hesitated for a moment. Did I really want to tell him the rest? I hadn’t even told the detective. But then, maybe, he could shed some light on things, I reasoned. For all I knew, I told myself, it was nothing anyway. Nothing enough to murder someone over.
"He also gave me something else."
"Something else?" He sounded tense again, like he’d been expecting something more.
"What?"
"A Pill," I said.
"A Pill?"
"Yeah," I said, then, "No, more, you know, like a capsule, with-," I struggled to find the right word to express the thing I was looking at, to communicate the empty feeling it left in the pit of my stomach. But Whimsy cut me off before I ever found it.
"Fuck," he breathed, more to himself than to me. "He got it."
"Got it?" I echoed blankly, "But what is it?" Putting voice to the question I really wanted answered.
"It doesn’t matter," Whimsy said. "Not right now anyway. We’ve talked too much on this line already. Listen," and now he sounded truly edgy, his voice low and urgent, "We need to meet. I need to see that pill, make sure. You’re in the city right?"
"What?" I said, surprised by the sudden development. "Yeah, but -" he cut me off again - talking to Whimsy was proving to be a challenge, like trying to catch a rabbit as it veers and bounces ahead of you.
"Tomorrow," he said. "Ten o’clock, Central Station. I’ll find you."
"OK," I said feeling that we were drawing to a close but that I was no closer to any sort of understanding.
"But wait, isn’t there anything else you can tell me?" I was looking back again at the shadows crowding out my apartment, trying to dispel what I’d felt earlier and the hollow feeling it had left in the air, listening to the rain fall like nails on the glass…
"Yeah," he said. Hope burned and died as I recognised the smirk in his voice. "Don’t eat the pill."
He hung up.
No worries there.
 
Outside Hesker’s apartment, in the cold, dark shadows across the street beneath a tangle of spouting gutters, colourless eyes watched the light flick off, their owner waiting impassive as a statue as the water cascaded and fell.
 
***
 
The morning dawned cold and grey, heavy with the promise of more rain. I had slept badly once more, plagued by strange and troubling dreams, snatches and chunks of which returned to me as I nursed a coffee with creamer and watched from my window as the ashen world below began to come alive.
I had been running across a broken, twisted landscape beneath a moon that was bright and massive above me, a bulbous monstrosity that swallowed most of the sky yet gave little light for all its incredible size. The ground beneath my bare feet was hard and smooth like volcanic rock, and shone black in the weak light of the celestial body.
And something was chasing me. I think it may have been a wolf, though bigger than any natural wolf that I’ve ever heard of in waking life.
That was my feeling, but I couldn’t say for sure, I never saw it. I did hear it though, and I remembered the visceral sound of long claws scraping against the stone as I sipped my coffee and felt the breeze whispering through the open window and across my face, reviving me slightly, but reminding me also of the feeling of breath on the back of my neck as the stalking creature closed in on me.
At last I would be able to bear it no more and would be forced to turn around but it would be gone, lurking in the shadows at the edge of my dream until I turned my back once more. Then I’d hear it creeping back out of the dark on velvet feet to give chase once more.
As I continued to run, the moon had slowly changed, altering its appearance as the landscape around me grew darker and more dangerous, jagged shards of rock cutting at my feet until I was leaving smears of deep ruby blood glistening on the outcrops as I passed. It would make me easier to track I remember thinking with the scattered logic of the dreamer.
By the time I stopped, the moon above was a dark crimson scar against the bruised sky and had started to melt in on itself, bleeding tendrils of pinky-red corruption into the lightening sky. It made me think of the way ink runs into water only slower and, somehow, much more disturbing. It was as if the whole sky was being infected by the poisonous juices hemorrhaging from the blistered moon.
Now at last I stopped, on the edge of a narrow valley at the centre of which a skeletal, broken tree burst from the ground, standing white and bonelike, an obscene and unnatural centerpiece to the blasted nightmare landscape. Something about its bare fingerlike branches raking at the sky stopped me where I stood, shaking and sweating with trepidation.
From behind rose a long, low growl as my pursuer entered into this broken arena, its long shadow falling over me, cold and deadly as icy water.
With no choice but to continue, I steeled myself for the descent into the lee of those crooked branches when I realized there was a figure in the shadows surrounding the trunk. He was tall and thin, his face lost in the gloom, waiting in silent, patient solitude, steady and unmoving as stone.
With agonising slowness, the sun was rising, spreading a drab luminescence across the blasted clearing, slowly revealing the waiting figure. As the light continued to move I saw long limbs; elongated ivory arms ending in spiderlike, pale hands, one wrapped over the top of the other, ragged nails thick with dirt and mud.
The light moved on and was almost at his face. I screwed up my eyes, suddenly certain that I didn’t want to see whatever was to be revealed. I felt the hot breath on the back of my neck, closer and fouler than ever. There was nowhere to go. I opened my eyes.
I woke up.
The dream had filled me with a deep and uneasy sense of foreboding for the day ahead, but I tried to put it to the back of my mind. I took another sip of coffee but it tasted burnt like ash in my mouth and I poured it away. Two crows sat watching me from a telephone wire across the street, their strange, serious eyes contemplating my movements as I forced myself to eat an apple and nibble at a stale cookie. I was still feeling queasy when one of them gave a loud, harsh caw and took to the air, making me jump.
My God, I thought, I need to get a grip. The second crow gave me a long look of agreement before following its companion, black feathers ruffling against the cold sky. It was time to go, I thought. Best not be late for my date. I grabbed my phone and keys and left the flat, making a mental note to call the boss on the way and let him know I’d be late.
 
The line clicked off into a dead white buzz. I flipped the cell shut, deciding I would tell Danvers where I’d been all morning when I got back. It was unusual not to be able to get through to the parlour, still he could chew me out later, or not, depending on his mood. It was just entering the dying light of rush hour and the station was easing to a steady trickle of people; aimless day trippers mostly and tourists with just a smattering of hassled looking suits who were either late for work or important enough to carve their own hours.
Overhead, the great glass dome of the roof was a uniform soulless grey, rippled with rain drops. According to the monstrous gold-plated clock over the escalator, I was about fifteen minutes too early, so I bought a copy of The Standard and another coffee and settled at a plastic table, sprayed to look like metal, in front of a pretzel stand done up as some kind of wooden shack with a straw roof. It was like something you might hope to see on the white sands of some beautiful tropical beach between the cobalt blue of the ocean and the mirrored sky.
Flicking through the paper proved disheartening at best. There was a report of more buildings on fire across the bridge and somebody had dug up a pit full of bodies behind some old hotel. I sighed and laid it aside. Cigarette smoke wafted from somewhere, peppering up my nose. I coughed and brushed it away. I was dressed for work and they didn’t like it if you turned up smelling funky. Smoke was especially bad for a cremation. Made sense, I guess.
I glanced at the clock again. Still ten minutes. I sipped my coffee - it was good this time, grit black and bitter, swamp thick. Smelled just like burnt rubber. On the far side of the concourse an overweight commuter in a floral shirt shouted at a ticket clerk, waving his arms in over-wrought dramatic flourishes at the bemused attendant.
A woman in a severe cut charcoal skirt suit was sipping a coffee at the table across from me, dark hair pulled back in a no nonsense ponytail. One perfectly manicured fingernail tapped a machine gun rhythm on the screen of her mart phone. I spent a few minutes half trying to catch her eye but she was having none of it. Killed some time anyway.
Muffled music floated on the lifeless air, all hi-hat and deep bass escaping from a set of gleaming heavy gold ear-cans tangled in some kid’s curly black hair as he swaggered on by with practiced nonchalance.
People watching killed another five minutes as I waited for Whimsy to show his face. A face, I thought, that I didn’t know. Still, I was where he’d told me to be and that was as much as I could do for now. The pill in my pocket was a dead weight, heavy with questions.
Time ticked by slowly in acid green digits. Idly I brushed lint off a black sleeve, straightened a pant leg, adjusted my tie. Seconds passed like pouring syrup, not so much ticking as oozing immeasurably.
Something on the rolling news screen caught my eye…
I heard the noise as I reached again, unconsciously, for the styrophome coffee cup. A pop and a rush like thunder that shattered the ambient bustle, like a train approaching the platform. I heard it, felt it, didn’t understand. And then my chest exploded outwards.
Swamped, mugged by the pain I jerked backwards in the aluminium chair, toppling it backwards, my legs sending the light table arcing through the air, coffee and ashtray spiralling off over the ground.
I toppled backwards in slow motion, screaming the pain I could barely register and flopped onto the floor. What started as a tumble was, by the time it finished up, too wet and messy to live up to the name.
I hit the floor, blood spray painting my landing. I am street art, I thought in one ludicrously detached moment before everything closed back in. Then I lay still, panting and pumping out blood, fingers sliding around in it as I struggled for purchase, tried to cling to a life I knew was in its terminal moments.
 
Carver Whimsy stepped onto the platform, just another morning traveller in a like-minded sea. Bedecked in a faded Hawaiian shirt and cargo pants under an overlong black leather jacket, he cut an unlikely figure. Whimsy looked so much like a play-actor investigator - was so incongruous in any setting - that he became at times almost invisible. Like a strange aroma, he lingered in the background until he was a part of it. In his profession such a skill could be invaluable. It had certainly saved his life.
As he made his way onto the escalator he lit up a dog eared rollie, pluming thick acrid smoke in his wake. He sucked in an appreciative lungful and wished, not for the first time, that he’d chosen a less exposed rendezvous destination.
Shit, Whimsy thought as the escalator reached the pinnacle of its rise and spewed him out into the grubby ticket barriers. He hated being this visible, too many people, too many unknown faces.
Relax, he told himself, if it was a trap, you’d already be dead, and there was something to be said for safety in the anonymity of numbers. Still, Whimsy knew the only reason he had lived so long was a mixture of paranoia and his uncanny ability to effectively disappear, to melt away and stay away.
His ticket popped out of the machine and he pocketed it once more, noticing as he did so the story on the scrolling news screen. Some funeral parlour downtown was burning down.
And then he was out into the station proper, into the newly breaking commotion.
"My God," he breathed, the words escaping out in a breath full of dirty smoke.
Like a scene out of a movie, there were a lot of panicking people on the move, crushing back into one another, screaming, forming an open half moon, at the centre of which a figure lay in a spreading pool of blood. He was still clearly fighting to hold on to life but Whimsy didn’t need a doctor to tell him that it was a battle he was losing. The guy on the floor thrashed and, for the briefest moment his eyes met Whimsy’s own.
He felt a flash of ice in his blood, not least because no one ever looked straight at Whimsy. He knew then that he had come too late.
With a supreme effort, Carver Whimsy forced himself to remain calm. Running will get you dead, he told himself, stay with the crowd, don’t draw any attention to yourself, stay calm, walk away. Still, some sense of something akin to responsibility made his feet heavy, his exit slower than it should have been.
I’m sorry, he thought, gaze riveted to the prone figure, unable to look away. Head thick with guilt, Whimsy beat his retreat, feeling sick with himself, with what he’d seen and the need to be free of it that was tearing at his gut. Without seemingly moving, Whimsy melted back onto the throng. Where he had been seconds before, a guy in a corduroy blazer was screaming into his phone whilst someone else gripped his shoulder. And, in this manner, Whimsy insinuated himself into the mass of shifting humanity until he was lost in the crowd.
 
I watched him go, not angry, not anything really. I was way past that. It didn’t matter now, nothing did. Worlds swam.
A sudden, incongruous, memory leaped unbidden to mind. When I was a kid, perhaps six or seven, I remember I used to ask questions constantly, the way a lot of kids do: why is the sky blue? Why do we have feet? What’s grass made of? That kind of thing.
I remember that it used to really get on my old man’s nerves, I could keep it up for hours. One day we were in the city -we didn’t live in the city but in a small community an hour or so away from it – and it was a hot, sunny idyllic summer’s day, least ways that’s how it looks in my memory. On this day, I remember seeing an old guy, a bum, rifling through some garbage cans. He looked, to my child’s eyes, a bit like a grubby Santa with a huge, tangle of beard covering half his crinkled face.
"Why is that man so dirty?" I asked my father, just loud enough that I guess it must have been awkward.
"Jesus Johnny," my father shot at me, scowling, "You keep asking so many questions, one day someone’s gonna take a pop at you."
Now, with a pumping hole in my chest, I remembered that. Someone finally took that pop, I thought.
And then there was the shadow. It spread over me, a cool dark breeze, inky clouds obscuring the too bright light. I realised my eyes were closed and struggled to open them, to look into a gaze straight out of another world.
I wanted to think these eyes were like none I had seen, but that wasn’t true, I’d seen them yesterday, looking down from a fire escape as some poor soul cooled on the smashed up wreck of the car we used to ferry the dead.
It might seem like I’m retreading old ground, but things get clearer with retelling. Without blinking or breaking eye contact, the guy with the outline-eyes reached into the pocket of my suit jacket and pulled out the deathly capsule. It was this that he placed between my teeth.
The thing dissolved. Acid taste. And my mind dissolved with it. I saw the world fall apart on the wings of a million crows.
"What do you see?"
I told him.
"The sky is falling."
He nodded, his voice telling me he knew exactly what I meant, even if I didn’t any more.
"Then you’re already dead."
He put the gun to my heart and pulled the trigger.
 
 



                             



Waking Up
In an old fashioned, lushly bedecked office a man sits behind an enormous dark wooden desk, inlaid with green leather, his face hidden in shadow. The ornate chandelier above him is unlit and there is no natural light as this office lies deep underground but a clever arrangement of devices means that fake spring light softly illuminates the room from behind a large, frosted bay window on the western wall. Art hangs on this and all of the other walls too, hunting scenes in the main housed in lavish gold frames over old fashioned bottle-green wallpaper that matches the darker thick-ply carpet. This is a room out of time.
The man at the desk is named Horst, although few would dare speak it to his face, or anywhere where they thought he might hear which, arguably, is everywhere. He sits like a neat spider at the centre of the web of what they refer to as Control: to all intents and purposes, he is Control.
He is whip lean, middle aged, with an uncompromising rigidity in his appearance: short, neat iron grey hair, closely cropped beard. He wears a plain, dark military tunic. Everything about him is a straight, efficient line.
He sits now peaceful and still in his immaculate, expansive office, one room in a colossal bunker buried beneath enough earth and concrete to survive an apocalypse that Horst thinks just might, if he plays his cards right, possibly be on the verge of happening. Below his feet are rooms and rooms of storage, barracks, living quarters, labs, technical hubs, weapons testing facilities and the housings of the hundreds of other requirements to keep his bunker fortress ticking over effectively. There are warehouse storerooms full of canned food, great storage tanks of fuel and even filtration works to provide clean air. In the event of their failure, there are also reserve oxygen tanks to keep at least some of the work force, as well as Horst himself, alive for quite some time.
Below all of these again lie the more sinister levels, expunged from the blueprints that all but the most trusted have ever seen. These are the floors that house the cells, a level of dark, hopeless square pits built to house unfortunate prisoners who should never again expect to see the light of day, at least not before they have talked and certainly not in the same way as they did before they went in. They have seen scant use so far, but Horst envisions a day, soon, when they will be pressed into greater service.
Although the cells in themselves, cramped, windowless and dark, are enough to break the spirit, there are other rooms down there too with purposes darker and more sinister still. These rooms have tiled walls for ease of wiping down and sluice drains in the floor to wash away the evidence of what has been carried out in them. They had already seen a certain amount of use.
Gradually the sound of booted feet ringing on concrete breaks into Horst’s attention, growing louder and louder until he knows that the looming shape of Rift, his most prized servant, is waiting just outside the heavy portal leading onto the office. There is an electronic buzz and Control presses a switch on the underside of the desk, causing the heavy metal door to swing silently open.
A hulking menace enters, all brawn and bulbous muscle. His hair is shaved close to his skull, his face heavily scarred but the cold light of cunning shines in his small eyes. Rift represents the highest point of success in Horst’s dabbling experiments with the shadow.
"Report," Horst commands in his quiet, even voice.
"All targets terminated, sir," barks the giant. "Bar one. The driver was not present when the unit entered the funeral parlour. Wychelo has reported successful elimination of the other witness, however. Orders?"
Horst sighs. By his own command, all actions relating to the substance, the shadow, no matter how trivial, have to filter through him, but sometimes it could be so obvious.
"Find the driver. Kill him."
With a crisp salute, Rift leaves the room, allowing the great outer door to slide shut in his wake. Alone once more, Horst opens a drawer and removes from it a small glass ball which he places on the desktop. Within its depths, the same shadowy substance curls like tempestuous cloud.
 Patience. 
He hears the words whispered in his mind and the contents of the orb boil and flow.
 Wait, it whispers.
 The Unlucky man is waking up.
 
***
 
I awoke from nothing into something. As consciousness, as life, flooded back into my body, I was aware on some level of compressing, of a rushing all encompassing everything being condensed and forced back into a frame too small to house its enormity, like a balloon filling too quick with air, ready to burst. And it hurt, a raw red, flaming pain that spread and roared through my whole being right to the tips of my extremities. I screamed, not yet aware of myself, of what or where I was or how I came to be there.
I felt as if I was growing from the inside out, unfolding, speeding through birth into life as blood, boiling hot and full of potential, spread and flowed through cold arteries. My heart pumped, my lungs inflated. With a rush my ears filled with forgotten sound - although the only noise at present was my own thrashing and howling as I convulsed and hammered against walls I could neither see not hear but that hemmed me tightly in on all sides - and my eyes opened and slowly swam into a new focus.
My void was dark. And cold.
Sucking in deep, steadying breaths, I stopped my manic spasming movement and lay still, awareness slowly seeping through me, panting and shivering as my body gradually came back under remembered control.
I shifted to the right on cold metal and came up against resistance in the shape of more cold metal. The same thing to the left and I could sense the weight of confinement pressing down bare inches from my face. So, I was in a roughly human shaped metal box. And it was very cold. I felt my breath mist and crystallize against the cold steel. The darkness was total.
Having asserted control long enough to deduce all of this rationally, my mind took a backseat for a few moment as my body took back over, thrashing senselessly against the walls of its prison, an animal panic guiding limbs that smashed and beat in all directions.
A new scream started to build in my throat and I gave it full vent. Born of anger this time, not fear, it emerged as a grating, half mad roar, bouncing and whooping around my cage. Just as the crescendo reached breaking point and the dim idea that this wasn’t really working started a slow ferment in my thawing brain, there came the scrape of metal on metal and I was flooded with light.
For a second or two my eyes stopped working altogether as utter pitch darkness became blinding white clinical light, cutting into my newborn senses and sending my retinas into momentary shutdown, or overload, or something. When I adjusted, the gurney bed had been pulled out of the hole in the wall and two very pale and scared looking guys in scrubs and white coats were staring at me in bewildered panic.
One of them found his voice. He was skinny and pale as milk, fringe plastered with sweat to his forehead. He wore thick round glasses behind which swam red rimmed eyes big as saucers. His voice shook when he spoke, fear making him a high falsetto.
"Um," he managed, then stopped and cleared his throat, bringing his tenor down a few octaves.
"Dude," he said uncertainly, "You’re dead."
"No", I replied in a voice as rusty as old nails. "I’m not." It gave me pause for thought. "Not anymore."
The cold was prickling at my skin, should have been giving me goose bumps, I was naked after all, my sparse covering of plastic sheet having been lost somewhere in the transition from gurney to standing. There was a tag attached to my right toe. It said Hesker, Jonathan G on it. It’s Jon, I thought, detachedly.
Somewhere in the back of my mind I was screaming in panic, or I should have been, the voice of logic trying to set alarm bells ringing. But it was a small voice, the little one that whispers in the dark of the mind. It was easy to switch off. Not just to shut out either, but switch off completely.
"What was it like?" the second doctor whispered eagerly. This one was older and didn’t look at all scared now. Rather, I fancied I could see the germination of an idea twinkling in his eye.
Pause. "I don’t know." It was true, there had been something, I felt sure, but it was slipping away like a floating dream, like mist lost in the morning sunshine. Then it was gone altogether.
"I need to get out of here," I rasped, to myself as much as to them. The blank in my mind was cracking open as a rising tide of shattered memories came flooding in. Station. Gunshots. Crows.
"I need to go…"
"You can’t go," the older doctor interjected sharply. He was ashen faced and bearded, definitely in charge. There was a note to his tone that said that when he spoke he was used to having people listen.
The twinkle had taken root in his eye now and I could almost hear the whirring of his brain as he stared at me, hungrily assessing the potential of the situation - medical journals, articles, who knew? I’d been shot twice, once through the heart and at close range yet here I stood. I was dead when they put me in that drawer which, I guess, made me a medical miracle. Any shock he might have felt had evaporated as his mental compass swung due money.
Looking past him, a big heavy door on the far side of the room, just beyond another steel table hooked up to a compacted arrangement that ended in what looked like a shower head, beckoned invitingly.
"I’ve called security," the older doctor said, clearly anticipating my intentions. On cue, my exit swung open to admit into the room a burly, red faced security officer in a too-small blue-grey shirt tucked into matching trousers. A baton hung casually from one meaty paw, bouncing against the stripe on the pant-leg of his uniform and the expression on his face made it quite clear that he was itching to use it.
"You’ve been through immense trauma," the doctor said, soothing as oil. "We need to run some tests, make sure you’re alright now."
I looked down at the clean wound on my chest: a small round circle in the flesh, smooth, not bleeding, not doing anything. With exaggerated care I touched a finger to the wound. Nothing. No pain, no involuntary flinch, nothing but cauterized cold skin.
"I feel fine," I said, edging a cold finality onto the statement.
"I’m leaving."
I took one step towards the exit again and the tip of the baton came to rest threateningly against my exposed chest, it’s tip almost exactly matching the smooth mark of the bullet’s entry. Memory flooded back in an unstoppable torrent, filling in all the blank spaces in my mind until I was whole again, all apart from one small spot that couldn’t be filled. It was into this vacuum, the legacy of whatever other had been between the bullet and the meat draw, into which I looked now and found cold, dark nothing.
I slapped away the baton with the flat of my palm and slammed my fist into the guard’s ample gut. He doubled over around my hand and tried to stumble backwards but I had a steel grip around his throat, lifting him until his feet were forced onto tip toes to stay in contact with the floor.
I don’t know how it happened, I’ve never been much of a fighter, never really had the need but in that moment my mind was blank, my body totally in control. That little voice, the doubter and second guesser, that had whispered to me in the crowded dark of my apartment was gone, sucked into the insatiate void taken root at the centre of my self.
I receded from it, and it was like the lights came back on. If I let it, I thought, it would swallow the rest of me. I could feel its hunger, on some tangential level. If I let it, it would swallow the world.
I let go of the guard and he crumpled with a whimper. The older doctor backed up so sharply under my stare that he bounced off a metal gurney, sending its contents of strangely archaic shiny instruments clattering across the floor.
"I’m leaving now."
"Wait." It was the younger one who, having seemingly enjoyed the show, had found his normal voice at last, which sounded more like it belonged to a surfer than this skinny intern.
"Dude," he said, "You’re going to need some clothes. Can’t go traipsing in your birthday suit, you know?" I looked down at myself in all my glory. He was probably right.
"Wait here," he said. Avoiding the narrowed eyes of his superior, he ducked out of the door, returning a moment later with a hemp holdall decorated with a variety of pins from which he produced another rumpled pair of green scrubs, the twin of those he wore.
"They might be a bit ripe but, you know, beggars and choosers right?"
They were but I was grateful all the same as I pulled them on. Halfway out the door I paused and tapped my wounded chest, addressing myself to the intern rather than his superior. "This going to leave a scar?"
He grinned. "Fucked if I know man," he said, "But, hey, chicks dig scars right?"
I bolted out the door.
 
The early afternoon air was wet and fresh and cut through the stale feeling in my lungs beautifully as I sucked down great breaths of it. I’d been putting off thinking about what I was going to do next but now it seemed it was time to face up to the question.
Up ahead, in a small and poorly tended park, an old man wrapped in faded tweed was feeding seed to the pigeons. I watched for a while as they flocked and swooped beneath the muted brilliance of burnt autumn leaves. But something in the movements disquieted me, something in the flap of wings and the flurry of feathers bringing back to mind the crows that I had, what, seen? Maybe felt would be more accurate. Or hallucinated?
It left a queasy sickness in the pit of my stomach and an ache behind my eyes. Then, with it, came another memory. A news report half digested in a split second before the bullet. Something had been burning.
It took me about twenty minutes, running all the way, to cross town and make it to work. I’d drawn attention cutting through traffic, barefoot, dressed in a pair of dirty med scrubs that, on some level, I knew I didn’t want to bring upon myself. But still I ran, relishing the feel of pavement beneath my feet and life in my lungs even as I dreaded what I might find when I reached my destination.
Rounding the last corner I stopped dead, staring at the gutted burned out shell that was all that was left of Last Rights, wreathed in yellow police tape, still wetly smouldering in the dull afternoon half light. A police cruiser loitered on the curb, two patrolmen drinking coffee and watching the street. I had no reason not to walk over and ask them what had happened, but something stopped me. I didn’t feel like I was operating in the same space anymore, but rather detached, cut adrift.
No survivors - I’d seen the words on the screen. Someone was clearing up a mess that I’d inadvertently started, I was sure of it. Someone had known where and when I was going to be and this fire was designed to take care of Corg and anyone else we might have told.
I realised I was walking in circles and stopped dead. Except, I thought, I knew Corg better than whoever was pre-empting us and there was no way he would have been at work yesterday with his beloved hearse in the lockup: he’d have been getting in someone’s face and giving them hell about his precious car.
Instinctively I reached for my phone, but it was gone along with my wallet and keys and other personal effects.
I started to walk towards Corg’s apartment then stopped again. If Corg was still breathing, his business razed to the ground, me shot dead at rush hour, he wouldn’t be at home. But I knew where he would be.
I changed course once again and set off in the direction of Quiets.
 
Stepping in off the street, the constant half-light swallowed me with pleasant familiarity, like an oily second skin. Quiet nodded as I crossed the sticky boards towards the bar, reaching for a bottle at the same time.
"Mr. Hesker," he rumbled from the shadows, leaning on the dark wood of the bar and fixing me with an appraising look, "Rumour had it you were dead."
"I’m getting a lot of that," I told him. He clicked his tongue by way of answer and poured out a generous helping of amber liquid into a heavy based tumbler, then glanced at me and added another few fingers to the glass.
"Look that bad huh?" I said and he grinned, flashing a row of perfect white teeth as I tried to catch my reflection in the mirror behind the bar, thick with the grime of at least a decade of miss-care. But the dirty blur looking back at me could have been anyone.
"Quiet," I said, addressing the barman the way all the regulars did, despite the fact it wasn’t his real name, "Is Corg here?"
He nodded. "Couple of hours. He’s out back."
I knocked back the drink in one and headed through a kind of saloon door into what we jokingly called the VIP area. The whiskey burned its way down my throat with a certain satisfaction as I crossed the sawdust. Everything felt different, the thick air, the smell of stale beer and cigarettes, even the whiskey.
I sat down and nodded at Corgen who stared blearily back for a few moments then lifted a bottle of house-vodka - stuff that would burn through the bottle if you left it long enough - and swallowed deeply. Liquid ran down his chin and onto his white shirt, but he didn’t seem to care. He shut his eyes for a long time, then opened them again and took a long look at me. I think he half expected me to have disappeared in the meantime.
"What the fuck," he said, "Is going on?"
"Nothing?"
He laughed then, half crazy and half really, really drunk. It went on for an uncomfortably long time. "Easy for you to say," he struggled out eventually, "You’re not the one talking to a dead man." Then he descended back into dipsomaniac mirth.
"I might be if you don’t take it easy on the hooch, old man," I said, eyeing the dubious spirit uncertainly. He nodded at this and put the bottle down. That in itself was strange - Corg never usually listened to me.
"You toasting my memory?" I asked him.
"Something like that. Been sitting here, waiting for someone to come finish what they started with you and that fire. Come pop a bullet in my head or an ice-pick or-"
"I get the idea," I interrupted. He grinned, but that grin quickly slipped off his face again.
"Danvers is dead. Everyone’s dead. We’re out of a job," he said, waving the vodka around a little shakily.
I took a swallow from the proffered bottle. It tasted like paint thinner but the booze didn’t seem to be doing anything to soften the bizarre sharp focus the world had taken on. I felt wired, buzzing like there was electricity in my blood. Ready to kick down the doors and start screaming. Like a coiled spring, all that shit. I took a long look at Corg as I drank.
He didn’t look so hot, I thought: still in his work suit but rumpled and soiled by smoke and spilled drinks. His face too held a drunk’s glassy vacancy. I sighed to myself; it was time to get him sobered up.
"Nice duds," he slurred, motioning with a jut of his chin to the scrubs I wore, seemingly fully taking in my appearance for the first time.
"No-one says duds anymore," I said.
"I do," he countered with boozy belligerence.
"Oh yeah, you bringing it back?"
"For me it never went away," he snickered, sounding a little more like himself again. He fixed me with a serious look. "You’re not a ghost are you? You know my views on ghosts, right?"
"Yes," I said with a sigh. "I do. You’re fine with them, in general, as long as they leave you alone and stay out of living-folk’s business. You’ve told me before. Several times, weirdly." He was still looking at me with glazed expectancy.
"I’m not a ghost."
"Good," he said.
"Good. Well, I don’t fancy getting ice-picked right now, so we’d better be getting out of here. If I can work out this is where you’d head in a crisis I’m willing to bet someone else could too." I stood up, "Bring the bottle if you have to."
Dark clouds were shifting round my head. "Storm’s building." He raised an eyebrow but I waved it away.
"Let’s go."
 
Corg lived on the third floor of a behemoth of formerly grandiose apartments, now forgotten and fallen largely into disrepair. The front of his building still boasted a derelict sort of splendour that hinted at the kind of luxury that it might once have contained. Twin columns supported the front entrance whilst ugly, element disfigured gargoyles leered around the eaves. I knew that once it had been a hotel, cruelly and mercilessly carved into flats by a developer with no interest in civic history.
I knew, as well, that Corg had chosen this particular block because it backed onto a district of warehouses and storage depots, one of which he owned under in a fake name and used to hide and smuggle contraband booze and, very occasionally, guns from across the bridge.
Coming here was probably not a very good idea but what was one more mistake in a litany of poor decisions? Besides, I thought, where else was there to go?
Corg fumbled with his keys. We’d made it up two flights of stairs and it had taken some time but he was slowly sobering up; his skin was waxy and dead looking in the pallid light of a bare emergency bulb, red drink rims framed his eyes. I wasn’t sure how much vodka he had drunk but Corg’s constitution was legendary, he’d be over it soon enough.
It took some time but he eventually found the hole with the key and I heard the mechanism click as the door unlocked.
"Wait," I whispered and could see in his suddenly clearer eyes that it had occurred to him, too, that there might be someone waiting for us inside. Apparently the threat of impending death can do the work of a pint of strong coffee and a good night’s sleep in record time.
I held up a hand to show that he should stay, took a step back from the door, then kicked out at it. It crashed open, splintering into the wall on the extreme of its arc, the boom echoing down the narrow corridor. The following silence stretched on nerve janglingly.
Without waiting I rushed the gap, flicking on the light as I went and ducking as I crossed the threshold. Nothing happened. Light flooded Corg’s long sitting room, shining off a lot of chrome fittings and one of those televisions that’s too big for any room, Corg’s favourite lounger sitting front and center of it.
"That was a bit on an anticlimax," he said drily, wandering in and closing the door behind him. "I need to take a leak," he continued, heading down the corridor, flicking on a rack of low lighting as he went and illuminating some abstract paintings in a broken line along the wall. "Find us a beer will you?" he added before disappearing into the bathroom.
Still feeling like something was wrong, I headed through the decorative arch into the adjacent kitchen and towards the fridge, working from the dim light leaching in from the sitting room that lent a low greenish glow to the room.
I was about halfway across the floor when the sound of breaking glass shattered the silence. My head whipped round meaning the zip of the piano wire intended for my windpipe bit into my cheek and chin instead. Clawing wildly, I just managed to get two fingers between the skin of my throat and the wire before it went taught, slicing into them and cutting off the circulation.
To panic would have been to die, instead I flailed with my free elbow, making contact with something that grunted but achieving no tangible effect on the wire squeezing round my neck. Changing tack, I kicked out against the sideboard with both feet, sending the two of us crashing into the opposite wall. We must have hit the switch because the lights bloomed into life.
For a split second the pressure on the wire slackened, and that was all I needed. Twisting away, ignoring the pain in my digits, I again hammered an elbow backwards, felt it connect with my attacker’s skull, then pushed away from the surface, pulling his weight with me. At last, as we were both sent sprawling over the linoleum, he lost his grip on the end of the wire entirely and it went dancing away across the kitchen floor.
I pushed myself to my feet as he bounced back into a fighter’s stance, balanced, knees slightly bent, fists raised. His movements were graceful in a scary kind of way. For the first time I had the opportunity to take in his appearance and he looked like he meant business; bedecked in head to toe black body-armour, boots, facemask. This guy, I thought, was someone’s black-ops nightmare.
And then he was in motion, jabbing two quick punches into my face that snapped my head back then a third from the left that sent me reeling. I cannoned into the counter once more, spilling shiny bamboo-handled knives from the block that skittered and bounced across the veined marble.
There was blood in my mouth as he moved in once more, confident now, an executioner stepping up to the block. His fist drew back as my own fingers found the cold metal handle of a one piece silver paring knife and closed around it. Corg was inordinately proud of these knives: I hoped they warranted it.
The blow, when it came, thundered into my face, the force of it swinging me sideways as I did my best to move with it, turning on the balls of my feet into within the defensive line of his fists, slamming the blade full force into his abdomen.
He grunted as the blade snapped against the enforced black body protection and bounced away, tip embedding in the floor. My guess was that would cause some pretty nasty bruising but nothing more.
As Black-Ops fell back to regain his composure, I saw his hand going for the concealed holster at his waist, caught the flash of dull metal as he thumb-flipped it open and went for his gun.
Without thinking, I leaped forward, lashing out with the jagged shard of blade still clasped in my hand, slashing it across his throat and slicing it open like steak. As the ardent spray hit the wall, painting crimson over the white paint, I offered a breathless prayer of thanks to Corg for the obsessive care with which he maintained his kitchen knives.
And then I was alone in the room, blood over the walls and a pool of it spreading towards my filthy bare feet. The air smelled of copper and death.
No time to take stock, no time and nothing to gain. I knelt over my late antagonist, ignoring the sickly sticky feel of the blood I had spilled spreading beneath my bare toes, and eased his gun from the holster. The cold, dead weight of it felt strange in my hand as I walked down the hallway, leaving ruby treads on the beige carpet, and fired a round into the lock of the bathroom door.
It was the first time that I had ever fired a gun, and it seemed odd to me; the way it jumped and bucked in my hand, the noise of it.
The door swung open on oiled hinges onto a strange scene, suddenly disturbed. Corg was on the floor, the stone tiles covered in shattered glass from the basin cabinet mirror that glittered under the soft light. There were cuts all over his right hand which was clamped around the wrist of another masked assailant, the twin of the one adorning the kitchen linoleum. This one held a knife poised over Corg’s eye in the gripped hand and had shards of glittering glass clinging to his mask. They both looked at me as I entered, intruding on their bizarre theatre.
I raised the gun and the second, third and fourth time I fired it also felt strange. It seemed to take a long time for the thunder in the small room to die away and stop bouncing off the tiled walls. The cordite smell lingered longer still.
"Shit," Corg breathed at long last, releasing the limp hand still held in his vice like grip. He looked around the now mostly red room; the tiles, the bath, the floor. "Shit," he said again at last, then took a deep, steadying breath. "Was that your storm?"
I held out a hand and helped him to his feet as we both heard the sounds of movement, heavy feet double-timing on the stairwell.
"The start of it," I replied.
 
Quinn stood in the shadows across from Corg’s building, his agitation growing with every passing minute. He’d watched the targets stumble into the forgotten grandeur of the apartment complex, seemingly blind drunk, watched as the lights went on in the hallway, waited for the all clear from Cry and Rollins, lurking inside.
Since then some twenty tense, expectant minutes had ticked by with all the speed of poured honey. He glanced at his time-piece again, staring long and hard at the dull digits. It was dark in the alley and quiet, the only sound the tin-can timpani of droplets drumming against metal trash can lids.
The falling rain pattered too, monotonously, off his mask, echoing the mental ticking of seconds in his head. This was his first outing as task master and he really didn’t relish the idea of screwing it up.
The tension tightening in his belly was being echoed in the men waiting behind him in the gloom, he knew – he could feel it pouring off them in waves, the darkness thick with anxious sweat. Somewhere behind the cloud a cold moon struggled to cast its weak half light onto the street.
Quinn stared at the smudge of light against the nebulous smog and weighed up his position. One more consultation with the watch. Instructions were to go in quick and quiet, no unnecessary publicity, no collateral, no noise. Wychelo had already made enough of a ruckus at Central Station and they were playing catch up for his regrettable dramatic flair.
The man was a liability, Quinn thought, unmanageable, messy – sure, he was good at killing people, but so too was a scorpion and just because you put a leash on one it doesn’t make it any more reliable. The fire at the funeral parlor should have been the end of it but there were always loose ends, always gaps in communication.
It had been too long already. Worse still, he’d felt the whisper that Wychelo might be stalking the night and the thought of those odd eyes watching, creeping up on him out of the darkness, set his teeth on edge so much his jaw ached. He raised a hand, fist clenched.
"We’re going in," he hissed to the waiting assembled troops. Their relief was palpable. Give them a good fight any day, he thought, but this waiting was murder.
"Quiet as we can. Goggles on, at the ready. Hendriks, soon as we get in be ready, at my command, cut the power, got it?" A masked head nodded. "OK Squad. Let’s move out."
Weapons ready, they crossed the street at a stealthy run and entered the complex.
 
"We need to get the hell out of here," Corg whispered urgently as the sound of feet on floorboards intensified and whoever was coming drew closer to his door.
"Damn straight," I agreed. "You got any more weapons here?" My scavenged one was empty.
Corg had an odd look in his eye but he still contrived to look exasperated, like I just asked something ridiculous. "No," he said, "You don’t shit where you eat."
"OK."
"But I do have an escape plan." He fixed me with one last, uncertain, look and left the blood soaked bathroom, studiously ignoring the gory tableau I had created.
Feeling somewhat relieved to be leaving myself, I followed him out of the room and down the hallway to what he had always described as a spare room, though I had slept in it a sufficient number of times, admittedly usually in a drunken stupor, that I considered it with a certain proprietary air. I even, I remembered suddenly, kept a spare work suit in a bag on the back of the door. I grabbed it, as Corg shut the door on the corridor behind us, and felt the comforting weight of a pair of old shoes in the bottom of the pile.
The room was painted with magnolia neutrality and sparsely decorated, the only furniture a steel bed, a nightstand, and a large cheap looking wardrobe that took up all of one wall of the small room.
It was to this closet that Corg now crossed, opening both doors wide to reveal nothing inside save a large and heavy looking lump hammer resting against the back wall. It was shiny and brand new, with an unused bright yellow handle and a dull black head.
"This is your exit strategy?" I asked, half amused despite myself and the events of the evening.
Corg managed a shaky grin too as he braced himself and hefted the hammer. "Always good to be prepared right?"
He swung, the heavy head connecting with what turned out to be little more than plasterboard, gouging a huge hole in it. Three more strokes and there was a splintered, jagged edged space big enough for the two of us to climb through.
"Shut the wardrobe door behind you," Corg said as he disappeared through his handiwork. "It might buy us a little time."
The closet snicked shut behind me as I followed in his wake.
 
The room in which we found ourselves was, aside from being completely empty, the mirror image of the one we had just left.
"That’s a very neat escape route," I said to Corg, brushing dust from my jacket sleeves.
"Yeah," he said mildly. "Never used it until today." He led the way across the room and out into the corridor beyond. Whispering now, he added, "Used to think maybe it was a bit paranoid, you know?"
"Until today?" I whispered back.
"Yeah, about now I’m feeling pretty vindicated." In a weird way, he sounded quite pleased. "We better hustle," he added, and we moved on in silence. The air was thick with dust that filled the grey half light of the abandoned building, filtering through sealed, grainy windows with a soupy heaviness.
I followed Corg carefully down a flaking staircase then through another hall of creaking boards to a door chained and sealed with a big, serious looking dull padlock. The key was taped with electrician’s tape next to it on the bare brickwork.
I gave Corg a look. He shrugged, "No one’s meant to come in from the outside. Think about it, I don’t want to be tripping over some bum who’s decided to squat in my escape tunnel." I thought about it.
"Makes sense."
"Course it does," he said, tearing the key from the wall and clicking open the lock. He cranked the door out into the dark street beyond then looked back at me, grinning, really getting into the spirit of things now.
"Let’s boogie."
 
Outside Corg’s front door, Quinn was making an executive decision. It was time to put covert considerations to one side.
"Take it down."
Wood splintered and they were in the apartment, weapons readied. They advanced cautiously into a well lit, tidy living area. To Quinn, it made their stealth seem faintly ridiculous. Still, he crossed the threshold with care, ready with the command to kill the power if necessary.
"Sir?"
He crossed to the kitchen and looked around the door frame. For a second the sight of Cry stretched out on the bloody linoleum was almost enough to make Quinn lose his cool. What was going on here, he thought. Cry was a trained operative, skilled in the art of stealth and exhumation: this was not the way it was supposed to be. And where was Rollins? 
"Sir!" This time from the bathroom. He stalked through the apartment, ready this time for the sight that met his eyes. For a moment he just stared at the body of his former squad member and the broken glass. There was a lot of blood liberally spread over the walls, the coppery smell of it filling the small room with a sickly headiness. It caught in the back of his throat. This was turning into a Goddamned mess.
"So where are they?" he demanded at last. "Find them."
It took a while, moving room to room under the sweeping cover of their gun barrels, but eventually they discovered the jagged hole in the wardrobe and this time Quinn almost did lose it but bit down on the frustration. Who were these people, he thought. And why the hell did they have a pre-planned escape route?
"Follow," he whispered through clenched teeth.
Lit by criss-crossing torch beams, they made their way through the empty building, automatics twitching at every sound, hackles up. Dust motes spun and floated lazily in the light whilst every sound seemed to echo unnaturally in the stillness. Boards shifted and creaked in the floor under the weight of heavy footfalls. But Quinn simply walked through it all, weapon holstered, no longer did he expect to catch his prey.
They worked their way with systematic patience through the abandoned building, down the winding stair, until they stood huddled around a chain left scattered negligently on the broken floor and a discarded padlock with the key still shining in the heavy lock. It had strands of tape still attached to it. The door banged emptily in the breeze, the street beyond lying dark and empty but for the cascading rain.
Quinn rested his hand on the lintel and stared out into the night.
"Shit," he said. He looked round at his milling troops, lurking uncertainly in the cold hall and sighed heavily. So much for snatching glory with your first command, he thought ruefully. Oh well.
He drew his pistol and used the barrel to fully push open the door, listened to it creak wide with grim expectancy. He thought about his options: two of his six man squad were dead, how could he hope to find two men in the twisting maze of dark streets that lay before him. They could be anywhere.
"Hendriks," Quinn hissed into his radio, "Has anyone come round the front of the building?"
"Negative," came Hendriks’ static gargling reply. So, if they didn’t loop the building, they must have headed straight through the alleyway at its back.
"Check your GPS, what’s East of our current position?" He listened to the crackling silence for a few moments.
"Warehouse district, sir," Hendriks answered at length. Storage? A mental image bloomed in his mind, a picture of a honeycomb of garages and locked sheds, a spreading hive of potential hidey-holes. He swallowed down his negative thoughts like a bitter pill, squaring his shoulders against the long night.
"Let’s move."
 
We went as quickly as we dared, splashing through deep puddles whilst cold, sharp raindrops stung our faces. Passing from hidden doorways to covered fire-escapes, keeping as much as possible to the shadows. Corg led the way down the street and into a row of vast warehouse buildings and boxy, dilapidated storage units with sliding latticed chain link doors secured with big, rusty locks.
Steam rose in unnatural formations from the tarmac as the raindrops spit and burst on the road. The sound of the droplets dancing against concrete and banging a rhythm against corrugated iron had, at some point, become familiar almost to the point of being a comfort.
 For a few moments the moon broke through its cover of cloud, bathing us in pale watery light, floating briefly in a sea of night sky.
 Corg glanced back anxiously the way we had come, exposed suddenly in the weak moonlight. The whites of his eyes glowed in the gloom. Behind, the street lay empty and still though the swirling rain filled the night with shifting grey wraiths moving soundlessly in the dark.
"Come on," he whispered, squaring his shoulders as he turned back into the downpour, bald head floating like a buoy against the flow.
"It's not far now."
 
Quinn watched his men moving down the alley, the beams of their torches strafing and criss-crossing the street, with a sense of pride. They were still performing the job ahead of them with discipline and formation despite the knowledge that it was almost certainly a lost cause. He took some solace in the knowledge that he led a well trained team, but the thought soured his mind as he thought once again of the two members of his squad he had left cold and bloodied back in the apartment. They had been well trained too, he thought. For all the good it did them.
He couldn’t see the moon any more but at least the buildings on either side sheltered him from the worst of the weather. Dirty steam hissed loudly from a wall vent set in the crumbling brick to mix with the falling water.
This is fruitless, he thought. And yet he would continue searching, he knew, until the night was done and the first rosy pink fingers of dawn started to lighten the morning sky. It would be better, no matter what, than heading back to Control in failure. No, he thought, he would explore every alley between here and the docks, if necessary, before admitting defeat.
The thought of the narrow concrete corridors of Control, buried beneath its layers or protective earth, sent an involuntary shiver across his skin. Of late he had grown to hate the dry dark of that place; he slept badly every night, waking every morning bathed in sweat, dreams half-remembered and full of disquieting images haunting his long days.
There was a feeling within those confines, a tension that buzzed in the air and set his teeth grinding. It had been growing steadily of late but was at its worst when Wychelo was there, or that hulking scarred giant Rift that barked the orders from downstairs and spoke with Control’s voice. On the one occasion that he had been brought before Horst himself, in his cavernous immaculate office, Quinn had thought he would be sick under the pressure of the man’s dispassionate eyes.
That had been his first day at Control after his transfer, a direct result of coming top of his unit for tactical testing. He had been proud that day, had looked on his new home with something like satisfaction. But you couldn’t leave, as he had quickly learned. Apart from on manoeuvres, Quinn had not set foot outside of the underground fortress labyrinth since that day. At times it felt like a prison. Of course, he thought darkly, that was exactly what it was for some.
That was the other reason that he would not be hurrying back. This was the most freedom that Quinn had seen since his transfer. Paranoia and secrecy were the order of the day at Control and it felt good to taste fresh air once more. In a literal sense too, he thought with a wry smile. The recycled air under all that concrete tasted old and stale as dust.
Not that Quinn would ever voice any of these thoughts. Too many others had disappeared down those narrow stairs that led to the deepest levels for him to ever risk doing so. The walls were thick stone but even so sometimes you heard things, especially in the close dark of the night.
He wondered despondently what would happen to him if he came back empty handed. Doubtless he’d have to report to the giant and that would be bad enough. Would he get dragged down into that office as well? Would he be forced to stand in front of that big wood and leather desk and explain his failure like an errant school child? God, he hoped not.
As he watched, one of his squad opened an unlocked door and, just for a moment, Quinn’s spirits were lifted. But as the glare of the torch beam revealed nothing more than an empty shed and the rotting remains of an old bicycle under some moth-eaten wormy blankets, they plummeted to earth once more. Undeterred, his man shut the door and moved on.
Quinn tried not to think about some of the darker, more outlandish tales he’d heard, stories about those found plotting against Control or speaking to the outside world. Still, his mind returned to them none the less. People removed in the dead of night and never seen again, vanished down the winding stair. That much Quinn knew to be true, dissenters came and went although to what fate he was unsure. But he had heard whispers of what went on in the lowest levels, of experiments carried out and tests endured. He dismissed them, in the main, and was careful never to repeat any of them as the walls all had ears. Still, people did disappear, and the midnight trains rumbled in and out along their abandoned lines.
He found himself wondering who the second man they hunted might be, the unknown stranger who had helped the driver back to his apartment. Whoever he was, Quinn thought, in doing so he had signed his own death warrant. If we ever find them that is, he mentally added ruefully.
The thoughts troubled him, but he did his best to push them to the back of his mind, something he found himself doing more and more frequently of late with troubling questions. Best not to think about it, he warned himself, orders are orders and there for obeying. Better to let others worry about the morality of them.
Water trickled from a broken gutter, tracing an icy trail down his back. If he could just find them, he told himself, then it wouldn’t matter what was true and what wasn’t, at least for another day. Taking a deep breath of the alley’s cold, damp air, Quinn looked once more at the ticking digits of his wrist watch. He could put it off no longer.
"Hendriks," he said into his close range radio, "Patch me into Control."
He sighed. Thoughts of failure and what it might mean on his return had robbed him of any sense of freedom the night might have offered. The reality of the situation came back to him. This was still his first command and he had still lost his quarry. And it was time to make his report.
 
"Here," Corg whispered, coming to a stop in front of a set of large burnt orange monochrome doors indistinguishable, to my eyes at least, from any of the others in the row. He fumbled for another key then spent a few moments battling with the lock as the rain beat down, plastering my hair across my skull. My scrubs hung wetly against me, saturated and clinging as water like ice slid under my collar.
Then, with a click, the lock gave and we bundled in out of the night.
 
Quinn stood with a thumb pressed to his ear-piece, making report over the fizz and crackle of the line. Something was interfering with the signal, he thought, as he made his despondent update back to Control.
"Two men down," he said again. "Request immediate cleanup. Targets temporarily lost." He listened to a voice through the static for a moment, the suppressed blue light of his ear-piece lending his skin an unearthly, ghoulish tint.
"Affirmative," he said stiffly, at length. "We’ll find them."
The burbling static cut off abruptly as the line went dead.
 
It was dark in the storage shed, the air heavy with a musky damp perfume.
Gradually, as my eyes acclimatized to the gloom, grey silhouettes began to flow into abstract focus. Vague box-like shapes were stacked against the walls, their contents a mystery although I’d guess they housed, at times at least, the evidence of Corg’s bootlegging.
Under the overriding airless odor I gradually came to detect another more camphoraceous element; a machine smell, like oil or grease perhaps, and something else as well. Wax?
It was coming from the main resident of the room, hidden beneath a large irregular shaped tarpaulin that dominated the centre of the garage.
"I think I know what’s under there," I whispered flatly.
In the half darkness I couldn’t really see him, but I’m pretty sure Corg was grinning as, with a magician like flourish, he swept back the oilcloth to reveal the old hearse concealed beneath.
Tah-dah, I thought.
"Get the door," Corg muttered.
"Time to go?"
"Hell yeah," Corg replied, popping open the driver’s door, face illuminated like a pointed devil’s in the sudden amber glow.
"We’re bustin’ outta here!"
 
Quinn was back on the radio.
"Positive ID on the second target," the voice reported through a growing sea of electronic crackle. Quinn listened intently to the report, unease growing in tune with the hiss and pop.
"Hesker?" he repeated at last.
"Affirmative," came the disembodied metallic reply.
"Jon Hesker is dead," Quinn said. "It was a part of the briefing, shot and killed on Central Station yesterday morning. That’s why we’re here, now. Cleaning up. Confirm?" 
This whole business, he thought, was starting to turn sour. The mission was heading south and he didn’t want to be the one left holding the compass trying to turn it back around. He waited, listening to the white noise on the line for a long time. Long enough, in fact that he started to wonder if the connection had flat lined.
When at last the voice came back on in his ear, there was a note of confusion to it. "That has been confirmed. But, well, we also have evidence that Jon Hesker walked out of Lucia General Hospital earlier today. We’re looking into it."
"Evidence?"
"Look," the voice said candidly, "This comes direct from downstairs. Direct from Control, so no questions. Just get it finished."
Quinn considered this for a moment, watching his team move from door to door in a vain attempt to trace their missing targets, shining torch beams down the entrances to alleys and checking locked doors with mounting frustration.
"What do we do about him?"
There was a pause and some muffled words spoken on the other end of the line between his contact and another unknown factor. Quinn wondered who it could be, someone who knew more about what was going on than he did for certain. Rift's scarred face floated unnervingly before his mind's eye as the voice came back clearly.
"Find him. Find both of them. Bring them in. Get it done." Once again the line clicked into jarring, empty silence.
And, at the same moment, Quinn’s close range radio squawked into life.
"Sir!" came the distorted voice of one of his squad – even his close range equipment was losing clarity – the message sounding horse in his ear. "We’ve found an open depot."
"Where?" Quinn started to run.
 
The engine purred into life. All around the oddly familiar - the smell of the interior, the soft glow of a dashboard I’d seen thousands of times, the small sounds you take for granted on a daily basis – warred with the outlandish nature of unfurling events. It was an unsettling, detached moment that pinpricked down my spine.
Then Corg fired down the pedal and, roaring like a banshee, the hearse leaped from cover. For a second dark silhouetted figures were picked out, blinded in the twin beam of the headlights, and then we were powering past them, tires spinning on the drowned road.
 
Quinn was almost at the open depot when the hulking mass of the hearse screamed to life from the gaping black pit of the garage and into the grey night. In one fluid movement, he dropped into a shooter’s stance on the wet road, ripping his pistol from its holster, and managed to squeeze off a handful of rounds.
But the action was hurried, the rain thick, the mist rising from the road a cloying, shape bending menace and his shots all went wide of their mark.
For a moment the street was filled with the receding roar of the engine and the burning coals of its lights and then these things faded to nothing and it stood empty once more.
 
***
 
To begin with we drove with an urgency and speed that was almost the same as purpose, choosing our route at random, twisting and turning through a maze of side streets and alleys until we were truly lost and hoped that any pursuit must surely be likewise entangled in our spider web of indecision.
 Warehouses had quickly given way to dilapidated brown bricks, tenement housing rich with graffiti and broken down, discarded hopes as we tried to lose ourselves in the shapeless domestic warren of forlorn city streets.
The sky was lightening with a rosy tint when at last Corg killed the engine and we steamed, cooling and ticking, unwanted in the lee of a battered and boarded over school-house. A big, sprayed on Q stood out resplendent in neon green and white paint over its sealed and boarded over front doors.
It was still raining.
I’d caught Corg glancing at me as he drove, concern or apprehension or something like it reflected in his eyes.
"You know," I said at last, breaking a heavy silence that had grown up between us as the circuitous miles wound past, "I’ve never seen inside your warehouse before." Corg raised an acid eyebrow.
"Really?" he said, "That’s funny, I’ve never seen you put three bullets through someone’s face before."
The engine pinged as it cooled.
"A day of firsts then I guess," I said glibly.
He gave me a sharp look. "Where did you learn to shoot like that?"
I understood his concern. At first a mixture of the alien nature of events and pure adrenaline had kept us running as normal. That and a copious amount of vodka in Corg’s case, but I supposed it was unavoidable that uncertainties would arise, floating out of a sea of confusion and fear like the crashing waves after a narcotic high. Immediate danger passed, reality was seeping assiduously back in with blanket inevitability.
"I don’t know," I confessed. "At the time, it didn’t even occur to me I might miss." It was the truth and yet saying it aloud cast a shadow of worry against the back of my mind. There was no way I would have been able to do the things I had done tonight two days ago. I had come in from the dark apparently emancipated from doubt, from hesitation, but at what cost?
That was what was bothering Corg, I think. Doubt was normal, fear was human and at present I felt neither. I was aware that my emotional responses were in no way in line with what they ought to be. In truth I felt detached from events, an island of stillness as chaos seas churned about me.
But then I thought of the patch of clean, fresh skin on my chest where a bullet should have blown apart my heart and rattled across ribs and the dark, hungry well that had grown from it. If the world had stopped making sense, why shouldn’t my responses follow suit? It was a train of thought I wasn’t going to pursue much further.
To change the subject, as much for my own benefit as Corg’s, I brought up another that had been nagging away at me as I’d watched the rain slough down the window and the buildings loom up large and barren before fading away once more.
"This is our old hearse right? The one we used before Danvers auctioned it off?"
"Yeah, that’s right," he said frostily.
"And Danvers sold it to you?"
I could see Corg relax slightly, despite himself, as he thought about his prized and familiar chariot. He’d always treated it like he owned it anyway and created merry hell at the prospect of its sale, something I now realised, with a certain respect, was probably an act of commendable play acting from Corg.
"No," he said, the ghost of a smile hovering at the corner’s of his mouth, "He sold it to Harry Katch."
"Who’s Harry Katch?" I asked, before catching the smug look on his face. "You’re Harry Katch?"
He nodded. "Harry Katch owns this car and the apartment behind mine and the garage."
"Harry Katch," I said slowly, "Must be the single worst fake name I ever heard."
Unimpressed at this, Corg pointed out the obvious, "He’s a fake guy."
"Yeah," I agreed, "But I don’t think you’re supposed to advertise the fact."
Corg harrumphed but I could tell he felt mollified by this exchange. Running a meaty paw over the bald plate of his head he gunned the engine once more and eased us back into motion. Outside the window, the clouds continued to swirl.
 
Eventually, we had to stop. Driving without end and purpose was wearing away at our collective nerves, but Corg’s especially.
I’d taken the opportunity to change into my spare suit – an awkward proposition as we had continued to drive - and was revelling in the feeling of wearing shoes once again. However, despite my newfound comfort, I could feel Corg getting more and more tightly wound as the minutes ticked by. I tried to engage him in conversation a couple of times, but each time was stone-walled with sullen silence as he grew increasingly closed off and taciturn.
We left the car in a deserted street and headed into an unloved all-night diner, the kind of place that catered mostly to long haul drivers and dedicated night-owls, to drink coffee and collect our thoughts.
The glass front was decorated with frayed pictures of playing cards stuck onto the dirty window and the name above the door said Trixies in a faded, looping script. A lonely bell tinkled despondently as we pushed open the once bubblegum coloured door, revealing a sad collection of faded red booths over a chess-board floor and black and white pictures on the walls of rock’n’roll starts from decades passed. The shell of a juke-box huddled in one lonely corner.
I approached a disinterested waitress leaning on a spotted plastic counter whilst Corg slunk into a booth with his back to the wall and sat glowering.
"How’s the coffee?" I asked her with all the pleasantness and feigned nonchalance I could bring to bear.
She fixed me with a singularly uninterested, jaundiced look. "Best coffee in the building," she said, one eye on a small TV locked in a Perspex cage showing rolling news with the sound turned way down low. I tried to place her accent but came up blank.
"That so?" I asked.
"Yep." She sighed and gave me all of her washed out attention for a few brief seconds.
"Two coffees," I said. It wasn’t the kind of place to sell more than one type or give them fancy names. She reached behind her to where a dirty glass jug was percolating and, if I was any judge, burning into soup, and poured two thick cupfuls.
"Cream?"
I looked at the state of the jug. "I don’t think so." With a shrug she turned her full attention back to the television and I carried the drinks over to Corg in his chosen booth. I watched with distaste as he poured five or six shots of sugar from the dispenser then sipped his coffee and grimaced.
"How’s your syrup?" I asked him.
"Barely tolerable," he growled back as I took a sip from my own cup and was forced to agree: the gritty, greasy liquid tasted like charcoal that had been roasting for hours then mixed with potter’s clay. I set it down and, in the face of Corg’s continued silence, looked around the diner.
It had a lost, almost forgotten feel. The booths and plastic benches, once red, had faded to a uniform pinky grey, pitted with cigarette burns and scars. The floor too was rough and neglected, the Formica tiles, black and white and probably deco once upon a time, now shabby and peeling. Much like the coffee, everything seemed to have a layer of grease spread thinly over its surface.
Depressed by my surroundings, I turned my back on the interior of the diner and directed my attention out of the streaked window instead.
An almost equally dismal view met my eyes; a cold, grey street, touched with chill early morning sunlight, robbed of any warmth or colour. The road was empty, an unwelcoming line of desolate shop fronts and tired, shabby buildings.
An auto-repair shop across the way seemed to be the only other sign of life on the whole street, its barred window lit by a lone dirty yellow bulb that was mirrored in the deep puddles forming on the sidewalk.
For a while I watched this marooned reflection as the raindrops rippled and disturbed the surface of the water, spreading strange, dull neon patterns in their wake, an ever shifting, circling inkblot of dirty blues and oranges.
A sharp intake of breath from Corg brought me back to the real word. I looked over at him but found him staring fixedly past me.
"Damn."
I turned and followed his eye-line and found the TV screen - and my own face - staring back at me, Corg’s big bald head lined up next to it. The set was behind a cage of thin wire mesh and smeared with grime but I could still make out enough to put together a pretty good guess as to what was being said by the newscaster. Quite clearly, the word "murder" stood out bold and loud through the grease.
As the picture cut to a shot of the burned out husk of "Last Rights" - the place I’d worked for over half a decade - still smoking damply in clouds of thick grey fog, I remembered the waitress.
"Wait," I said imploringly, half stood up, trying to disentangle myself from the booth. I don’t know what the end of that sentence was going to be but it turned out not to matter as she bolted away, spiderlike, through the door into the back with a surprising burst of speed. We both clearly heard the unmistakable sound of a bolt being shot.
"What the hell is this?" Corg hissed.
"Never mind that, how much do you want to bet she’s got a phone in there with her?" I said. He rolled his eyes.
"We need to go. Again," was all he said in reply, wrenching open the door with such force that it bounced off the opposite wall, gouging a big chunk of plaster from the already crumbling facade in a cloud of dust. He glanced at the damage, almost guiltily, then shook his great head and stepped out into the rain. With one final glance at the television, which had resumed coverage of our twin photographs, I followed him out.
 
Back in the car and moving again. Whereas before it had felt like a prison, it now seemed more like a welcome sanctuary, warm and shut-off from the hostile world outside, the soft glow of the dash fading in the grey morning light.
I thought back to our faces on the TV screen, my own dark eyes and unruly hair, Corg grinning massively, the edges of a Hawaiian shirt just visible in the corners of the frame, the ridiculous, colourful cocktail that I knew him to be holding cropped out of the image.
"I know that picture," I said aloud, making Corg jump, "The one of you on the news. I recognise it - Heechey’s birthday last year. That god-awful theme bar we ended up in."
"So?" Corg said, nonplussed. He was squinting through the front window as we coasted along identical narrow streets. The rain had really picked up again, its continuous flow obscuring his view, drumming an insistent, repetitive beat against the glass. Oddly, our new danger seemed to have revitalized him somewhat, reducing his sullenness back to normal atmopsheric levels.
"So I took it, it’s on my laptop. They’ve been in my flat." It was obvious really. After all, they’d been waiting, watching Corg’s place, it made sense that they would have set up on mine too. Still, it was an upsetting feeling to imagine faceless shadows creeping through a space I considered my own, a private space, gloved hands rifling through my papers, my cupboards, my life.
With a sudden dislocation, it occurred to me that I couldn’t go back there. At the same time, I recognized that I had nowhere else to go either - no cash, no ID, no phone. On some level I must have known all this already, but full recognition still came with a bump.
"One of those isn’t a problem, at least," Corg said, which meant that I must have been vocalizing all of these thoughts rather than keeping them confined to my head.
"What do you mean?"
"Open the glove box," he said with a small smile. I did as I was told. "Now reach in and feel around the catch."
I fumbled for a moment with the metal clasp. Just when I was I was getting pissed at him for jerking me around, the lock popped in with a click and the false ceiling of the compartment slipped down, revealing a large, fatly stuffed brown jiffy bag of the type that’s always filled with cash in the movies. I had a look inside and it was filled with cash; all different denominations, most slightly dog-eared, none of them new, definitely enough to last us for some time.
I whistled. "Any other surprises?"
"There’s a sawn-off taped under my seat." There was a twinkle in his eye, but I could tell this wasn’t a joke.
"So where do we go?" I asked.
"Well," Corg said, more cheerful now than at any point since we'd left his apartment. I guess he just needed some direction. "I’ve been thinking about that. Seems to me the law is not our friend any more, right?"
I nodded.
"So I guess we go where there is no law." The sound of the wipers was loud in the pauses between his words.
"It’s time we headed over the bridge."
 



                            



Wildlands
Old Links Bridge loomed ahead, a great, grey path to nowhere. After all the rain the river was high and rough, iron waters flowing in a fast torrent, swirling and bubbling not far below us as I leaned against the hood of the car and tried to ignore the wind whipping the rain into a frenzy about my head.
Corg dialled a number from his mobile when we stopped and let it ring a couple of times before hanging up. We were waiting for a callback, he’d said, and so we had sat in tense silence, expectant for his phone to buzz. Eventually the long minutes had gotten too much for me and I’d been forced to step out for some air.
The river was surging, swollen from all the new fallen water, pushing dangerously at its banks. If the storms didn’t break soon then it was going to flood for sure. I pictured it, rising up and swallowing the long expanse of bridge, spreading hungrily over roads and sidewalks in an insatiable, dirty iron tide.
With this mental picture came another childhood memory popping like a bubble from out of my subconscious, another event I hadn’t thought about in years. They were coming thick and fast recently.
I must have been about ten or twelve when the town we lived in flooded one winter. The season had been particularly mild, they had said on the television, and the rains unprecedentedly strong. There was a creek ran through the base of the town, down from the old rail yard where we used to hang out and play and this had grown fierce and wild with all the rain, spilling its edges and swallowing the yard.
And it wasn’t just the rivers either, I remember hearing my parents talk about it, caught snatches of the news, about how all the fallen water had saturated the land and couldn’t run off anywhere but instead just kept piling up and up until half the town seemed to be underwater. I think they evacuated the whole lower end to the high-school where everyone had to sleep on camp beds in the gymnasium for a couple of days.
My best friend and neighbour at that time was a kid the same age as me named Tony and his old man had a boat - a small thing no bigger than a canoe steered with two plastic oars. Staring at the water below me, I could picture every facet of that boat like it was only yesterday: the rubberized layer around the top, the black plastic of the rowlocks, the peeling paint around the base where it was painted the green of old leaves to the off-white tarnished finish of the body. Tony and I had spent a couple of days in that thing exploring the town we grew up in, seeing it in a way we never had before.
Everything had looked completely different in the flood. The spreading water had turned familiar pathways and gardens into an exotic alien landscape of blue green pools that shone like glass. Buttoned into rain slickers, with the drops drumming down onto our hoods, making a perpetual noise that was like being under canvas, the two of us intrepidly explored our new world of watery byways and waterlogged streets.
Often we would travel in silence, the only sound the splashing of our oars in the water. We could have been alone in all the world, or so it seemed to us at the time, although in retrospect I suspect memory has edited the scene to remove the support workers and community members battling pretty much around the clock to halt the rising tide.
Our fun came to an end when we stumbled across the bloated corpse of Henry Loomer, who everyone called Old Henry, a drunk who was well known throughout the town. The first we knew of Old Henry was as a strange shape in the water, bobbing against the ebb and flow of the swell. At first I think we thought he was a piece of debris, carried on the current, but when Tony leaned out of the boat, oar extended, and prodded the mysterious shape it floated round to face us.
Henry was swollen and discoloured by his time in the drink but we recognized the tangle of his beard and the camouflage coat he always wore and we started screaming and hightailed it back to dry land and our parents as fast as we could pump the oars through the water, kicking up a foam of waves in our wake. We thought we’d uncovered a murder, I remember, but in the end it was decided that Henry had just wandered off in his cups and it was exposure that had done for him in the end.
I hadn’t thought about that winter, or Tony, for what felt like an age. He moved away when we were both teenagers but I heard from him from time to time. He had gotten into Snowboarding in a big way, and was good at it too the way I heard it, maybe good enough to go pro. Then I heard that he’d died in a car crash – ploughed his car straight into a tree after some party or other the year after we both would have finished college. I sighed, remembering. Tests had shown that he was coked up to his eyeballs when it happened.
The cold spray of the choppy waters splashed at my face, startlingly cold and brutal. It forced me back from my memories and I turned to see that Corg was at last on the phone, his face lit by its cold white light, looking tense and wooden. I watched him, feeling a growing unease at his body language, until he hung up. I gave him a few moments for composure, in case he needed them, before heading back, the river gurgling menacingly at my back.
"OK," he said as the door bounced shut behind me, "We’re in. We cross and we drive and wait for them to call again with a place to meet."
I knew that he had crossed the bridge before, something I myself had never done, but I had no idea how often, or who Corg’s contacts were or, come to that, why he seemed so edgy as he put the car into drive and edged onto the floating span.
Our tires sounded oddly loud on the old surface of the bridge, another grand structure from a forgotten age. Twin pillars loomed on either side, braced against the backs of two great stone lions, one roaring, one poised and regal, both now ravaged and distorted by the elements. On either side the river thundered and churned.
"Watch your step," Corg said at last as we reached the end the bridge, breaking a contemplative silence, illuminating some of his concerns.
"When we get there. These people are serious so don’t fuck around and don’t give them a reason to get pissed off."
"After the night we’ve had?" I asked innocently, and we drove on in silence, Old Links Bridge and the river behind us slowly receding into memory.
 
It soon became clear that the news reports on what was happening on the old side of the City across the bridge had not been the product of simple hyperbole. In fact, if anything, the stories had fallen short of reality. It was a war zone.
Straight off Old Links we encountered a sign welcoming us to the Old Quarter. The original words were messily erased, scribbled away under a layer of red paint and someone had amended the sign so that it now read, "Welcome to the Wildlands," in spiky bold letters. Several holes in the sign that looked they had probably been made by small arms fire added to the general feel of the piece. I cut a glance at Corg but his eyes were locked firmly on the road ahead.
To begin with the streets were deserted, but all looked as if they had recently seen action and bore the pock-marking scars of bullets and the ashy legacy of fire. Here and there chunks of missing brickwork and holes on the sidewalk suggested a history of explosives at work. One building we passed was missing a whole front wall, the debris from the destruction spewed out and smouldering over the road.
"What’s been happening here?" I asked aloud, staring at the destruction all around but Corg only shrugged his big shoulders, looking around him with as much confusion as myself.
"I don’t know," he admitted, pale in the weak light of day.
"But you’ve been over here before?" I said, "Wasn’t it the same last time you were here?" Corg shook his head a little guiltily.
"No," he said, "Not like this. It was bad, getting worse every time I came over I guess, but nothing like this." He drove on in silence but I could tell he had something else to say. "I haven’t crossed the bridge for quite a while," he confessed at last, burdened by a heavy conscience.
"How long?" It wasn't really such a surprise, after all, things couldn't have deteriorated so fast or so far overnight.
He screwed up his face as he thought about it. "Six months," he said in the end. "At least."
More broken buildings floated by and small, tragic, pieces of everyday life began to show up on the street, little things in the main – chairs, plates, a discarded toy. At one point we were forced to veer around the burning wreck of a van pushed across the way in a makeshift road-block. It all looked disturbingly like something from a war movie. I had never seen anything like it.
A hollow feeling was rapidly building in my gut as the lifeless minutes ticked by.
"How did you get involved over here?" I asked at last in an attempt to fill a growing ominous silence as well as answer a question I had always wondered about. I think Corg too sensed the need to fill the empty air as he leapt at the chance to expand on a part of his life he usually kept pretty close to his chest a shade more eagerly than, perhaps, he otherwise would have.
"You ever meet a guy called Zach Mellor?" he asked, by way of starting his story and I shook my head. "Well, Zach and me used to be pretty tight, once upon a time. He ran a garage near where I used to live, over on Coble Avenue? Anyway, Zach and me used to hang out a fair bit, drink and play pool in the back of his shop mostly." He paused to weave around a stack of tyres that stunk like a dentist’s drill in full spin.
"One day, Zach tells me about this poker game he’s a part of, plays a couple of times a month."
This detail didn’t hold any surprises. Along with his other vices, Corg never could resist betting on cards. He wasn’t an inveterate gambler but he was definitely a sucker for a flutter. Actually, that was wrong, Corg’s problem - in my experience at least - was not that he couldn’t resist a bet but that he was never that good at picking the odds.
"The thing about this game, Zach told me," Corg continued, carefully manoeuvring around a chunk of fallen masonry, "Was it was over the bridge." He paused dramatically, "There was no way I could turn that down."
Through the window I saw the first sign of life we had encountered since crossing Old Links. A group of figures were gathered conspiratorially around a steel trash-can from which yellow and red flames danced merrily in stark contrast to the muted colours on display everywhere else.
They scattered as the light from our headlamps swept over them, melting back into the tunnel system of buildings at their back, casting long, distorted shadows in the twin beams. They wore scarves and bandanas over their faces, hoods up so all you could see of their features were their cold, serious eyes. They wore dark, stealthy colours, nothing too bright, browns and muddy greys in the main. In the brief glimpse I got before they slipped away I could see that all of them were armed and all of them looked like they meant business.
Corg watched the shadows as we passed, alert to any threat that might emerge from them but they remained empty even after we had moved on. He returned to his tale only after we had covered some further empty distance and seen no other indications of life save the two of us.
"Zach took me across the bridge, that first time. You can’t imagine how different it was to what it is now. This was a couple of years ago, back when people still crossed over regularly, back when the train still ran this way even." Corg’s face clouded briefly in memory.
"That first time, it was the middle of summer, there was some kind of street party going on, all night. It was real hot that day, I remember, and everyone was out in the street and there was beer flowing everywhere and people letting off fireworks. I never did find out what it was all for."
I looked around at the gloomy, rain drenched streets, at the rubble and debris everywhere, and tried to picture Corg’s party of memory. Somehow I couldn’t marry the two scenes together.
"Anyway, Zach got me in on the game. It was outdoors, in the ruin of this old theatre, lit by a couple of floods and a whole bunch of fairy lights all hooked up to a generator, I think. Big table set up and everyone sat on little garden chairs. It sounds funny, it looked funny, but there was some big money floating over that table."
He sighed. "Well, I did alright by myself that night, nothing fancy, but I came away on top." He glanced over at me from his vigil on the road, "I know what you’re thinking," he said, "But it’s true I did fine. You know me - we’ve played a few hands in our time - I never make a big win; I either break even or lose everything, guess I’ve got the wrong mentality for it."
"Your poker face isn’t great," I said but he waived that aside.
"So I did OK," he repeated, "But Zach, he bottomed out completely. I’d left the table by then, first I heard about it was him whispering in my ear in that old crabby voice of his. I was talking to this dynamite red-head, turning on the old Corgen charm, when Zach comes up and whispers “Corg man, I’ve made a deal with some people.”" He looked reflective for a moment. "Never did get her name."
"Turns out Zach had come up with a solution to his problem and that fix involved me." Ahead of us a beaten-up people carrier burst onto the road, packed with more hooded, masked figures. We both tensed, waiting to see what was to come, as Corg eased off the accelerator so as not to come too close. For a long moment the driver stared at us, the face of a skull adorning the scarf that hid his features, giving him a leering, devilish quality.
And then they were turning away from us, apparently deciding we weren’t worthy of interest. We were both clearly able to make out the glint of automatic rifles as those in the back turned their attention on us for the brief moments of their retreat.
Corg let out a long, shaky breath, rubbing a hand over the bald dome of his head in a familiar nervous gesture.
"Zach had already told them about me and about the car, seems he’d thought about his bright idea some time before but never mentioned it. To me, well, it sounded pretty dumb but I felt my hands were tied – Zach was a friend and I held the key to his fix, so what was I going to do?"
So, I agreed to a one off, ferrying a couple of crates of knock off hooch across the City to pay off his debt, then bringing the money back to the right people. When I came back, they were pretty happy with me, offered me another run and I went for it: it was pretty good cash - I mean it was just skim to them I could tell, but it helped me out plenty."
"Weren’t you worried about getting caught?" I asked, curious.
"Sure," he said. "Not as much as I should have been though I guess. I was figuring myself the big man and lauding it over Zach who, they made it pretty clear, wasn’t welcome at their card table anymore. Seems they weren’t very impressed at him getting someone else to pick up his tab."
He stared at the road for a while. "I lost track of Zach in the end, sort of drifted apart. I think he was pissed that he wasn’t allowed in on the outlaw lifestyle as he saw it. But I’ve got no illusions, you know, I’m just an errand boy as far as these people are concerned. I mean they gave me a phone and a number to call in case of a problem but it’s them who set the dates, I’d just show up. Guy called Ray was my original point of contact, I’ve met others too, even the boss, but Ray’s always the one that calls, seems like a good guy, but we aren’t buddies or nothing."
"Is it Ray we’re waiting on to call us back now?" We'd decided as soon as we saw the lie of the land that staying put was not an option, so we circled, waiting for a call we hoped wouldn't be too much longer.
Corg shook his head. "No," he said, "Whoever answered before wasn’t Ray. Said Ray’s dead. Whoever it was, he didn’t sound real pleased."
I looked around at the desolation passing by my window under a dark morning sky.
Somehow, I wasn’t surprised.
"Seems like a lot’s happened in six months," I said.
Corg didn’t say anything as his phone started to ring.
 
We pulled into an empty two storied car park and made our way to the top level. Like everywhere else it was deserted apart from the odd, abandoned and burned-out husks of old vehicles. In common with everything else I’d seen since our crossing, the place was a mess.
They were waiting for us as we pulled out onto the top level, a small group of figures, serious silhouettes against the darkening skyline. It was cold up here and their breath plumed in little clouds as they waited. The bulky shape of a van was parked off to one side, engine gently idling.
One of the figures detached itself from the others as we killed our engine and got out of the car. He was tall with dark hair swept back from his face and matted with rain. Despite the weather he wore an incongruous pair of expensive looking wraparound shades to counter the growing murkiness of the day.
"Baldman," Corg said, extending a hand to meet the approaching man.
"Corg." They shook briefly as Baldman glanced at me with a look from beneath his glasses that set my nerves jangling. There was a feeling in the air, I was growing to realise, a tension like I’d felt back at Corg’s apartment, an electrically static build up. The body language of the group by the van was all wrong, too stiff, too edgy. I got the distinct feeling that we were not at all welcome.
I cut another look at the group. There was something uniform in their appearance, military in style in a mix of dark olive greens and arid desert browns. All of them wore heavy, serious boots. But their similarity went beyond what they wore, they each had about them a dusty, worn aspect, a greyness to the skin, dark shadows beneath the eyes. This serious group seemed a far cry from Corg’s poker party of old.
"Get in the van," Baldman was saying, all smiles that I’d wager never met his eyes if I could see them behind their shields of tinted metallic glass. His teeth were shockingly white and very even. "Give me the keys and I’ll follow in your car."
Reluctantly, Corg did as he was told, though I could tell it was a wrench as he tossed the keys. That he did it at all spoke volumes to how out of our depths we now were. They sailed through the rain and landed damply in Baldman’s waiting hand. Drops spattered against his sunglasses.
"Is this normal?" I murmured to Corg as Baldman moved away.
"Normal?" Corg shrugged slightly, but I could tell he knew what I meant. "I don’t know. Listen," he held in his voice the air of the confessional, "I’ve never met them like this before. Called them before."
That stopped me, despite what he had told me on the ride over.
"What?"
"I mean they always call me, you know, when they have work or need something moving. It’s never been the other way before."
"I’m not sure they’re too keen on it this way round," I whispered.
"Look around," he said. "Everything’s changed out here. Some bad shit has been happening since I was last out here. It was going to hell fast enough then, but this?" He let the sentence trail away.
Ahead of us, one of them swung open the door to the van with a long, rusty groan, the interior looming like a gaping mouth. Everything about this felt wrong, I thought, but I followed Corg as he stepped up into the blackness.
The door slammed shut behind us and, for a second, everything was pitch black. The air, thick and musty, smelled like the inside of a tin can. And then someone flicked on a dull orange portable light and our surroundings swum into a hazy focus. In fact, they looked like the inside of a tin can as well; the walls were a dull grey nothing, the windows covered over with black plastic and taped in place with industrial electric tape.
The only other occupant of the back of the van was a young woman, elegantly dressed in a simple grey two piece suit that fitted her like a glove. Her hair was ash blond, swept back from a round, delicately featured face, her eyes deep and green and flecked with gold.
"Alexander," she said with a perfect smile, gesturing to a wheel arch opposite the one on which she perched. "Have a seat. I’m sorry if this pick up has been a little chilly but your call came at something of a bad time." Her tone was light but there was a tension behind the words.
"Problems, Loess?" Corg asked, sitting as bidden on a curving arch, and affecting an air of nonchalance I knew he did not feel. She laughed then, and it was a warm, honest sound, before waving the question away.
"There’s always problems out here but yes, things have taken a turn for the worse in recent days, as you might have noticed," she said dryly. "But it’s not your problem," she added, changing the subject. "Why do you need to see the boss? You come to confess your undying love?"
To my amazement, Corg actually blushed and she changed the subject again.
"Where are my manners?" she asked, extending her hand to me. As I took it, suddenly acutely conscious of how dirt encrusted my own hands were as I briefly engulfed her own dainty clean one, the van rumbled into life.
"I’m Loess," she said with another smile.
"Hesker," I said, "Jon Hesker. People call me Hesker," I added stupidly. She looked at me for a long moment before releasing my hand and sitting back.
"Pleasure," she said, "So what can we do for you?" Lightening rent the sky above us, followed after a few beats by the drum of thunder.
 
We rolled along in silence for the most part. I can’t speak for the others but I couldn’t think to talk past the pulsing of my blood in my ears. The stuffy air in the back tasted like old pennies and crackled with unspoken tension. I felt that we’d stumbled into something that it was too late to back out of.
Corg looked on edge too, jaw clamped tight shut, eyes fixed on nothing. I risked a glance at Loess and found her green-gold eyes watching me. I quickly looked away.
"What happened to Ray?" Corg asked her at length.
Loess shrugged, but her face was suddenly very still. "He died," she said.
"I know," Corg said. "I mean-"
"Specifically? His car got rammed by a truck, forcing him off the road. When he tried to extract himself from the wreck, someone put a handful of bullets in him."
Corg pulled a face. "I’m sorry," he said, "He always seemed a good guy."
She shrugged again, mechanically. "He knew the risks," she said but it sounded practiced and more than a little hollow, an ineffective salve for open wounds. "We’ve done as bad."
When we finally rolled to a stop it was a relief. I had the feeling that we had been circling around, taking a winding, inexact route to get to wherever we were going, though whether for our benefit or for some other, more concerning reason, I could not say. As the driver swung open his door and dropped out of sight, Loess quickly leaned forward and spoke to us in low, urgent whisper.
"Listen," she said, "When you see the boss, be wary, he’s been acting odd recently. I’m only telling you this because I like you, Alexander, and because you’ve been good to us. But he’s," she searched for what she was trying to say, "Become intense." She caught Corg’s look, "More intense than usual. Just tread lightly, he may not be in the spirit to help you."
"What’s going on?" Corg whispered back, but she just shook her head.
"No time," she said with a sigh, then shrugged as if to ask what difference her words made. "War."
With another tortured groan the door swung back on its rusted runners.
"Out you pop," Baldman leered, still wearing the shades, "Let’s get this done."
 
They had brought us to an abandoned building site. Like some kind of barren, lunar landscape it stretched away on all sides in a muddy quagmire, its troughs and pits filling with rain water. It was no man’s land, an unending monochrome monotony. In the distance, abandoned machinery stood empty like great unremembered dinosaur skeletons silhouetted against the clouds, their looming black shapes creating weird, alien patterns against the skyline.
In the middle of the site was a large, half demolished building that, in its prime, must have been an handsome architectural work, now left to rot. It had the air of an institution or an academy of some kind but its original purpose was long since obscured by time.
Now it stood bereft in an empty landscape, crumbling slowly into nothing. Half of the structure, at least, looked to be already gone, the rest kept standing and supported, here and there, by some aged and half robbed-out scaffolding that pointed and stuck out at odd directions lending the whole remaining building a lopsided, nightmare quality.
Awaiting within this skeletal palace, I had been told, was the Make it Happen Man. I’d heard the name before - as something like an urban legend - and was curious to meet this mysterious figure. His name, shortened for convenience to Mr. Happen, was a reflection of his ability and reputation as a fixer: by all accounts he was a man who could find anything, anywhere. My guess was this was how he and Corg had been able to appreciate one another, with Corg eventually becoming a sometimes driver and smuggler of contraband goods on Mr. Happen’s behalf.
Many of the stories about the mysterious figure attributed his ability to influence events to an almost supernatural force, beliefs that were encouraged by Mr. Happen’s anecdotally ethereal, otherworldly nature. Corg had claimed as much as we journeyed over the old bridge and I was eager to see this eccentric occultist with my own eyes.
We followed Baldman across the site, picking our way carefully over debris and filth, and up a wide flight of carved, crumbling steps to a heavy metal and wood door which swung ominously open as we approached.
"Come on in boys," he crowed, beckoning us through the opening with mock gentility. "Come make yourselves at home."
The hallway into which he led us was old and sad, thick with the stink of damp and rot. The walls were stained by fungus, the carpet threadbare and worm-eaten. Everything was green and brown and sticky with decay.
We followed him through more corridors that echoed the first in odor and appearance and up a flight of creaking metal steps to another level. The rain was pouring through gaps in the ceiling here, dripping and burbling steadily onto the mossy carpet with its flowering of cupped brown mushrooms. The smell up here was even headier than it had been below, thickly cloying and choking. I tried not to think about spores flooding my nostrils.
And then, at last, we were through another door and into a large, open chamber decorated with an opulence so out of keeping with the rest of the building it was disconcerting. Thick rugs adorned the floorboards, colourful and expensively decorated; oriental hangings lined the walls whilst thick incense floated in the air, keeping the stink beyond the door mostly, if not entirely, at bay.
A figure was seated at a huge, dark wood desk that curved majestically into the centre of the room, a glass decanter atop it filled with amber spirit.
"Mr. Happen," Baldman said with deference and a strange almost half bow to the figure behind the desk before retreating to stand in the shadows behind him. I was pleased to see him remove his ridiculous sunglasses as he did so.
So this was the Make It Happen Man. He was not at all what I had expected.
He was a tall, gaunt figure, old but in no way diminished by age. Thick white curls rolled back from his brow, flowing above a face of weathered and thickly lined leather skin. His was not a kindly old face, however, but rather the unyielding countenance of a feared and respected teacher. Old ink showed on his skeletal fingers and across the backs of his hands, faded sigils and angled characters in a spreading blue green that may once have been black.
But it was his eyes that surprised me the most: one dark as oil, the other rheumy and white and surely blind, peeking like a marble from beneath a scarred and puckered lid. He smiled very slightly at Corg, a glint of sharp gold teeth catching the light cast by the oil lamp on the mammoth desk.
His voice, when he spoke, was deep and resonant, at odds with his advancing years. "Alexander," he said, "It has been some time." He raised a hand in a vague gesture taking in the room around us.
"Please excuse the mess, but we find ourselves living in interesting times." He grinned a big, predatory golden grin, picking up a heavy based tumbler and swirling the liquid within. "And to what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?" He inflected the final word with enough venom to make it plain that we were far from welcome in his rotten castle. Behind him I caught Baldman’s smirk.
Corg spread his hands in an imploring gesture.
"We’re in trouble Mr. Happen," he said earnestly, "We could use a place to lay our hats for a while, whilst the storm dies down." His words sounded small, muffled and swallowed by the thickly scented hostile air.
"So it is charity you would ask from me Alexander?" He murmured. "Until, as you say, the storm dies down." Happen’s measured facade twitched with an emotion I couldn’t read.
"But it isn’t going to die down," he said, a strange glint in his one good eye, a smile that wasn’t really a smile at all playing at his lips. "The storm is here to stay." He sipped from his glass, a small amount of liquid escaping to roll down his lined and whiskered chin. "We are at war Alexander," he said, "Lines have been drawn in the sand. We have larger considerations now." He leaned forwards in his seat, leather creaking under his shifting weight.
"You know," he said with the air of one sharing a secret, "I wasn’t even going to let you come here. It’s only for Loess’ sake that you’re here at all. She fought your corner valiantly you know, said that we owed it to you for the risks you have taken in the past. She says we owe it to you to trust you, but trust is a commodity with which I recently find myself in short supply." His mismatched eyes flashed dangerously in the reflected gas-light.
"But it is strange, I feel, that you choose this day to come knocking unannounced at my door." He cut his glance towards me and the temperature in the room seemed to plummet. "Unannounced and with a stranger in tow." His eyes met mine – and widened. He faltered.
Suddenly all the colour drained from his face. His lips were pressed back against his teeth so hard they were paper white. He convulsed in one sharp spasmodic movement, letting out a strangled cry. Without warning, the tumbler in his hand shattered, one minute it was whole and the next a million tiny crystals exploded into the air, spilling golden liquid onto parched boards that swallowed it greedily.
From out of the shadows Baldman re-emerged, hand on the gun concealed under his dark jacket, but the stricken old man at the desk waved him back. His eyes still bore into mine, both of them, thought I had the disquieting notion that the cold marble orb was the one he was really seeing me with. Cherry red droplets dripped unnoticed from his fingertips.
"It’s you," he rasped and the look in his eye said he recognized my face though I knew we’d never met before. "You," he croaked, "The Unlucky Man." His words tumbled out atonally, like those spoken in a dream and I heard them both from his pale lips and echoed in my head, drumming at my temples with every syllable.
"I knew you would come. I’ve seen it." His skin looked suddenly thin and pale as paper. "Chaos follows you; death is in your footfalls, Unlucky Man." He spat the words at me and, as I heard them, something shifted once more in my head and I felt the dark particle coil and flex itself, almost like an animal that recognizes its name being spoken. Happen, too, it occurred to me was touched by the same darkness.
"You should not have come here." Mr. Happen still spoke like someone asleep but his gaze didn’t flicker from my face. "You bring chaos everywhere your crow shadow touches. It will be drawn to you." There was pain etched in his features, a thin line of blood ran from his felt nostril. If this was a parlor trick, I thought, then it was a damn good one.
"We’ve done terrible things," Mr Happen whispered, "And you are our reckoning. I knew you would come, I wanted to be ready." He shut his eyes, his face creasing with an emotion I couldn’t even begin to read.
"It will be drawn to you," he repeated in a whisper.
An enormous booming crash rocked the building. It felt like some massive object had collided with the outer walls. Everything shook, plaster drifted in torrents from the ceiling, the light flickered as the floor bucked and swayed.
"What the hell was that?" Baldman grunted as the door opened and Loess stepped into the room, white and anxious.
"Time to go," she said urgently, a worried look on her face. The sudden cacophony seemed to have roused the Make it Happen Man from his trance as, with an effort, he pulled himself up onto his feet.
"We cannot help you," he repeated in a whisper. "We will show you the way out and then you will go. Take your troubles with you." Without another word or a backwards glance he limped from the room, wiping the blood from his face with the back of his hand. We followed, subsumed by his entourage, into a long austere green corridor much like the ones we had entered through, at the end of which was another door leading, I guessed, to a staircase back to ground level.
We were about halfway along the floor when the far door opened, a cluster of figures emerging from the gloom beyond. They looked at first glance for the most part like our escorts - grim, dishevelled, grimy - but there was a uniformity to their unkempt appearance that was lacking in Mr. Happen’s ragtag ensemble.
For a long, tense moment they looked at us and we looked straight back, suspended in a moment of perfect stillness. But it couldn’t last.
The first bullet took Baldman through the lens of his wraparounds. I heard the glass pop as his head cannoned backwards then his legs splayed and he went over like an unruly mannequin. Somehow, as he fell, I got a hand under his jacket, popped the clip on the holster, and brought out his pistol, firing off round after round into the shadowy gaggle of figures at the end of the hallway as more shots followed.
To my left, Loess had her weapon out and was firing too, whilst everyone else seemed frozen in icy shock. The noise was incredible in the confined space, every shot a boom of thunder, every burst as bright as lightning. Penned in the narrow confines of the doorway they never stood a chance.
The echoing silence after the last shot had fired was deafening as the door at the end of the hall quietly slid closed, cutting off the bilious tableaux beyond. Two of our group were fast cooling on the wormy carpet: Baldman and another whose name I’d never learned and never would.
Loess was the first to speak. "Come on," she said. "We need to find another way down." We reversed our footsteps, heading back the way we had come and taking a right into a room that must have cornered the building. A great, dirty window looked out over the desolate wasteland below.
"Who the fuck were those guys?" Corg demanded.
"No coincidences," Happen growled. "Chaos draws chaos like a black-hole swallowing light."
"Which way now?" Voices were raised in a clamor of differing opinions but I was no longer listening. Through the glass I could see that it had finally stopped raining, but the sky was so dark and thick with churning cloud that it could have been night once more. It was not so dark, however, that I could not see the figures moving about below. These weren’t Mr. Happen’s men, of that I was certain.
A glint of light caught from something shining for a brief moment out of the murk, a long, cylindrical object being hefted to a shoulder, its bearer kneeling awkwardly in the sticking sludge. I rubbed at the grime on the window, spreading it like green algae under my palm, squinting down, trying to make out what was going on. Suddenly it swam into focus and was only too clear.
"Shit!" I shouted, pushing away from the window. "Get out of here! Down!" But it was too late. I caught the plume of smoke through the glass, heard, or imagined I heard, the keening whistling whine of the rocket, and then everything exploded in a crunching ripple of shattered glass and crumbling masonry. Someone was screaming, maybe several someone’s, as the world went red.
And then I was falling as the ground rushed up to meet me – gray and massive - with crushing speed as, in a moment of pain and exclamation, everything melted mercifully to black.
 
I awoke, face down in sucking, swallowing mud. For a moment I scrabbled ineffectually in the grey, suffocating slime like some kind of Western Front nightmare before at last I found some purchase to claw myself free.
I pushed myself up to rest on hands and knees. My head was throbbing, ears full of a tinnitus ring. My whole body ached and I was covered in ash and soot and caking filth. But I was alive once again and otherwise, after a moment taking stock, seemingly undamaged. I thanked my lucky stars, wondering how much longer what luck I seemed to have could possibly hold.
A moan away to my left brought Corg into focus. Stumbling to my feet, I half fell and half limped over to where he lay. A large gash was leaking blood that, against his deathly pale face, looked shockingly red. Still, I judged him to be in one piece and more or less whole and unharmed as well.
"You OK?" I asked stupidly, helping him to his feet, his hand feeling cold as a corpse’s in my own. He grunted as a scream cut through the cold air, suddenly strangled out into nothing. It was an awful noise, more animal than human, and the silence that followed rang heavy with finality.
I squinted through the floating smoke, trying to get my bearings, trying to work out what I had heard and from what direction it had come from.
"This way." We stumbled our way across the uneven ground, splashing through deep puddles of sinking water and fighting against mud that wanted to swallow our feet whole. The going was tough, pulling ourselves through a mix of debris and torn up, broken rock. Gradually, out of the smoke and haze, was unveiled a sight from someone’s macabre imagination.
Erected like some kind of gothic monument, a broken, standing frame and some wire rope had been re-purposed into a makeshift gallows from which the Make it Happen Man gently swung.
The mist and smoke swirled and eddied around his suspended feet as the shapes of more figures were gradually revealed. There were three of them, distorted silhouettes rendered nightmare like and inhuman in the drifting mist, busy in their work. Supported between two of them was the pale and seemingly only semi-conscious figure of Loess. The third figure, bald and heavily muscled with a spike of black beard oiled and gleaming like a sharpened eel, was uncoiling another loop of cord in his hands. I glanced up past Mr. Happen’s swaying form: there was still plenty of room on the frame.
Without another word I started to run. Careering across the broken wasteland I slammed into the first figure I reached, one of those holding Loess, and tackled him to the ground, sending us all sprawling into the freezing mud. From the corner of my eye I saw Corg charging in just behind me, bringing up a crunching knee into the face of the other man as he struggled to rise, knocking him flopping back over once more.
I grappled ingloriously with my opponent. Somehow, he had found a grip around my neck and was exerting an iron pressure. Together we spun and twisted in the coating sludge. Still dazed from the fall as I was, he was gaining a definite advantage now that the shock of my attack was negated. I had lost the element of surprise and, with it, the flow of battle was turning against me.
I hammered at him with my fist but those blows that landed felt imprecise and weak and he drove home his advantage of greater weight and stability. It was getting harder to think as the pressure around my throat increased and I sunk slowly further, the darkness in my mind growing. Dark spots were developing in front of my eyes, expanding as my consciousness faltered.
I scrambled desperately in the muck with my hands, but they felt stupid and heavy, like two bloated lead balloons at the end of arms made of rubber. My muscles were liquefying, losing all strength and responsive feeling. The numb, pawing fingers found something heavy, a solid shape in the muck, and somehow closed around it as, with the last of my strength and fading will, I swung whatever it was towards the snarling head above me. With satisfying, cracking weightiness it made contact and suddenly the pressure abated as he slid away from me.
For a moment, I could only lie there in the wet earth, sucking in great ragged breaths. But there was no time to rest and, with an effort of will, I pulled myself in a loose circle back to attention.
I heard the click as I regained my feet: Corg was on his knees, the barrel of a pistol pressed hard against his temple, the spike-bearded giant grinning at the other end, a feral satisfaction gleaming in his beady eyes.
"Toss it," he said. I was half crouched still, facing him, the length of pipe I had used to bludgeon his companion held out behind me. In that moment, I ran through a number of calculations in my head. How long it would take me to cover the ground between the two of us and wrap the pipe around the giant’s face against how long it would take him to pull the trigger.
I dropped the pipe, hard, onto the sucking ground where it landed, jutting quivering from the rubble like some fairytale king’s sword.
"Good," he said, stroking the length of his oiled spike with his free hand. The barrel of the gun ground painfully against Corg’s temple and I saw him wince in pain and annoyance.
"Who are you?" the gunman asked, his voice deep and heavily accented. His teeth, I saw as he spoke, still smiling, had been sharpened to nasty little points. A curving line of tattoos ran up his bulging arm, words in a strange script I didn’t recognise that ended in a snake with a human skull as its head, eating its own tail. "You don’t look like Happen’s soldiers." He looked, to my mind, like some kind of crazed Victorian prize-fighter.
"Just in the wrong place at the wrong time," I said.
"Unlucky," he growled, his pointed smile growing. Right, I thought. I could see his finger tightening on the trigger, knew what was coming next. My muscles bunched, calves tensed. I had no idea what I was going to do but I had to act somehow. He opened his mouth to say something, one final parting quip, perhaps.
Whatever he was planning to say next, however, was lost forever as a shape rose up behind him, catlike and graceful, and drew a thin red line across his throat from ear to ear with a scalpel thin blade flipped from a sleeve.
"Fuck you," Loess drawled as the blood began to run freely, drenching his chest. He took a short, wobbly step to the side, pawing stupidly at his cut jugular, before his legs buckled from under him. She spat once, disdainfully, as he hit the floor - like a slab of meat landing wetly on the butcher’s block - and lay still.
"That’s for trying to hang me."
 
Mr. Happen was dead by the time they pulled him down – not that there had been much doubt beforehand. A brooding silence followed the removal of his cold corpse from the scaffold amongst the former ruler’s remaining vassals. Corg and I sat apart from them, their milling uncertainty and growing sullen hostility leaving us unsure where we stood once more.
My skin felt rough and dirty with plaster dust and mud, my eyes gritty.
"What do we do now?" Corg said at last, keeping his voice low, whether from the infectious air of respect or from a growing sense of the ill-will at our backs, I couldn’t say for sure. A deferential hush lay over the coldly mist-shrouded site.
I shrugged. "Looks like running isn’t an option, nor hiding. If you believe what he said then trouble’s going to find us wherever we go."
"And do you believe it?" he said with direct frankness. "The guy was a couple of suits short of a full house," he added, though I noted he took care to keep his voice down.
I wasn’t sure but, as I looked around at the desolation - at the still form of Mr. Happen stretched out still warm on the hard ground – his words didn't seem inconceivable to me. "Seems like maybe it happened here." 
"We have our own shit to blame for this," Loess said, breaking away from the group and striding over. Behind her, I could see doubt in the eyes of her companions.
"So what will you do now?" she asked, echoing Corg’s question.
I looked away from her, stared at the cold gray clouds for a long time. The way I saw it, there was only one person who might be able to tell us what was going on. I looked back at Corg.
"I need to talk to Whimsy again," I said. To my surprise he nodded in agreement.
I thought back to the night that I had called the odd-ball investigator, confused and unmanned by his erratic, short-fused manner. Everything had changed so drastically in such a short space of time that I felt like it must have been someone else hesitating as they dialled a number scrawled on a scrap of torn paper from an old note-pad, jumping at shadows that had turned out not to be so empty after all.
"They’ll have tossed your apartment." Corg warned me, stepping unnervingly into the landscape of my thoughts once more.
"I know." But would they have bothered with the phone? My gut told me they had already heard everything they needed to, so what would be the point? It had to be worth a shot.
"They’ll be watching it too at a guess," I said. "In case we’re stupid enough to go back there."
"Well then," Loess interjected with a smile, "Looks like you boys are going to need some help." I looked at her, grateful for the show of support but unwilling to drag her into the sprawl of our mess.
"Wait. You’re going with them?" A young, sandy haired guy had heard her words and detached himself from the milling crowd. He looked all at once upset, angry and confused. Always a flammable combination, made more dangerous by the fact that I knew he was armed, as were the silent figures at his back. I didn’t think we’d made many bridges here but if we did it looked like we would be burning them all before we left. I looked again at Loess and the fire in her eyes: all but one, I mentally corrected myself.
"Now?" he continued, "Did you forget? Mr. Happen didn’t want anything to do with them."
Loess glanced once, lightning quick, at the shape of Mr. Happen. Someone had laid a sheet over him but the undeniable moisture in the air had turned it as good as see-through where it lay against his skin.
"Maybe he was wrong," she said sharply, then seemed to think better of whatever she was planning on saying next. "Look, Faber, all of you," she said, switching to address the wider group as a whole.
"We need to Re-group. Call everybody in. Everybody," she repeated. "We need to work out what happens next. Get safe." After a moment she added, "And I’ll be back." She said it all with an authority that made me wonder about her place in the hierarchy of this crumbling family. Without Happen they suddenly seemed lost: lambs who desperately needed a new shepherd. But then, as I looked at them more closely, at their lean, hungry faces, I thought that there might just be wolves in this flock too.
"But why are you going with them?" Faber couldn’t help but ask, looking at Corg and I like we were already dead, breaking my train of thought. He seemed almost personally slighted and I wondered if there was more to his objection than simply group loyalty.
Loess shrugged. "They saved my life." It surely was not that simple but it was all she was offering. From the way she’d talked about Happen and the way he’d been carrying on, I guessed there had been a fracturing of ideologies along the way in recent times, long before we showed up. Something had clearly torn apart this side of the bridge, turned them into the press’ Wildlands. My guess was Happen had played a substantial part in that.
Without another word, Loess turned her back on Faber, on the sullen group and on the cooling shape that was once the Make It Happen Man.
 
Later, once the three of us were alone in the relative comfort and seclusion of Loess’ car - a nondescript green wreck – I told her again that she didn’t have to come with us. Saying it, I felt conflicted even as Corg looked daggers back at me. But, out of a sense of honour, I still didn’t want to be responsible for dragging her into whatever lay ahead.
To my surprise she just rolled her eyes.
"Trust me," she said, "You’re doing me the favour. Happen was the only thing holding us all together, without him we’ll descend back into all the squabbling, back biting, backstabbing free for all bullshit it took us so long to crawl out of. I’ve seen it before. And make no mistake, we call it a family, but Happen rose to the top by being a ruthless son of a bitch.
"There are still grudges there - and deep wounds - those of us who supported him in his coup would be well advised to sleep light and watch our step for a while. We’ll be at war from within even if we survive the one from without. It’s a situation I’d much rather not be a part of, at least for now."
She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose in an unconscious, tired gesture. "Besides, everything’s changed over here. Happen changed. You heard what he said, he only saw you because I made him and I was barely able to do that. His paranoia had pretty much taken us over, to be honest. He spent more and more time in his trances, if you believe that, whispering about his “unlucky man”." She didn’t look at me as she said it and for that I was grateful.
"That’s why I warned you before, I had no idea how he was going to react when you arrived, what he might believe. Every stranger had become an enemy, pretty much." She was silent for a moment.
"He’d always have a light on, you know, even when he slept, must have been in his sixties and he developed a fear of the dark. How does that even happen?" She kept on talking and we let her, for my part I figured it was probably cathartic.
"No," she said, "I’m better off out of here. I’ve become something of a lone voice of late, speaking out against the increasing violence, the escalation of hostilities with all our neighbours, fuelled by Happen’s paranoid delusions, that and the voices that whisper is his head. Whispered. I’ve no idea what’s going to happen now."
She lapsed into sudden silence with the embarrassment of one who realises they’ve been holding court for the last few minutes.
"Sorry," she said.
We rumbled on for a minute, the only sound the hum and cough of the old engine. It was as much to break the uncomfortable silence and change the subject as anything else, although I was curious, that I threw the next question into the awkward pause.
“So how did you and Corg meet?”
 
This was the story that they told me.
It was one of Corg’s early jobs for the family, deep enough in that he’d earned some stripes but not so far that he could call himself anything like trusted.
The run had started out the same as the others as he crossed the cold stone of the bridge, butterflies of expectation rising in his gut, feeling every inch the badass outlaw. The night was warm and balmy and he’d put some rock on the stereo and wound down the window, cruising through the Old Quarter and enjoying the feel of the cool breeze on his face.
It wasn’t until he pulled into the garage that things started to deviate from their normal course. The first difference was that there were three figures waiting in the dim space rather than just the usual one. Ray was there as ever, dressed in his habitual combats and camouflage snood, but with him were two newcomers.
The first was a woman wearing a black hooded top and black running trousers, ash blond hair tied back in a tight ponytail. The second, a guy, wore a fitted training vest and had thick metal bracelets on both wrists. He had a lime green beanie on his head and sported an arrow head of beard just below his bottom lip. From the moment he set eyes on Corg, he seemed to take an instant dislike.
“Who is this?” the beanie wearer demanded as Corg stepped out of the car. “I don’t know this guy. Who is he?”
“Relax Kolic,” Ray said, patting Corg on the shoulder, “He’s fine, we’ve worked together before.” For Corg’s money, however, Ray seemed ill at ease today, in contrast to his unusual amiable nature.
“Well I don’t like it,” Kolic muttered, offering Corg a dark look, “Working with new blood on something like this.”
“Relax,” the woman said, echoing Ray, extending a hand of greeting towards Corg. “I’m Loess,” she said, as they shook and, looking into her face, Corg found himself suddenly struck dumb. She smiled. “Quite the talker. That’s fine, let’s get started.”
“Listen,” Ray said, seriously. “Things are going to be a little different today. We need to travel for today’s shipment, if you’d do the honours.”
“Sure,” Corg agreed. “But what’s different?”
“Guns,” Ray said simply, with just a hint of distaste. “No booze today.”
“What are you doing telling him that?” Kolic demanded.
“He’s got a right to know,’ Loess cut in. “It’s higher risk if he’s caught, he should know the odds. Higher return too,” she added, addressing this last to Corg with a smile, though he got the feeling that she too, like Ray, wasn’t thrilled at the prospect.
They piled into Corg’s car and he pulled out of the garage, following Ray’s directions. The big man was in the front passenger seat, Loess behind with the stormy face of Kolic popping up from time to time in the rearview. They drove in silence apart from the occasional left and right from Ray with the warm night air whispering in through the open windows, sweet with the carnival smell of the Old Quarter.
The sky was pink with the promise of dusk when at last they pulled into an abandoned lot with a small, storage house at its centre. A dirty Winnebago stood empty to one side next to a set of rickety double doors that looked one kick from tumbling down.
Corg brought them to a stop on the dust of the concrete.
“You,” Kolic said, pointing a gold ringed finger at Corg, “Stay here and mind the car, this is grown-ups business.” Corg raised an eyebrow but stayed put as instructed as Kolic marched off towards the shed.
“Ignore him,” Loess said, patting his arm as she passed, “He’s a dick,” she added, “But this is his big show today so we have to humour him a little. Boss’ orders.”
Corg watched them follow into the open smaller door side of the building which shut behind them, then sank back into the driver’s seat to wait and count the minutes as they ticked by. He’d counted off about five when something happened.
From the corner of his eye, Corg saw another side door on the east of the building sneak slowly, suspiciously, open and a figure emerge furtively out onto the lot, moving with care until he was hidden by a pile of purple shale. Watching in the side mirror, he observed the figure reappear further down the pile and begin making his way in a wide loop towards the back of the car.
Corg considered his options. It was possible, he supposed, that this was some kind of elaborate hoax being played on him by his new colleagues, but the likelihood of that seemed pretty remote.
The figure was closing in on him, trying his best to keep low and out of the reflective line of the mirrors. They must think I’m an idiot Corg thought to himself as he eased himself across into the passenger seat and brought up one booted foot, leg bent at the knee, level with the driver’s door. He’d left it open earlier to let in the cool air and now he thanked his lucky stars for this stroke of good fortune.
Corg’s hope was that, on seeing that the car looked empty, the approaching figure would be forced to risk a glance through the open driver’s side door, and this proved to be the case. After a few tense moments, in which Corg tried to listen for the sound of approaching stealthy footfalls, a face appeared tentatively around the door frame, still crouched low, silhouetted against the backdrop of the lot. It made an irresistible target.
Corg’s foot lashed out with power and accuracy, crunching nose and chin beneath its heel. Quickly, Corg delivered a second hammering kick and spilled the unconscious interloper onto the ground. A small knife fell from his stunned fingers.
Satisfied that something was now definitely amiss, Corg slipped from the car and crept across the lot towards the ramshackle building. There was an empty window frame at eye level, to the left of the door, where some Perspex sheeting had torn away and he risked a quick glance.
 Ray was on the ground, blood matted into his dark hair of his head. The back of his head, Corg noticed with distaste. Loess was still standing but was under the bead of Kolic’s Glock and he seemed to be getting fidgety. Apart from the sweating turncoat, Corg couldn’t see that there was anyone else hanging about to worry about.
Ducking back from the window, Corg thought about his options, then, mind made up, he set off at a shuffling run back across the concrete to the prone figure by the car. Rifling his pockets failed to turn up the keys to the Winnebago as he had hoped, and so he was forced to improvise. He slipped an arm under each of the man’s armpits and started to drag him in a sitting position across the dusty ground, moving in a shuffling half run across the yard.
Corg dragged his load, sweating with exertion and the close humidity of the evening, until he was directly outside the rickety double loading doors where he left the prone figure leant against the hood of the Winnebago whilst he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. It came away wet.
There was a broken piece of wooden pole just under the front wheel and he plucked it up then, with difficulty, he took up his unconscious friend by the shoulders once more and launched him into the doors.
They smashed open, buckling easily under the weight of the projectile body, crashing against the inner walls. With a cry of surprise, Kolic spun towards the noise and loosed a single shot that went high, blowing out one of the few remaining panes of glass on the building’s crumbling front.
Then Corg was through the door, swinging downwards with the broken pole, smashing it into Kolic’s hand holding the gun. His armbands jangled. With another cry he dropped the weapon and turned just as Loess’ knee came up into his stomach, knocking the air out of him and her elbow crashed into his temple, spinning him to the ground. She aimed a kick at him for good measure and seemed satisfied he was out cold when he failed to react.
“Nice work,” she said, crossing over to Ray. “Of course, when he wakes up I’m going to tell him I took care of everything.” Corg grinned. “Seriously, though,” she continued, “Thanks.”
He reddened and the grin spread a little wider. “It was nothing,” he said bashfully. “Sometime you can do the same for me.”
“I might just,” she said. Ray was coming round and she helped him to his feet. ’You OK?” she asked. He nodded, then winced.
“You all right loading up and taking care of the run by yourself?” Loess asked Corg.
“Sure,” he said, “But what about these two?” he indicated the fallen would-be stick-up boys.
“Oh, don’t you worry about them, we’ll find somewhere for them. Probably at the bottom on the Links.” She smiled, “Don’t feel bad for them though, Kolic was planning on blaming this whole thing on you, say you took out me and Ray and stole the guns for yourself. Stick it on the new guy.”
“Shit,” Corg said, matter of factly. “What a dick.”
She smiled brightly. “Sure is,” she said. “Listen, when you get back from the drop, come find me at the garage, I’ll buy you a drink to say thanks.”
“I’ll do that,” he said.
By the time he drove back into the city, the night was drawing in and a chill had entered the air so he drove with the windows up and nothing on the radio, preferring the silence of the night. But he still felt pretty badass.
 
As we neared the looming bulk of Old Links, we made a plan. Both Corg and I were known elements so Loess would set up on the apartment whilst we made enough noise somewhere else that, hopefully, she would have enough time to get in and make the call without being disturbed. Not a great plan by any reckoning but it was the best we could do under the circumstances. Desperate times, as they say.
At the bridge we went our separate ways as the water lapped at the supports embedded beneath the current, undiminished it its power from when we had crossed. It sulked and roared in a grey tumult and lent its voice to our parting.
Loess drove herself whilst Corg was happily ensconced back behind the wheel of his beloved hearse, sullenly deposited at Loess' command by one of the crumbling flock. With me as passenger once more, we made our way out of the Wildlands and back into the City proper and whatever lay ahead.
 
I watched Loess’ taillights in my side mirror until they disappeared from sight. The rain still held off and the sky had brightened even as a strange, creeping mist began to insinuate its way into the surroundings, clinging at doors and windows and circling cold, wet fingertip tendrils in the air.
As we drove, the dereliction and industrial grey melted away as we got further and further from the bridge and the raging waters to be replaced with fresh steel and sweeping clean glass. Smooth lines and sharp aesthetics were now the order of the day as we pressed on into the richer, business district at the heart of the city. We now found ourselves trapped in a strip of galleries and office complexes, artfully arranged around one another, interlacing, to entice interest from only the richest and most select of clientele. If you get lost in the maze then you better have a fat wallet.
It didn’t take long to find something promising: a new gallery was opening, a monstrous building cut from steel girders and recycled red brick and, of course, the mandatory sweeping ocean of glass. A news crew was setting up as Corg drifted the hearse to a halt around a growing gaggle of spectators and killed the engine.
I watched as the crowd’s numbers swelled and quickly coalesced into the gravitational pull of the camera. They were, in the main, a mix of journalists and curious business types who’d clearly let themselves out of the surrounding buildings to take a look at the commotion. Here and there I noticed others too, day-trippers and stranger figures of the type that are inexorably drawn to a spectacle. We sat there for a while, watching the crowd mill expectantly, waiting for the go ahead from Loess.
Behind the news people, in a protective ring that stood sentry around the various expansive entryways to the offices and workspaces around the plaza, lurked the brooding shapes of on-site security: big, heavy, serious looking shadows. Perfect.
The phone rang. I picked up and listened for a moment. "Yeah, OK." I hung up.
"She’s in place," I said. "Says we’re good to go whenever."
"Great," Corg said without feeling, then, "She say anything else?" 
"Yeah. Good luck," I said, opening the door into the frigid air. Corg snorted.
"Right," he said before following me out.
We crossed the square quickly, forcing our way into the press of bodies and insinuating through the spaces between them, in the same way I’d done hundreds of times through a pack of drinkers at a crowded bar, until I was sure we must be on Camera. The anchor was a serious looking guy, hair coiffured and held in place with more product than I’d ever seen on one head before, lending him a plastic, doll like quality. Up close, the pan couldn’t hide the rings under his eyes or the faint stink of Scotch leaking from his pores. He wore a striped sports coat, a big heavy watch hanging at his wrist.
As he spoke to camera, I wondered how to go about drawing attention to myself, how best to make a commotion to get noticed. Maybe throw a punch or start smashing windows?
It turned out I needn’t have worried. As soon as the crowd clocked our faces the reaction was unmistakable. I looked at Corg, wondering just how infamous we had become in our short stop across the bridge and realised that we would have drawn unwelcome attention here regardless.
Corg’s suit, once black, was coated in a thick grey dust and little more than rags in places. His face too, thick with a couple of days beard growth, was still vivid with the gash he sustained in the fall, now healing but crusted with dry blood. On the other side of the bridge none of this had seemed incongruous, but back in the land of the living he made an alarming sight.
I knew, too, that I must look pretty much the same. Suddenly I felt acutely aware of the grime encrusted on my skin, under my nails, that my hair was swept back from my face with a mixture of grease and old sweat and felt lank and dirty. My skin itched for a shave and some warm water. I must stink, I thought, shocked at the realisation.
"I think this might work a bit too well," I hissed at Corg, feeling the swell of the crowd at my back as a whisper spread like a novelty wave through their ranks. People in the throng were pulling back. At first it was just one or two of them but a trickle swiftly became a flood and suddenly everyone was trying to push away from us in every direction, pressing in on neighbors who hadn’t caught up with what was happening yet. The impassive, slow eye of the news camera swallowed it all hungrily.
One of the security guards had made us too. I saw a hand go to a belt and then my view was obscured by a bearded journalist babbling excitedly into his phone. Best case scenario, nightstick, I thought. Would they be carrying guns?
I hadn’t envisioned this, had never dreamed that we might have become so infamous in so short a space of time. It struck me how strange it was to be cut off from all media, even for so brief a period.
"Come on," I grunted trying to force my way back into the crowd. We’d done what we set out to do. For a moment the press resisted then broke in all directions as the communal impulse of the crowd dissolved in on itself. I saw a woman in impractical stilettos fall, her high-heel twisted off in the commotion, and scream and, as if that were the catalyst, all hell broke loose.
Lost in a sudden sea of pressing bodies I slipped, went down and felt the distinct crunch as someone’s boot found my splayed fingers before, somehow-battered and knocked about, I managed to regain my footing. A shot fired into the air combined with, irrationally, a call to remain calm. Gun then, I thought.
Someone screamed again as the sound of the shot whipped panic into frenzy. Lost in the crush of bodies, I doubted anyone was even seeing me now, made blind as they were by proximity and frenetic movement. I had no idea where Corg was but I hoped he was still close by and keeping pace.
Someone’s hand smacked limply into my face, pressing against my cheek before being withdrawn. A dead weight cannoned into my shoulder, spinning me, and I had to concentrate hard to keep going in what I hoped was the right direction, the way back to the waiting hearse. It would be easy to get lost in this press, to get crushed, sucked down and trampled unseen underfoot. The faceless mash of bodies pressed senselessly in on all sides with dead, unfeeling weight.
And then I was out the other side, pulling Corg with me as a black SUV hurtled onto the concourse. Although I could see nothing through the hulking machine’s tinted front window, I felt sure that its occupants would be only too familiar in their practical unadorned Kevlar. The door flung back on silent runners but we were already running and it slammed shut again as the engine roared and it set off in pursuit.
We hammered back to the hearse, feet pounding on the plaza’s moulded stone, and threw ourselves inside. Corg lit it up, hitting the road full throttle. In the rearview the SUV spun onto the tarmac barely a few yards behind.
"Well, we got someone’s attention!" I screamed as we fishtailed into a tight bend, metal and brick zipping by in a nauseous blur. I was gripping the dash so hard that my fingertips were white
"Now it’s down to Loess."
 
After making the call, Loess waited. It felt strange to be back in the City after so long spent on the other side of the bridge: so big and busily impersonal. At the same time, she couldn’t remember a time when she had so much time alone to think.
For months she had slept in shared rooms, in safe houses, sometimes bunked up with her companions, sometimes on the floor in a sleeping bag until their smells, their small noises and the heat of them had become second nature to her, an ambient white noise as familiar as her own heartbeat. In some ways this new silence was breathtaking, in others it was terrifying.
Being back on this side of the city was odd too. Of course, she’d travelled over often enough in the past, but always for short spaces of time, to meet someone, to buy something, to trade information.
Although she’d been born on this side of the bridge, she’d never felt at home here. She’d been a runaway at a young age, fleeing a bleak and broken future on this side of the Links, she had made for herself a new life on the far shore. She’d been lucky to fall in with Happen when he was on his way up, had never looked back to this side with any longing. The Old Quarter might have become a lawless warzone, but it was still, she supposed, the only home she’d ever known. Nothing lasts forever.
She didn’t have to wait long. Within a few minutes of hanging up a black SUV, parked on the street opposite the building, roared into life and shot off towards the center of city. Would there be more, she wondered. If there were others they were keeping their distance. There was only one way to find out.
She exited the car and walked with purpose towards the main door to the lobby and let herself in using the services button. So far so un-accosted she quickly made her way up an empty staircase that had seen better days to the first floor and Hesker’s apartment. Now came the moment of truth.
For as long as she dared, she listened at the door, ear pressed to the scratchy wood but could hear nothing from within. The air in the corridor was cold and unquiet, whispering over bare boards and faded cream walls. Paint peeled and spiders spun webs as she waited. Everywhere was silent.
Letting out a long, slow lungful of air Loess, steeling herself, knelt and inserted a long flex of wire into the mechanism of the lock, followed by a shorter, sharper pick. She twisted, listening intently for the faint tick-tock as she rotated the wire until, with a click that sounded deafening in the expectant corridor, the lock turned over.
Again, Loess waited, breath held, straining for the tell tale sign of movement from within the foreign apartment. She stood still in the breathing corridor for over a minute before finally, exhaling loudly, easing down the handle and slipping inside, closing the door fast behind her, sealing herself in.
Inside, the space opened out into an open-plan kitchen living room space and the same feeling of discontinuity broke over her in a brief wave. Hesker’s modest apartment seemed huge to her. How could anyone fill so much space to live in? And yet the quiet seclusion from the outside world was almost intoxicating in its decadence.
Easy, she warned herself, with a mental shake of the head. Just get the job done, get in and get out, you’ve been out of the real world for too long.
It was only in stepping away from the door that she noticed a small device in the upper right corner, a tiny flashing receiver skipping from red to green. It was a bug, placed there to monitor comings and goings from the apartment and she had just broken the thin filament connecting the door to the lintel, the end of which she could see like a tiny, shining piece of gossamer rising at an angle from the plastic ball. So, they would know someone was in the building. Better get a move on, she thought.
Crossing into the sitting room she had a sudden reckless whim that she might rifle Hesker’s things, take him some clothes, but dismissed the idea almost immediately; no time for such sentimental thinking she chided herself, picking up the phone receiver from a cupboard unit cluttered with take-away menus and pieces of paper - the minutiae of a different life, a life that was now over, she thought with a sad half smile. She hit redial. It seemed to ring for a lifetime. Come on, she started whispering imploringly after the first couple of hollow rings went unanswered. Come on come on come on come on come on.
"Hello?"
It was so sudden that she almost dropped the phone in surprise. The voice was hesitant, slightly distorted and she had a sudden intuition that the speaker had been staring at his ringing telephone for a long time, weighing up whether or not to answer. God, she thought, I’m turning into Mr. Happen.
"Carver Whimsy?"
"Oh shit," Whimsy muttered, "I’m getting a really bad sense of déjà vu."
"Um." Suddenly Loess’s mind had hit a blank as she realised that she hadn’t for a second considered what she was going to say if she ever made it far enough to make contact with the elusive Whimsy, a prospect which at ground level had seemed pretty unlikely. "I’m a friend of Jon Hesker’s," she tried.
"Ah. Yes," came the reply from the handset. "The dead Mr. Hesker."
"I guess?" she said, trying to find a deeper meaning in the words. They’d told her some of what had happened to Hesker on the ride over, between making their plans, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to buy into his resurrection wholly just yet.
"Only he isn’t dead is he?" Whimsy continued. "Which I find a peculiarity given that I saw him take a bullet over at Central and he looked pretty near to dead to me."
Loess had no idea how to respond to this but she knew she was probably running out of time. She could feel it ticking away with every tiny pop and crackle on the line.
"He’d like to talk to you," she said, supposing simple honesty might be as good a bet as any, deciding to simply ignore anything she couldn’t nail down. Whimsy was quiet for a long time, so long in fact that she thought that maybe the connection had been cut.
"Hello?" she said at last, "You still there?"
"Yes," he said at length in a voice that spoke of resignation to a life that looked likely to be full of complications from here on in.
"OK I’ll bite." But whatever else he might have been about to say was put on hold as the boards creaked in the hallway outside the apartment and a very definite shadow fell over the gap at the base of the door.
"Hold that thought," Loess whispered into the mouthpiece, as she padded delicately and soundlessly over to the door and pressed herself flat against the wall as the jarring sound of a key scraping in the lock filled the small room. Then the door was opening, a shadow crossing the threshold like a vampire in some Victorian penny dreadful horror story.
Without hesitation, Loess lashed out with the phone, smashing the handset into the face of the interloper. He grunted and she brought the full force of her knee straight into his stomach, coshing the phone into his face a second time as he doubled over, flipping his lights out for a little while.
"Hello?" she breathed into the receiver.
"What the fuck was that?" demanded Whimsy, still hanging on the other end.
"Company," she replied. "And there’ll be more where it came from so I have to go."
"Alright," he said. "Alright. OK, listen. You heard of the Old Town Motel? If not, look it up. Go there. Wait for me. I’m burning this number now so no more callbacks." With that he hung up and she was left listening to the empty flat-line of the dial tone.
Loess looked around the small apartment one last time as the atonal buzz sounded like a bell in her ear then, with a small shake of her head and a smile, she tossed the phone onto the couch.
It was a pipe dream, she thought, making her way out of the fire escape, the cold outside air hitting her like a slug of whiskey that tasted like rain and city streets.
 
We were really gunning it now, the hearse’s engine screaming like an animal in pain. The SUV was still tailing us but I had the sense that our lead was increasing with each frenetically passing second. Corg must have been doing some serious tinkering under the hearse’s hood.
"I think-" I started to say but at that moment a second car, a sleek black hybrid, recklessly piloted by the same crazy-eyed killer who had started all of this for me, screeched mercilessly out of nowhere and smashed into our left hand side. Metal screamed and buckled as we left the road, crunching into the curb. Wheels spinning helplessly, we pirouetted into the air, skidded, flipped.
The windshield popped then shattered, spraying us with tiny bullets of rounded glass and we were still moving, spinning, another crunch, pain, constriction and the smell of burning as we bounced and slid and imploded. The noise was incredible. For a brief moment I saw the SUV, which must have ploughed straight into the other car, was also rolling, end over end, wheels spinning helplessly. It looked like a turtle marooned on its back. And then all I could see was the mist and the cold sky and then again the road as it rushed round to welcome us once more.
At last we stopped moving, stranded with our wheels pointing to heaven, though the hearse continued to make noise, moaning eerily to itself. There was blood in my mouth from somewhere and for the second time that day my ears were ringing and my head felt like it had been pressed in a vice.
With an effort I managed to un-clinch my seatbelt to fall heavily onto the compacted roof. Broken glass tinkled ominously beneath me as I hauled myself out, groggy and confused, onto the road.
The air was thick with smoke and soupy fog that seemed to be rushing in to fill the atmosphere, cold and clinging. As I looked at my hands pressed against the grey tarmac, for a moment it seemed like the ground beneath me had slipped away, replaced by a yawning chasm of inky nothing. Curls of mist burned and charred away from the pit, a string of bloody spit trailing from my open mouth sizzled before dropping into nothing. I screwed up my eyes, head pounding, and when I opened them again there was road beneath me once more, rough and grey and beaded with dewy droplets of mist.
A figure slumped down next to me.
"Corg?" I croaked. He patted my shoulder in recognition as other figures appeared out of the haze: men in black carrying automatic rifles and training them on our position. Wearily, I pushed myself to my feet.
"Stay on the ground," a voice commanded, hoarse with smoke and muffled behind a protective mask. Squinting through the swirling mist I could see that our pursuers were somewhat the worse for wear as well, torn and scuffed, much as we were, by the crash.
"On the ground," he said again, though neither of us made any move to comply. I didn’t like the way the guns were moving around – a nervous jerkiness permeated the group, as obvious to me as the tangy taste of copper in my mouth.
The nearest figure, the speaker, ripped off his mask revealing sandy blond hair and handsome features. "Quinn," one of the others began to say but Quinn waved him into silence. His eyes had a haunted, open look to them and his finger remained locked to the trigger even as the barrel of his rifle wavered.
And then another figure emerged from the mist which, though it parted for Quinn and his team, seemed to cling to the newcomer much as it did to me, lending him an ethereal sinister aspect.
"Wychelo?" Quinn croaked as the strange eyed killer advanced on us. Somehow, despite his actions in the crash, Wychelo still looked immaculate and unruffled, as if he’d stepped from a salon rather than the burning wreck of his car. I felt a pressure building in my skull and the mist closed in even more. I was almost ready for the feeling this time as the shadow moved.
"Control wants these two alive," Quinn said, turning towards Wychelo so that the business end of his rifle now pointed at him. A flicker of annoyance played over the killer’s previously impassive features.
"Lower your weapon," he said evenly but, although the barrel wavered, Quinn kept his rifle raised, barrel levelled at Wychelo’s chest.
"What’s going on out here?" Quinn growled. The mist seemed to be circling him, growing thicker around him, clinging at his mouth. It was almost like he was breathing it in, being infected by its insidious tendrils.
"Lower your weapon," Wychelo repeated as the mist rolled around him, drawing a tight circle around us all. He had, I noticed, a suppressed pistol in his hand hanging loosely, almost casually, at his side.
The blood was pounding in my ears, sweat beading on my brow and prickling down my neck. A white wall now penned our small drama in, like players on a stage. The closer Wychelo came, the stronger the tension became; it was like there was a cord running between us, stretched almost to breaking point. The sense of another world overlaying this one surfaced nauseatingly once more. For a split second I had the distinct feeling that there were figures waiting in the impenetrable mist, indistinct and intangible. I could see them when I closed my eyes, grey shapes cast against the blackness of my eyelids. Eyes opened, I could still feel their still presence.
The moment passed, but my sense of them still remained, like reality was stretching, being strained and extended like an overfilled balloon, ready to rip under the strain at any moment. Something shifted in the murk, a wet whisper of noise. By now the others could sense it too, I was sure.
"What was that?" one of the ops shouted, squinting off into the mist. Others followed, his lead, their attention suddenly no longer locked on Corg and me.
"There’s someone in the mist," Quinn hissed urgently, still sighting on Wychelo. He was losing it fast from the look in his wide eyes. "Someone who makes my skin crawl same as you do. How do you explain that you creepy motherfucker?" he growled, voicing the strange creeping parity between the cold eyed assassin and the encroaching white wall.
Quin was unravelling quickly now, every breath of misted air leaving him more strung out than before, spooling his poise out like so much unwound cotton. The whispering was increasing too, a steady creeping susurration that seemed to come from all sides. 
Around us, the mist was moving as if alive, coalescing and resolving itself into half-seen shapes, darker patches that flittered and moved in the corner of the eye and disappeared when you tried to look for them. Dark patches that looked almost like the shapes of people. My mouth felt full of electric and there was so much tension buzzing off Quinn and his men I expected them to sizzle and crack with each jerking movement. Quinn was breathing in heavy gulps, taking in great lungfulls of the coiling air.
I caught Corg’s eye and tried my best to convey "When this goes off, get ready to run," without moving my face in any way. I think he got it.
Wychelo’s lips slid back revealing even, white teeth. "Put it down," he said with deadly finality. I looked from his cold, impassive face, still with poise, to Quinn’s bunched up features, a vein pumping madly at his temple, teeth bared. There’s only one way this ends, I thought.
"What’s happening?" Quinn whispered again, desperation edging into his voice, his final plea. What followed was a complete cessation of all movement, the whispering stopped: whatever - if anything - was waiting in the mist held its breath.
"Fuck it," Quinn breathed and I could read his intent. His fist tightened on the grip of his rifle, knuckles white and bloodless on the trigger. With a speed that seemed impossible, inhuman, Wychelo whipped up his hand and we all heard the zip as he fired, once, at close range.
There was blood in the air. Something howled.
I grabbed Corg and pulled him into the wall of mist before Quinn even started falling. It closed around us immediately, muffling all noise so the boom of automatic weapons fire came to us as a muted staccato, the answering zips as chilling as the hiss of a knife through velvet.
Whether they were firing at each other or us or something else entirely I didn’t know or care, we just ran, not stopping until our legs were pained and stiff with lactic acid and our lungs burned with each laboured mouthful of chilling fog that felt like fingers stroking at our faces.
We ran and ran and didn’t stop until, at last, we were free of the mist that grabbed at us like dead men’s hands.
"What the fuck was that?" Corg breathed but I could only shake my head. I could tell him what I’d felt: that the world was stretching and melting to join with another that lay just behind it, but how could I put that into words that didn’t sound crazy? There was no way. He pulled out his phone and dialled, putting it to his ear and stumbling off a few steps in something of a daze.
Small snakelike knots of mist still hung limply in stray bundles close to the ground, moving with a repulsive undulation, whispering apart with oily reluctance as I kicked out at them. Corg was on the phone, speaking animatedly, but I couldn’t hear the words. My mind was still full of the sounds of another place, of the strange sibilant voices I’d heard as we tumbled madly through the fog, of unknown animal calls and howls from a place that wasn’t there and yet, I felt sure, was real or as close to it as made no odds. I shuddered at the thought as Corg limped back over to me.
"She’s on her way," he said, waving the phone, then added regretfully, "Poor Genie."
It took me a moment to catch up. Oh god, I thought, he named the hearse. Of course he did. Despite the events of the day a smile was trying very hard to spread itself across my features.
"Genie?" I said tightly.
"Fuck off." It was good to see him getting back to normal and we lapsed back into tense silence, waiting, trying not to listen and watch for sounds and shapes that weren’t there on the far side of the lingering curtain.
When at last the familiar beat-up shape of Loess’ ride came into view it was a blessed relief. We piled in, shivering and desperate.
"Shit," she said, taking in our further ravaged appearances. "What happened?"
"You think we look bad you should see Genie," I said, though it came out as little more than a croak. "Listen, let’s get the hell out of here." Obligingly she put the pedal to the floor. It was only some time later that my brain caught up enough to wonder where we were going.
"We’re heading out of town," Loess said, throwing a wink. "You’ve got an appointment to keep."
 
***
 
As she drove, Loess gave us a brief history lesson. The Old Town Motel, she told us, had first come to fame, or should that be infamy, some thirty years ago at a time when pretty much all organised crime in the city was orchestrated by three rival families. Three families at war, but a war that was costing each of them dear and holding them back in their main preoccupation: making money. Or at least, making even more money.
"So," she said, as the grey city whipped by though the windows, "One of the families reached out to the other two and proposed they hold a council of war. But the big question was where could they meet to discuss their business? They couldn’t agree to anywhere in the city else two of them would be in the third’s territory and none of them trusted the others as far as they could spit. No one would agree to be held at a disadvantage.
"The solution? The heads of all three headed out of town, to the nearest motel outside of the city limits – neutral territory – and they sat down, with the cops of course, and carved the city into big pieces of pie and, for a while I guess, peace reigned."
"Until?" I asked. There’s always an until, after all.
"Well," she said, flipping on the wipers as the first inevitable fat drops of rain spattered the windshield once more, heralding the beginning of yet another deluge. Despite knowing better, I had sort of hoped we were done with the rain for a while.
"For a time everything ran smoothly and more meetings were held at the Old Town, and there grew out of them a sort of code. All three families had to be represented at every meeting and all baggage was left at the door. It was like a church or something, holy ground. There was an understanding that this was equal territory and they all accepted that its value as such couldn’t be overestimated."
Our headlights cut a swath through the deepening afternoon, lighting the road markings like neon veins.
"But then, naturally, someone got greedy," she continued. "Someone started to wonder why they were only taking one third of the pie when there was so much more tasty tasty pie for the taking."
"I’ve just realised how hungry I am," Corg chimed in. Loess pointedly ignored him.
"So this one family, they thought about it and they planned and wondered how to hit their enemies – who were, after all, paranoid and never easy targets. I heard that none of the heads ever went anywhere without their own private retinue of tough guys, drove bullet proof cars, the lot. It was only at this one place you saw them relax a little, and so they realized that they had the perfect opportunity for an ambush just waiting for them outside the city."
"At the motel?"
"Surely. So they paid off the cops and they came armed to the next sit down. And it was a bloodbath." We drove for a while in silence, listening to the steady swipe of the wipers. "Of course," she said at length, "It’s never that neat is it? Decapitate the head of the snake and two new heads grow back. In the end it spelled death for all three families and their turf war shifted, their influence diminished and they were gradually banished to my side of the Links and, I guess, everything that’s going on there grew out of it."
"But the Motel’s still there?" Corg asked.
"I guess it must be, though I imagine it must have seen better days. Here endeth the lesson," she added with a smile.
We rolled on still further, the city shrinking behind, the buildings becoming fewer until we were passing the kind of grubby industrial size shopping complexes and manufacturing zones that seem the make up the fringes of all major cities, lit by the kind of bright white lights that made your eyes ache.
"That was a fun story," Corg said at last, as I watched the city fade in the rearview. "I do kind of hope that it wasn’t portentous to our own situation, however."
Loess arched an eyebrow at him in the mirror.
"I mean," he said slowly, "I hope that we, too, aren’t happily rolling into a trap."
"Whimsy?" she asked, uncertainly. "Do you trust him?"
"We’ve never even met him," Corg replied.
"I trust him," I said simply. In truth I hadn’t even considered it until that moment but I knew the words to be true as I spoke them. "I saw his face when he saw me bleeding on the ground, it’s enough for me."
"Ah well," Loess said with a bright shrug. "Too late now anyway, I guess."
We had just passed the city limits.
 
It turned out that the Old Town Motel had seen better days. It was raining harder than ever by the time we reached the fabled establishment but what we could see through the cascading downpour looked far from inviting: paint peeled and bubbled, brickwork crumbled and gutters wept. A handful of once white free standing lodge cabins rose out of a muddy courtyard that was fast becoming a swamp of mulch, like bleached bones.
"Nice taste our man has," Corg observed drily.
Loess tsk’d and pulled us up outside of the manager’s office that was little more than a shack, a flat, wooden building painted in flecked, faded pink and illuminated by a single grey bulb, ensconced behind a mesh cage, that crackled and hissed in the falling rain.
"As you boys are wanted felons I guess I’d better brave the weather and get us a room," Loess said.
"Don’t know what we’d do without you," I said in reply, and meant it.
She threw me a wink before bolting off into the rain, reappearing a few minutes later with a set of keys.
"Surprisingly enough," she said, putting the car in gear and pressing forward onto a lot that was a seething sludge of churning mud with some nominal gravel scattered on top like marshmallows in cereal, "We would seem to be the only guests." She held up a warped, chewed, key fob shaped incongruously like a Christmas tree.
"Cabin one."
We pulled up outside the tattered, wood framed shed and raced through the driving rain into the cabin. Inside, aside from the cold and musty smell, our new home turned out to be surprisingly comfortable. Two small beds took up the back of the main room, their linen old but clean enough. To the left of them was a small bathroom complete with tiny shower and hand basin, at their foot a small kitchenette and seating area with a black vinyl table for eating. The whole thing didn’t seem to have been redecorated since the time when the motel was used as a conference centre for crime-lords but at least it was dry and quiet. A small electric heater was even pumping out enough heat to make the atmosphere somewhere just shy of cosy.
"The manager told me there was a bagel place in the next town, a couple of minutes down the road," Loess said, shaking droplets from her hair. "Fancy anything?" The looks on our faces must have said it all as she gave a small laugh and nodded. "Okay," she said, "I’ll be back soon."
I watched her run back through the lot to the car, the headlights lighting up the swamp and sweeping away, before turning to find Corg exploring the contents of every drawer and cupboard in the room.
"Never know," he said, catching my eye. No, I thought, I guess you don’t.
 
Loess returned a little while later bearing a brown paper bag, much droplet speckled, packed full of styrophome containers that she passed into our eager hands. The enticing smell of rich cheese and grease went straight to my growling gut and I felt myself start to salivate in anticipation.
I don’t know if it was just the fact that I hadn’t eaten since I didn’t know when, but that bagel was a slice of heaven. Grilled pastrami, two types of cheese, mayo, dill pickle all came together to make a sublime, toasted, greasy delicacy that filled my mouth with flavor and my belly with satisfaction. I wolfed down two in quick succession with definite gusto.
"Good?" Loess asked, nibbling delicately at her own.
" ’Mazing," I managed thickly through a mouthful of half chewed greasy bread before licking the last sweat sour tang of pickle from my remaining digits.
She looked pleased, then produced something else from the bag: a bottle of single malt. Corg let out an involuntary whoop as she tossed him the bottle.
"You are an angel fallen from heaven," he said seriously, snatching the whiskey out of the air.
"Thank you, I try," she said.
"I wasn’t talking to you," he responded, cradling the bottle like his newborn child.
"Though I am grateful," he added after a beat.
 
And so we waited, each lost in our own thoughts.
Now and again the world of our cabin was lit by a flash of lightening followed by the ominous peel of thunder rolling across the sky.
Corg drank, seriously and continuously, propped up on one of the small beds, a battered old glass in one hand, the ever diminishing bottle in the other, eyes fixed on a horizon I don’t think the rest of us could see.
"You know, he talked about you," Loess said suddenly, talking to me in a low voice that I had to lean in to hear. "Mr Happen." She corrected herself, "Not about you, about the Unlucky Man. He’d say the name after some of his trances, or before some of his crazier plans got put in motion, he’d say the Unlucky Man would come and end us all. I think he was scared of it, like the boogeyman or something."
"Scared of me?" I said, uncertainly.
"No," she said, reaching out and touching my hand, a small reassuring gesture that sent electricity dancing through my fingertips. "I mean, I know what I said just now, but he never talked about you, just about the shadowy figure in his head. That was the Unlucky Man, not you. He never talked about Jon Hesker."
I liked how my name sounded on her lips.
Time passed slowly. Loess took up a seat at the plastic table and set about the delicate business of disassembling and cleaning her weapons, fingers working with a speed and dexterity that told me that this was a common, ritual occurrence.
For my part, I positioned myself at the window, staring out of it but not really seeing. Warm and fed, I found myself drifting in and out of a waking dream. In truth it had been recurring since the mist; the same feeling of nothing beneath me but falling shadow, the world disappearing and reappearing with each heartbeat, melting and coalescing back to life over and over again until I shook myself, told myself to focus and gained a few minutes grace before the whole thing started over again. Drift and settle, break and fall, wake and dream and fade to black.
 
It was gone midnight when we heard the sound of an engine, a low growl that startled us all from a half sleeping inertia. We waited, silent, breath held in tense anticipation. Then came a knock at the door. It was a small, surreptitious noise, a knock that sounded almost like it hoped it wouldn’t be answered.
Gun held low by her side, Loess padded to the door and, with a glance back at us, threw it open. The figure she revealed was a short man, bedraggled by the fallen rain, reddish hair spilling out from under a porkpie hat rammed down hard over his ears. He was pale with heavy bags under eyes which roamed around constantly like he was trying to see everything all at once.
He was dressed pretty much as I remembered from my previous quick glimpse of him, another florid shirt beneath a sodden and dripping beige trench-coat. Everything he wore clashed like the colours of a cocktail you might buy in a Caribbean theme bar.
"Whimsy?" Loess asked.
He nodded. "Funny," he said, "When we spoke, I didn’t picture you for a blond." He smiled ingratiatingly but it froze on his face when he saw me. He whistled. "So you really aren’t dead?"
"Nope," I said, gesturing him over the threshold, "Come on in."
I proffered him a tumbler and he took it appreciatively. His movements were jerky, like he was wired on too many energy drinks. Taking off his hat he shook his head like a dog then apologised, taking a seat at the table, steaming in the warm air from the heater.
He looked me hard in the eye. "I’m sorry," he said, much to my surprise, "That I couldn’t help you. Before. Back at the station." He looked like he honestly meant it. "I’ve been moving around so long, I didn’t dare get caught in the open. I thought maybe I should, I don’t know... and then it was too late."
I shrugged. "So help me now."
With a sigh he drained the whiskey and Corg, only a little grudgingly, refilled it.
"I’ll tell you what I can," he said. "But before I do I got to warn you, what I know doesn’t amount to much and some of it is going to sound pretty crazy."
Corg snorted. "Believe me," he said, "Our litmus test of crazy has changed a lot in the last few days."
The little man nodded again. "Well I guess you’ve earned the right to hear it, but don’t say I didn’t warn you." He grimaced. "How to start though?"
"The drug?" I said, thinking about the now oddly familiar way the black substance in that little capsule had rolled and coiled on itself, round and round into oblivion. It seemed as good a place to begin as any.
"The drug," he echoed darkly. "No, we’ll get to that. Let’s start with the man who shot you. Work up from there. His name is Wychelo. My understanding is he used to be a gun for hire, but now he’s on a chain for the power behind all of this."
"And who is behind all of this?" Corg interrupted.
"I wish I could tell you," Whimsy said, spreading his hands flat against the vinyl of the table, "But they’re official, that much I do know. Under the radar but they’re an agency for sure, sanctioned by some part of government, somewhere. They supersede the cops and they operate under a total media blackout."
"And you don’t know who they are?"
"No," he said, "I’m sorry. I know that they report to a body named Control, but that's about it. I don’t even know for sure if Control is a person or a group of people. I’m not sure most of them even know for definite." He paused and took a heavy slug of whiskey as the lights flickered.
"So the drug," he said, "This is where things get strange." We all drew in a little closer. What did I imagine was to follow? Not what did.
"Have you ever been to a place and thought, I don’t know...There are places," Whimsy said, seemingly slipping off track, "Where the world gets... thin."
"What?" Corg demanded, "What does that mean?"
Whimsy pulled a pained expression and tried again.
"Places where strange things happen. Places where the shadows stretch too long, where everything just sort of feels wrong."
"What is this?" Corg said, pushing himself back from the table. But I was thinking of what I’d seen, what I’d felt, as the mist rolled in, crowding with half glimpsed shapes, and his words didn’t seem so odd to me. Whimsy carried on determinedly, directing his words at me exclusively now. Perhaps he could see something in my face.
"You know what I’m talking about, I know you do, I see it in your eyes. There’s a place – I don’t know where but in the mountains somewhere – they call it the Black Well, or the Hole or sometimes just the Pit and it is a pit, a chasm full of shadows that aren’t really shadows at all. There’s something down there, in its depths, a reaching, waiting darkness. They found it, and they harvested it, somehow, and they made it into pills."
He took a deep breath. "That’s what Mackay was bringing when he fell onto your car. Somehow he had got a pill out of the lab and was bringing it to me. But Wychelo sniffed him out first."
"But why to you?" Loess asked, "What’s your angle here?"
Whimsy rubbed at his eyes, "I was part of a group dedicated to following this through, bringing it to light. Scientists mostly, not spies or anything like that, ordinary guys who got mixed up in this simply by being a part of the wrong lab at the wrong time. They brought me in when I was still a licensed investigator to help them make sense of things. They wanted to let the world know what was going on."
"But why?" Corg asked. "What are they doing?"
"They’re making an army," Whimsy said darkly and I noticed a small tremor run through his hand holding the glass. "Someone’s using the drug to create their own personal army of unthinking, unflinching soldiers."
A shocked silence followed his words. They begged so many more questions but it was Loess who spoke next, voicing a concern at something that Whimsy had said that had passed me by.
"Why do you say were?" she asked. "You were part of a group."
He fixed her unblinkingly. "Smart question. Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies. You sure you want to know?"
She nodded.
"All dead," he said plainly, "Bar one, my man on the inside. I haven’t heard from him since what happened to Mackay." He laughed, one sharp exhalation. "In fact that’s the only reason I’m here at all – I waited longer than usual to burn my number in case he called."
He swallowed the last of the whiskey, coughing as it hit the back of his throat.
"And call he did," he said with a flourish. "He wants to meet me – meet us. Tomorrow, says he has something huge."
In the silence that followed, I surveyed Whimsy with new eyes: beneath his diminutive and scruffy facade there was a toughness, something unyielding and oddly impressive.
"Your source ever mention an unlucky man?" I asked at length, deliberately not catching Loess’ eye as I said it. He thought about it for a moment then shook his head.
"Doesn’t ring a bell," he said, dismissively. In truth I wasn’t even sure exactly why I had asked.
The small, rumpled figure looked around at us, his audience, assembled in a half moon around a sticky vinyl coffee table as the lights flickered and, outside in the storm, a long drum of thunder rolled.
"Are you in?" he said, a shade hopefully. I got the impression that Whimsy had been alone for a long while, existing in a solitary confinement of his own making to ensure his survival. Having found like minded company I didn’t think he was keen to lose it so soon. He seemed slightly uplifted too, as if sharing the burden of his knowledge had given some unexpected catharsis. Looking around at the faces of the others I saw in their eyes a look I guessed was mirrored in my own: what choice did we have?
"We’re in," I said at last, and it felt very final. In the morning we would head back into the city and everything that waited there for us.
 



                          



Dreams
Once, long, long ago, when the world was still young, the beast had stalked its surface and hunted beneath the heat of the sun and the cold of the moon. Its shadow had been cast long over the face of the world and it had known no boundary, its only compulsion was hunger, its only desire to consume.
And then Man came. At first the beast was wary of this new creature, so alike the other beasts it had hunted and yet so different. It watched as Man developed, became increasingly complex, increasingly able, increasingly hungry; and it saw in Man something of itself. And Man fed the beast.
Swiftly it came to realise that, in their actions, these new people could revere the beast, make it strong. With every base action, the beast was worshipped, strengthened, confirmed and it knew in Man a power like no other it had ever known before, and exulted in it.
As the years passed, many came to understand the beast and to fear it and they built fires to keep out his dark and huts to shut out the night. They daubed symbols on the walls of their caves and shunned the dark places of the world. They huddled in the light as their holy-men chanted and burned spices and wove twigs and painted their faces and did everything else they could think of in the hope of keeping it at bay.
Later, they built churches and consecrated the ground and built stronger walls of stone and slept with lights burning to keep out the cold winds of the dark on which the voice of the beast might still be heard. And some of their measures worked and some did not.
There were others though who welcomed the beast with open arms. They worshipped it, built their own churches of bone and blood in its honour, long halls of painted skulls and sharp spikes within which were carried out dark acts in its name that fed and nurtured its dark soul.
To these people the beast was generous, granting them power and dominion, bought at a price, over their peers. Many was the village sheltering in the dark forests of the old world as the shadows lengthened, shutting out the night with candles and lanterns safe behind heavy shutters and doors locked and bolted whilst the tall castles of those who had thrown in their lot with the darkness loomed terrible above them and the night echoed with the screams of those giving their lives in honour of the beast.
In this way, the beast was kept strong without the need to hunt and feed for itself and less and less did it venture abroad beneath either sun or moon and in this lay its undoing. As time passed the beast became ineffable, a thing of legend, an idea out of nightmare, out of superstition. Still fed, bloated on the supplication of dark deeds, it crawled into the dark like a bulbous fat spider and slept, safe in the knowledge of its own never-ending superiority.
For a long, long time it slept, and when it awoke it was alone.
The world had changed, Man had changed. No longer did it worship the beast for the beast had become a part of its own consciousness. The dark acts of Man were now simply that and no longer an offering to the old dark god. No longer was it fed.
When it emerged from the dark it found it no longer had substance, could no longer rend and tear and alter the minds of men save those already disposed to hear it. For an age it crawled the surface of the earth searching for a way to return to what it once was until at last, defeated, it slunk into the deepest, darkest hole it could find and in the shadows waited sullenly in a state of hibernation for the world to change once more.
As it slept the shadows grew long and deep around it.
It didn’t awake until it felt, for the first time in many ages, a mind it could reach out to. It was the mind of a young man, part of a scientific expedition, almost entirely devoid of anything that might have been deemed humanity, ruled entirely by an all encompassing ambition and desire for power. Into this emptiness, the beast, now nothing more than shadow and suggestion, found it could pour itself like poison and be heard.
The owner of this mind was named Horst and the beast gave unto him what he wanted: the power to bend others to his will, even allowing Horst to take away some of itself, its shadow, for in awaking and making this connection, the beast found itself more whole than it had in centuries.
But it was not yet fully whole, nor could it be, although its presence was felt more strongly by many as it reached out to those minds that could feel it, searching without success for one who could set it free. Many minds were tipped into madness by the probing of the beast’s feelers, and many dark actions could probably be attributed to its suggestion. Still, however, it was trapped, despite its own and Horst’s attempts at liberation. But the beast understood now what it needed. Its bonding with Horst had weakened the boundaries keeping it at bay, holding its old world from leaking back through into this new one of Man’s creation.
The beast now knew instinctively what it had to do: to grow new life in the real world and in so doing force its way back into the world of men. Only then could its truth no longer be denied and the walls holding it in check would crumble forever. Two worlds would be forced once more into one.
For the best part of a lifetime they searched for the right mind to impregnate with this chaos seed, for this one unlucky man.
In the end, it had been by chance that they found him.
 
Horst sat behind his desk, false window now letting in a cold, winter light. In his hand was a clear glass ball, its black contents curling and rippling like smoke. Its presence comforted him: when he held it his consciousness felt expanded; he could feel the life surrounding him through the cold concrete walls, could almost hear the thoughts of the teeming workers, like ants, who populated his buried fortress. Beneath his feet he could feel the air filling empty cells that waited to be filled. He was aware, too, of the empty, soulless silence of his drones, his new army, their minds like blank slates waiting to be written on.
But they had lost the man Hesker. He had felt the disruption in the usual patterns of the world as the confrontation in the mist had unfolded. He was aware, too, of the changes in the walls of the world, as they grew thinner, stretching out as Hesker and Wychelo, both touched by the beast’s shadow, were drawn together each into the other’s orbit.
The black vapor in the ball on his desk had darkened and expanded, filling the orb until it appeared as a smooth rock of obsidian, glowing with its own sickly light. The voice in his head was practically purring.
But then they had lost Hesker. This was a concern.
No.
The word whispered from all directions at once, filling his mind. The glass ball grew warm in his palm.
 Soon. The voice whispered. The black smoke twisted and writhed.
 Soon.
 
***
 
"What is it with you and stations?"
This one was old and deserted, slowly crumbling, like everywhere else I had seen of late, into dereliction. At some time in the past an effort had been made to board it up, but those boards had long since been loosened and pried away by vandals or kids or someone else entirely.
"Believe me, not my first choice," muttered the scruffy private investigator. Whimsy had become even jumpier as we reached the city again, and worse still as we stood in the shadow of the old train station. He jumped at every small noise, every twitch of shadow.
He’d told us that the tunnels below street level led, in their dark and twisting manner, to an underground silo. This line had long since been decommissioned and fallen into disrepair, but it wasn’t impossible to imagine that it could still be used. You heard stories about people, mainly derelicts and bums that no-one believed, witnessing ghost trains zipping along the old lines in the dead of night. Stranger things had quite definitely happened.
Whimsy’s contact was planning on making his escape along one of these tracks. He was done, apparently, and what had happened to Mackay was the final straw. He would meet us here - the first place he possibly could - give us everything he had, unburden himself, and then he was out, off to somewhere where he could disappear completely for a long, long time. Apparently the risks represented by walking those old tracks were less concerning than staying put and hoping for the best.
We pushed our way through the gaps in the fronting and made our way into the deserted building. Inside the air was thick and heavy with some kind of cloying organic smell, like a butterfly house full of rotten fruit. Yet it was oddly cold and water dripped through the decaying roof, running in heavy flows in a few places, where the ongoing rain had proved too much for the shaky construction, and leaving green moss like stains over the clouded, old and broken glass.
Here and there light lanced in swells, dust swimming thickly in the beams. The whole place screamed of lonely neglect.
Moving slowly, we made our way down to the platform, through the foyer whose glass roof was thickly caked with dirt from the city outside.
"Anyone else notice how quiet it is?" Corg whispered, the words ripping jarringly into the silence. He was right - outside the city was waking up, cars were passing, pedestrians were going about their daily routines, joggers jogged, dogs barked, motorists shouted abuse at one another and furiously pounded their horns - yet in here it was deathly still, tomblike, the only sound our footfalls, muffled by a permalayer of dust.
"It’s like a mausoleum," Loess said.
"Thanks," Corg muttered, "You’re doing wonders for my nerves."
"Come on," Whimsy whispered urgently. I noticed he was popping with sweat. It was running in rivulets from under the brim of his porkpie hat.
"Down here," he said, gesturing at a set of wide marble stairs.
The feeling was starting again, that pumping at my temples, pressure building, pricking at my skin. The air was growing thick with static once more.
At the bottom of the staircase was a long platform, bridging two deep tunnels: twin nebulous black holes. I took a step towards the gaping mouth of the right hand tunnel, a deep circle of yawning , gritty darkness.
"Which way?" Loess said, then, "Hesker - you OK?"
I only half heard, my focus was almost completely lost in the tunnel’s entrance. I felt it calling to me, gaping like a hungry mouth, waiting. Waiting for me to slip and tumble in, to be swallowed by the darkness. Suddenly I felt cold, icy wind emanating from the murky depth, whispering out like fetid, decayed breath.
And there was a noise.
This at least I knew wasn’t in my head, because Corg’s head whipped round to stare into the blackness too. When he turned back his gaze was like flint.
"I thought there were no trains down here," he said, voice like shards of glass.
"Shit," Whimsy whimpered. "Shit."
"What the fuck’s going on?" Corg hissed.
"Your man’s sold us down the line," Loess muttered.
The noise was louder now, a rising roar in the throat of the tunnel, fire in the belly of the beast.
Whimsy suddenly burst back to life. "Go," he hissed. "Now - there’s still time." He was backing up as he spoke, almost at the foot of the stairs.
"Wait," Loess said, unsure, moving after him.
"Damn right we should go," Corg growled in agreement, though he didn’t move.
"Come on!" Whimsy said again. "He wouldn’t have given me up easily, he’s got to be dead too, there’s nothing for us here now." He had reached the bottom step and suddenly lost all sense of composure, turned and bolted up the marble.
"Wait!" Loess shouted after him, giving chase up the staircase.
The roar was filling the station by now. I knew I should run too but I couldn’t. Everything I was was tied into that sound, it was in my head and in my blood. My eyes were glued to the tunnel mouth and any second I knew something was going to emerge from the darkness.
Something.
Anything.
Then it was gone, the reverie broke like water against the shore, bright light flared in my eyes and I was myself again, but it was too late.
The train bellowed into the station, screaming to a tortured halt in front of me. It was just a single dirty old carriage but it was packed to capacity, full of vacant eyed grimly identical figures in matching gray boiler-suits. Each one of them stood too motionless and rigid to be right, each of them was armed, each of them was deadly.
At their head, colourless eyes glinting in triumph, stood Wychelo.
"Fucking run Goddamn it!" Corg bellowed, grabbing at my arm and dragging me into action. Finally my legs came back under my control just as the train doors were sliding open with a hiss and the carriage’s passengers began streaming out onto the platform.
We ran. Without direction or thought we ran, somehow not in the direction we had come – the direction that Whimsy had gone and Loess had followed in – we were turned about and heading down the platform and by the time we realised it was too late.
We stumbled down a dark corridor, the sound of heavy footfalls close behind us. My blood was loud in my ears, pumping as we raced downwards, feet slapping against the chipped and faded green tiled diamonds on the floor.
At the end of the corridor stood an old elevator - the type which is really just a cage on a pulley system. Our only option, we hurtled into it, smacking into the back lattice wall of the cage, making the whole structure shake and roll alarmingly. I spun, punching wildly at the buttons. The doors slid in slightly with a dull metallic wheeze then stopped dead. I tried again then hammered all the other useless buttons whilst Corg wrenched at the front of the cage, trying to create some kind of a barrier between us and the small army in the corridor bearing down on our iron prison. They were rusted in place.
The first of our pursuers had made it level with the doors. With a curse, Corg smashed a fist with all his strength straight into his face and he went down, blood coursing from a ruined nose in the centre of an entirely impassive face. The others simply flowed around him, blithely ignoring their fallen companion as he passed beneath their booted, shiny feet.
They were upon us, reaching unseeing hands zombie-like into our cage. We lashed out at them but they were relentless. I took one down but, as he fell back, another immediately took his place. I managed to snap another one’s grasping fingers but shear weight of numbers pressed their advantage and we were forced down under their greater groping mass, flailing and kicking against them. It was like fighting mannequins made flesh for all the reaction they showed, like fighting the swell of the ocean for all the difference we made.
We were dragged from the elevator, back into the tunnel by impossibly strong hands, and forced down under Wychelo’s cold gaze. He smiled at me.
"A purpose made army of willing slaves," he said, though it was hard to say what he thought of the notion. "An unimaginative bunch I grant you," he continued, "But marvelous at taking orders, and obedient to the last - as long as they get their medicine."
The words hung in the air. "Would you like a demonstration?"
"No," I said, and can honestly say that I meant it.
A wolf like grin spread across Wychelo’s face. "That’s a shame," he said, and then, addressing the unmoving mass of bodies behind him, "Discipline them."
And they did, if not with enthusiasm I thought, as consciousness was beaten from me, then at least with grim efficiency.
 
***
 
I surged into waking and into a low featureless room, dimly lit by a row of tannin coloured strip lighting. I was sat in a generic plastic chair, hands tied to the armrest with white packaging zip-locks. Across the length of a long steel table Corg was similarly trussed, slowly clawing his way back into the land of the waking too. A deep purple bruise blossomed over the left of his jaw and his eye on the same side looked swollen and puffy. From the ache in my limbs, I could guess that I probably looked similar.
"Welcome back," Wychelo said blandly from somewhere behind me.
The only door to the room opened and someone else slipped inside.
"Chelo," the newcomer said, nodding curtly past me. He was expensively dressed in pinstripe pants and an immaculate white shirt, hair cut just so. He looked every inch the businessman but there was something soft around his edges. He was in good shape but you could tell he ate just a bit too well, maybe whitened his teeth, was just a bit too glossy.
Wychelo said nothing, but I could tell from the sudden frostiness emanating over my shoulder that he was displeased by this interruption.
"So these are our guests," the newcomer observed, with an air of proprietary smugness. "Times were I heard you could kill a man the first time," he shot past me, a cocky smile dimpling up his smooth face.
"Good afternoon gentlemen," he said switching his attention to the two of us, "And welcome to my offices - not the most dynamic of floors you’ll appreciate but we can’t have the two of you scaring the public now can we?" He ended this introduction with a small chuckle that hung in the air before dying pitifully.
Across from me, Corg rolled his eyes dramatically. "Who’s this self satisfied prick?" he directed at me across the length of table. Despite myself I caught a grin on my face in the reflective surface. Just like Corg to pick a fight whilst tied to a chair.
"But of course, where are my manners?" the businessman continued, though from the look on his face you would think he’d been slapped; clearly he wasn’t used to people answering him back.
"Allow me to introduce myself: Allman Perry. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?" He thrust out his hand, his slightly round, smug face crinkling into a smile once more. Gold glinted on his fingers and at his wrist. "Oh, of course," he said in mock surprise when neither could meet his proffered shake.
"You know I think I have heard of him," Corg continued blithely, still addressing himself to me, "Wasn’t he in the news for beating up his pool-boy or something?"
"I think it was a parking attendant, but yeah, I think so," I said.
"Yeah," Corg said reflectively, "I’m starting to miss that guy." This with a nod towards the brooding presence of Wychelo, "At least he was good at menacing us." His face split into a painful grin, exposing teeth rouged with blood, but it felt good to be doing something even if it was the questionably sensible provocation of our captors.
Perry’s face had curdled like soured milk. I got the sense that Allman Perry was a bully but also a coward who now seemed on the verge of a petulant rampage.
"Enough," Wychelo intoned darkly. "Let’s get this done." There was a distinct note of distaste in his voice, something which surprised me coming from the passionless statue.
"What’s the matter?" Perry said acidly, still smarting from Corg’s dismissal. "Lost your taste for the work?"
Wychelo stepped forwards and into my field of vision for the first time. "I can kill without thought," he said coldly, "With knife or gun or even my hands. It’s clean, efficient." There was something odd about his features as he withdrew two syringes from his pocket and flipped off their caps. In their depths, blackness roiled nebulously. At the sight of it my pulse began to race.
"This, however, leaves a sour taste in my mouth."
"Shit," Corg whispered, eyes gone big and glued to the needles.
Wychelo tapped a syringe contemplatively with a nail, his washed out eyes fixed on their unknowable depth. I wondered if he felt it shifting the way I did.
Perry reached out a greedy paw. "I’ll do the fat one," he said, eyes gleaming with a nasty light - we’ll see who’s laughing now, they said - empty of empathy or compassion. For a moment I thought Wychelo might refuse, certainly he seemed reluctant to pander to Perry’s petulance.
I think Perry must have seen it too, for his next words were loaded. "Careful Wychelo, remember you’re just Control’s pet dog."
"And you remember," Wychelo countered evenly, "That I could slit your throat in that big office of yours while you contemplate your expensive penthouse view and you wouldn’t even know until your next meal." But he handed over the needle all the same.
"Perhaps this time," Wychelo said, advancing on me, deadly needle held dangerously between his fingers, "You might have the decency to stay dead."
Strong hands clamped down on the back of my neck, forcing down my head until my bruised face was pressed hard against the table. It felt icy cold against my tender face. I shifted my weight, tried to find purchase against the floor but it was polished plastic, my shoes sliding helplessly against it. I strained against the plastic wrist restraints but they just bit deeper into my flesh.
There was nothing I could do.
With an effort I twisted my head and locked on to Corg’s eyes, blue and scared yet defiant to the last, on the other side of the gulf of smooth, cold steel. 
"Just my luck to get whacked by this pussy," he grunted to me through his struggles. I saw the needle at his neck, the plunger depressing, the rush of shadow as the chamber emptied.
"Hold on!" I gasped, "I’ve been here before… I’ve lived through this." But Corg’s eyes were already displacing, losing focus. He was swimming away on a noxious tide of toxins.
"Not like this you haven’t," Allman Perry said smugly from somewhere I couldn’t see and I swallowed the words and knew hate.
Then I felt the stab of pain in my own neck and the burning grind of the chemicals entering into my bloodstream. Fight it, I told myself. Fight it to stay alive. But it was too late. The sky was falling all over again. The world was collapsing around me, coming apart at the seams, devolving into particulate entropy.
The last thing I knew was the chill surface against my cheek and Corg’s empty stare. Then, as my last vestiges of lucidity melted away, I heard the door open once again.
"You two can go," a voice said.
And I succumbed.
 
***
 
For the longest time there was nothing, then slowly nothing turned into darkness, which is different, deep and unfathomable. Then that too eased and bubbled into a new kind of pitch, like deep, deep water, think as honey, at once stupefying and smothering.
No sense of me.
Gradually - and yet timelessly - this too changed, flowing like liquid, at first complete in its blackness, then melting into random colour. They sparked and blossomed like sunspots, the eyelid memory of staring onto the sun. Neon over the empty landscape of a night-dark desert.
Then all at once that was done and I was spewed, whole and myself, a person once more, individual, onto the shore.
For a long while I lay pressed into the wet sand, the sea lapping against my inert form, pulling at me with each withdrawing wave. I knew that if I chose to I could lose myself once more, slip back into that dark ocean and be claimed by its fathomless depths.
Slowly, agonizingly, I began pulling myself to my feet. The sand, unwilling to let me go, caught at my heels, tried to swallow my outstretched hands. I shuddered at the thought of being lost in that endless clutching void and pushed on.
Seaweed snared at my legs, thick chains biting into the flesh of my calves so that I was forced to strain against the pull. And suddenly it too was gone. Free of the weight I tumbled forwards onto my knees, grazing them on hard packed concrete - a city street, grey and unforgiving under a familiar early morning sun.
But that wasn’t quite right, the light was pulsing gently, keeping a rhythm with my thumping heart - every second pulse met with a brightening of the light, each between beat a dimming. The shifting pallor brought a stab of nausea to my stomach and I retched tasting bile and - maybe - blood.
Something smashed into my shoulder, sprawling me back onto the hard pavement. Stunned and exhausted, I lay still for a moment until a heavy foot descended on my outstretched hand, crunching knuckles under its weight.
Crying out, I went fetal, folding in on myself as more and more people hurried past, some missing me, others connecting - casual callous blows. I was going to be unintentionally trampled to death.
Through a cage of my fingers, I saw that every one of the people thronging the street, all of them dressed and hurrying like they were late for a formal ball, was topped off without the addition a face, like someone had been drawing them in and just got bored halfway to finishing. Each visage was a simple flat surface - an artist’s blank canvas. It was at once terrifying and mesmerizing, an echo from somewhere.
This was just one more test I realised, just like the beach and, armed with this knowledge, I rose smoothly to my feet, the faceless pedestrians sliding easily around me like ice round a heated knife.
And then they too were gone. For a few moments the street lay empty, then the pulsing, beating sun began to swell. It doubled in size, then trebled, turning round in a clear blue sky and as it rotated it cooled and hardened like ash forming on metal, until the whole thing had become a great, bulbous moon that filled the heavens.
It started to burn from within, fire eating it from the inside out - blue-green flames writhing and consuming the celestial body until the whole thing was aflame and capsizing in on itself.
Melting in complete eerie silence, it broke apart, the sky dissolving into birds once again, drowning me in the brightest of white, amazing light that left me awed and blind.
 
When my vision cleared the street was no more, replaced by a study, wood panelled and opulent, the tick of a clock sounding loud over the far off howling of a phantom wind. Everything in this room was a dark cherry maple polished wood or patent green leather. A great winged armchair - facing away - stood in front of a desk at one wall, on another an unusually large grandfather clock proved a source for the ticking - though it was irregular, a tick only with no balancing tock.
Tick. Tick. It set my teeth on edge.
With a sound like tearing velvet the chair slowly rotated to face into the room, a shape unfolding from its shadowed depths to fill it, long legs and long arms ending in hands with longer fingers, the figure draped in an ill fitting suit of black cloth. A gas lamp sprang in a moment to life, bathing the room in a soft amber light and casting long shadows over the occupant.
Tick.
I climbed slowly to my feet, shoes clumping heavily on the floorboards.
Tick.
The figure shifted in his chair, leaning forwards, eyes flashing yellow in the burning lamplight.
Tick.
There was a knife jutting handle up from one of the boards, softly vibrating as if it had been just that minute dropped there. Shadows were spreading where its tip bit into the wooden boards - the memory of pooling blood.
Tick.
The figure’s face cleared the swirling shadows, mouth stretching into a too big, too curved, wolf’s grin. His teeth glinted in the dirty light, his eyes swirled oddly. At the back of my mind something clicked with familiarity. The wind whispered, pulling through the cracks in the wooden walls, wailing throughout the stretching room.
Tick - this one elongated on for the longest time, the sound stretching out in an eternity as we stared at one another.
Tick. And the moment was over.
I fainted forward, plucking the knife from the boards. It settled into the palm of my hand like an extension of my arm, natural and organic. "No," the shadow man said, flowing to his feet, still half lost in the dark, raising one large white hand, palm out.
Tick.
Suddenly I was being pushed back, an intense and undeniable pressure forcing itself against me as the howling of the wind built and eddied, raging, battering the of-a-sudden thin walled room. With a crash one wall sheared away completely behind me. Beyond it there was nothing, just the gaping void.
The contents of the room were emptying into it now, the desk picked up and rattling past as I scrabbled at the smooth boards. The ticking clock followed, then another wall until at last it was just me and him as the tears streamed down my face and I screamed into the howling unearthly wind.
His grin stayed fixed, the pressure leaving him unmoved.
It was too much effort, too hard to hold on. I was picked up and cast, like a rag doll, into the dark.
 
I fell for the longest time, through tumbling dark nothing. Lights flickered and danced in the ether, willow the wisps floating through a sea of ceaseless night. I fell for so long that I lost all sense of self once more, until I couldn’t tell if I was truly falling down or floating upwards. Or static and without motion. With nothing to measure the flow against, my descent became inertia. I was becoming one with the void, no longer a single falling entity, I was the dark, lost in an ever expanding nothing. Cold, empty, ageless emptiness. If I let it, it would wash over and engulf me.
It took everything I could bring to bear to pull myself back together. And it hurt. I felt I was forming my body anew, forging bone and sinew and muscle through shear force of will alone. Flesh to cover functioning organs, blood to flow through arteries, air into lungs and life into shadow. I grew teeth, nails, hair, skin. Last of all, I think, I grew eyes anew and with them came substance to the blackness.
I was falling through cloud as snowflakes whipped past me, beautiful and stinging, their complex impossible shapes floating like cold white feathers through the mist. As I fell the flakes hardened into shards of ice, jagged as glass, that sliced at my face and hands. They shone amongst the translucent clinging cloud, ripping it to flowing, shredded strands.
And then I was out of the cloud and the ice was sloughing down, melting into cold, hard rain and I was falling with it. It seemed like the rain had always been falling, as far back as I could remember, turning streets into rivers and rivers into raging seas. Like an iron grey curtain it carried me down, soaking and shivering, through the frigid air.
Far below, now, I could see the beginning of land, growing up to stretch away in a vast green delta, impossibly huge and without end. It grew bigger and bigger as I raced towards it, arms open in an embrace that would dash me against its great surface. Wind whistled about my head and ice formed on my skin, my eyes streaming. The tears themselves were whipped away on the force of the billowing current.
Mountains passed by on all sides, their great bulk stabbing up from the land as the light glinted from their snow capped peaks. Blue-grey rivers swirled by as I raced past, gurgling their way from their hidden origins, foaming and swollen from the power of the rains that bore me ever downwards.
I was close now, still struggling to retain my sense of wholeness, aware of an insistent ache in my head, in my neck, about my wrists. I could almost work out what it meant, if only I had a little more time. But I was almost at the termination of my descent, falling through branches and red gold leaves that flew past my eyes, whipping at me as I passed.
And there was the ground racing up towards me, a great green expanse of root and grass and fallen leaves. I rushed to meet it.
Forest. Light dappling tranquil gold through the branches. For a moment I felt almost at peace, calm in the roiling sea of nightmare. But there were shadows among the trees, and suddenly the wood was full of figures.
Everything was becoming corrupted. Gaps were appearing, big chunks of nothing were permeating the world. I was slipping away, the scene tearing into random grasped images. Clutching fingers, empty faces, pale skin stretched taut over sharp bones. Snarling mouths with rotten teeth, stained and dripping in scarlet gums.
Another moment of nothing, then a clearing - a great purple black bruise of a tree stabbing into the sky at its centre, bending back in on itself - a perfect unnaturally natural gallows birthed from the torn, dying grass.
A rope coiling about my neck, thick with a viscous slime, coppery and rotten.
More torn flashes, cold rain lashing at my face, thick paint pressed cruelly to my cheeks, burning, sweating, dying.
Another flash and when I came back into myself it was to a choking, thrashing panic - nothing beneath my feet but empty air - I was dancing the gallows jig and this was the final curtain call. Shadows encroaching from all around, looming with a terrifying, suffocating finality. Fear welled like bile in my gut, burning at bursting lungs.
"Cut him loose," said a voice and it seemed separate from the things that were happening around me, carried on the wind, detached from everything. There was a pain around my wrists, a dull, throbbing insistence that I only noticed from its sudden cessation.
The rope snapped, and I fell back to earth.
Back to my feet.
Back to the real world.
 
***
 
Wychelo paced the corridors at Control like a caged animal and brooded. Things were unravelling for him, he could sense it, but he wasn’t certain why. It was something to do with the man Hesker; something to do with his refusal to die.
Wychelo was good at one thing and that was ending life efficiently. Had he understood pride then he would pride himself on that one ability.
He smarted at being dismissed so summarily too. What was Horst planning, he wondered, and why doesn’t he tell him? And why didn’t Hesker stay dead?
There were a lot of unanswered questions and they buzzed around his head like flies. He wondered why they had brought the prisoners to Perry’s office instead of back to Control – a tailor made fortress prison - despite being on the underground line that led straight there and had, in fact, been designed for just such a purpose. Too many questions. The world used to be simple, he thought, when did I lose track of it?
This gave him an even greater pause: he had been a blunt instrument for a long time – point him at a target and he would kill it - when did he start thinking of himself as an I? What was Horst planning? He stopped dead in the empty corridor. There was a way to find out.
 
I awoke to Corg’s broken, empty stare.
"Corg?" I whispered, though it came out like a gasp from my raw throat. I felt like I hadn’t drunk in days. "Corg?" But he was gone. There was something wrong with his eyes - the iris seemed fractured, like his mind. My emotions were all skewed. There was anger, but it was a calm, patient kind of anger – a cold, abiding emotion.
With deliberate care I reached forwards across the table and closed Corg’s emptily staring eyes. "I’m sorry," I told him simply, matter of fact: there didn’t seem to be much else to say. It was only then that I realised that I was not longer restrained and that the two white plastic zip-locks were lying casually discarded on the floor.
I was still staring at them when the door opened and two men entered, sent, no doubt, to clear Corg and I from the room. Both seemed surprised to find me awake and, at a guess, alive.
I sprang from the chair which went over with a hollow clang, and grabbed the first through the door by the collar then smashed him into the wall, knocking the air and the consciousness from him. The second guy, showing more presence of mind, fumbled under his jacket for the weapon secreted there. But he was too slow and I grabbed his arm, twisting it upwards until I heard a loud crack. With a shriek he went limp and I was able to bounce him face first off the table, sending him the way of his companion. They could sleep it off and keep Corg company for a while.
Doing what the unconscious man could not and removing the gun from its holster I cast one last glance at Corg and then I was out the door and on my way.
The door opened into a white walled hallway of the type common to all parts of industry not usually traversed by the public, which led into a long white stairway with nothing in the way of signposting to offer any suggestion of which way to head. I picked a direction at random and set off, senses strained for the approaching footfalls of any unwelcome strangers I might meet down here.
It was hard going. My head was still swimming from the drugs and the long corridor seemed to bend and sway away from me, its too bright lights beating down on me like a desert sun as I limped on. Everything was painful from the beating I had received at the hands of the army of mindless drones on the platform. My limbs ached, my mind felt numb. I wanted to stop, to lie down, shut my throbbing eyes and descend into darkness. But I felt anger too, burning in my gut, and it superseded the fatigue and kept me going.
Somewhere behind and below me, I knew, Corg sat stiff and cold in a chair in a windowless room.
At last, my slow march ended in a barred security fire-door. The journey had been uneventful but I didn’t know if I was relieved by this or disappointed as I pressed down the release bar and the door swung open onto an expansive and lavishly bedecked reception area. I pushed through the frame, using both hands for a final steadying moment of support, and out into the open space, only a little unsteadily, dazzled by the bright light once more.
People were staring as I crossed an expanse of marble floor, passing the enormous pine and chrome reception desk as casually and quickly as possible. Water tinkled merrily in an ornate decorative water feature, flowing in intricate splashing fountains that sprinkled and danced their way into a deep carp pool. Somewhere, synthesized pan-pipe music drifted on the still, sweet, breathless air.
There were a lot of people in suits milling around and passing through the concourse, security personnel dotted among them though they seemed to be keeping their distance at present. It occurred to me that I must be pretty near to where Corg and I had performed our diversion before the news crew barely the day before. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
I walked straight towards the imposing grandeur of the elevator, a hideous gold beast of a contraption. The receptionist tried to catch my attention but I ignored her. My intention was simple: Allman Perry was on the top floor so that’s where I was going. What I was going to do if I got there could wait. 
I’d made it into the elevator and the doors were just closing when security mustered up the courage to get in my way, getting a hand in the door before they could shut. The doors slid open once more with a little beep. I was drawing too many looks, I knew, but there was no subtlety left in me so I just took out the scavenged pistol and leveled it at him, pointing it at his gut.
"Take the next one," I croaked. It was stupid, but I was working on borrowed time by now anyway. He looked at me for a long moment, weighing up what cost stopping me was worth to him perhaps, then stepped back, watching me all the while the doors slid shut. I hammered the top button and we started to move. With nothing else to do I adjusted my tie and straightened my jacket, waiting for the queasy motion of the elevator to come to its end.
 
Was he really about to do this? It was a step off the end of the line if he did. Come too far to turn back now, he thought.
He stared at the row of terminals and coiled wires, cables, junction boxes, looking for the right one. One of the techs had shown him how to listen in on the phone conversations of those workers suspected of sharing secrets about the work they were doing. It was a simple procedure – using a bug called a spike - and one at which Wychelo had become quite adept. Idly he wondered how many hours he had spent in this specially chilled room, lit by blue panel lights, listening to others unknowingly signing their own death warrants.
He would have to be quick and pick his moment carefully. These lines were monitored for tampering but the levels were always peaking and dropping then evening out again. The equipment caused an unavoidable spike – hence the name - but as long as he was quick it should go unnoticed. Or so he hoped; he’d be taken out and shot if they caught him doing what he intended.
Luck was on his side it seemed: the line was lighting up, blinking green which meant that a call was coming in. Then the light changed, becoming a deep red, as the call was connected. Quickly, carefully, Wychelo took the short needle like contraption, thin as a strand of hair, from his jacket and threaded it into the cabling for the active line then wound some adhesive gum around the join to keep it in place. A cord ran from the needle to an ear bud which he popped into his ear.
"Sir," someone was saying, Wychelo thought from the bass rumble it must be Rift, "We might have a problem. Hesker hasn’t left the building as predicted."
"No?" said the voice of Control, Horst’s voice.
"No sir, he’s heading to the penthouse office."
Silence for a moment as Wychelo counted down the seconds in his mind, acutely aware that he needed to remove the spike any second now.
"So he’s gone to pay Perry a visit?" said Horst at last, slowly. He seemed to come to a decision. "So be it, Allman brought it on himself with his insistence on getting his hands dirty. Do nothing, let us wait, and see how this pans out."
Wychelo pulled the spike and sat back, staring at the blue mass of cables and bleeping lights, his breath clouding in the heat controlled atmosphere. So they had meant for Hesker to escape. That at least shed some light on why they had taken him to Perry, even though he was only the money man, and not the prison like walls of Control.
He stood and started to pace once more. For some reason the knowledge made him angry. Suddenly he was tired: tired of plots and being a pawn in other people’s plans. Everything had grown too big.
He thought back to the moment when he’d taken the first steps to set himself on the path he had trodden to reach this point. He thought about everything that had happened after he had stumbled out of the mountains, changed irrevocably by the power of his curiosity.
It had been a hot and long breathless day, but a summer storm had broken as he stood beneath the branches outside the motel, the air filled with the fresh lush smell that comes on with the rain on a still, humid day when all the world seems clean and new. He had watched the rain drops dripping through the branches as he waited beneath them, watched as they ran in rivulets through the leaves. They hissed on the concrete of the parking lot, filling the air with a smell like cooked rubber.
He had watched the man enter the motel room, watched the girl arrive later, then leave in some distress. That wasn’t why he chose the man, that choice had been random, but it helped cement the choice in Wychelo’s mind.
He had started to walk across the lot, unheeding of the rain soaking through his clothes and running down his arm, dripping from the sharp length of twisted metal he carried in his hand like a knife…
That had been the first, and there had been many more. He could have said exactly how many had he cared to, for he remembered every one: not in the guilty way that some killers did, he understood, or as marks of pride, they were simply acts that he had undertaken and so he remembered them. He had been there.
It didn’t take long for him to understand that this was something he excelled at, or for others to realise the fact either, and soon Wychelo found himself, uncharacteristically, in demand.
That was how he had first met Horst, in a tiny makeshift interview room in a small dust-bowl of a town in an even smaller police station, the hot air circulating around an old metal fan flecked with specks of rust.
When he had entered the room, Wychelo had known at once that this man was different. It wasn’t just his bearing or the easy authority with which he spoke, it wasn’t even the fact that he wasn’t profusely sweating like the rest of the cops that had been in and out of the tiny space in the last couple of hours. No, what set him apart in Wychelo’s eyes was the shadow. He could feel it on him, smell it all around him: it wrapped the newcomer in a protective embrace like a shroud.
Looking back, Wychelo appreciated how little Horst had changed in the intervening years. The figure who had sat across from him on that day was younger, of course, not yet grey, not yet bearded, and he wore a simple black suit and tie rather than the military tunic that he favoured these days, but when he had spoken, it was with the same soft voice that Wychelo had come to know so well over the years.
"I’ve been looking for you for some time," young Horst had said to him as the fan in the corner whipped warm air ineffectually over his face and Wychelo stared at him with odd, impassive eyes.
"I could feel you, out here in the world." Wychelo knew that this was true, and not a figure of speech, that the shadows that wove themselves around the neat, straight backed figure in the chair opposite had it within them to whisper in his ear the secrets of the world. After all, he had seen them before, up in the mountains.
More words had followed in that calm, authoritative voice, but Wychelo didn’t hear them, lost as he was in the chill darkness emanating from the speaker, until at last Horst said, "I can walk you out of here," and his cold gaze locked on Wychelo, chilling him more than the fan ever could. There were no cameras in the makeshift holding room, no recording equipment.
"But if I do," the stranger continued, "Then you work for me from now on."
He held Wychelo’s gaze for a long time.
"Understood?"
And Wychelo had nodded, his lasting obedience starting in that long moment.
Back in the cold room, surrounded by servers and blinking equipment, Wychelo stopped and took a deep, cleansing breath. Everything had started to unravel when Hesker came back from the dead, Wychelo thought. That one event had sent his whole sense of equilibrium capsizing out of control.
The solution seemed obvious: Hesker had to finally die.
It would mean going against everything he had supported for so long, disobeying Horst’s orders; there really would be no coming back from it this time. Wychelo laughed aloud at the idea. You’re so far off the reservation already, he said to himself, might as well go all in. And there was no time like the present.
He smiled a big, wolfish smile; better drop in on Supply first, he thought, he might just have a big requisition to make.
 
When the elevator came to its juddering stop I gave thought to trying to jam the doors open, then thought better of it. I was on a tight timescale already, best just to make the most of it.
Perry’s office was obscenely large and lavish. What Wychelo had said about the view had been no exaggeration: the whole back wall was made of glass, so clean you could hardly even see it was there. On a clear day the vista must have been breathtaking, taking in the city itself all the way to the far off mountains. Today, however, all I could see was grey, smothering cloud and the iron sheets of unrelenting rain. It seemed to me a great gesture of arrogance that Allman Perry’s desk faced away from this staggering view.
"Hello Perry," I said grimly, taking a small pleasure in watching all the colour drain from his face as it went slack with a mix of shock and confusion.
He was feverishly hammering at the security button under the desk whilst trying to make it look like he wasn’t and it was fooling no-one.
I made sure that Perry could see the metal of the gun in my hand as I crossed the expansive, though surprisingly minimal, office towards his desk and the huge panoramic windows behind him.
"Today, Perry," I said, "You put a needle in the arm of my best friend and you killed him. Do you understand?" I was aware of a cold fury building within me, the power of which felt almost unnatural, as I watched Perry squirming around in his oversized chair and I had to concentrate hard to keep it in check.
He gulped.
"Do you understand?" I repeated. A part of me, most of me in fact, wanted to squeeze the trigger and spread his self-satisfied brains across that big window. That’s certainly what the shadow in my mind was urging; to take revenge for what he had done to Corg but I resisted the temptation.
"Good. Now me and you are going to have a little chat, and you’d better start giving me good answers, got it?" I waved the gun for good measure and he nodded again, pale as paper, eyes locked down the barrel.
"I’ll tell you anything."
"Good," I said again. "Then tell me about Horst," I said, the name rising unbidden from the fog of memory as it reassembled itself once more. Once said, I knew that it was the right name from the look on Perry’s waxen face.
"Horst?" he repeated weakly. "You know about Horst? He’s the one in control, I’m just the money, the lab, that’s all."
Something was wrong: I was growing steadily aware of a repetitive sort of whoosh whoosh sound that had been growing louder from the edge of hearing for some time.
"What is that?" Perry said, as he too became attuned to the sound. And then, suddenly, I knew. It was the swish of a helicopter propeller, piloted against all reason through the driving rain. Starting from an obscure, blurred shape through the running glass, it grew in the window behind Perry like a spreading inkblot, resolving slowly into awful clarity.      I dove for cover behind the solid wood of the desk, smashing into the floor, as the helicopter opened fire, reducing the window to biting, slashing tears and tearing Allman Perry out of the living, breathing world in a series of damning, dashing punctuations that left nothing to the imagination.
Everything was a kaleidoscope of flying glass and deep crimson as he was half lifted into the air the slapped wetly against the desk. Rivulets of bright blood ran its course and trickled onto the floor.
The noise was incredible: a deep bass booming of rapid shots against the whirring blades of the propellers as they sliced through the air and the crashing, tinkling of flying glass. Suddenly, there was a break in the barrage that left my ears ringing and empty. Immediately, I was on my feet, gun arm extended, firing at the half viewed hovering juggernaut, sinister in the falling rain. I ran, each shot like the crack of a whip, an eruption of fire, of anger.
I ran towards the destroyed window and the gaping hole that fell away into the night. One of my shots must have connected with something because suddenly the air was thick with acrid black smoke and the shape of the helicopter veered downwards just as the gunner opened up again, pumping a hail of bullets through another set of windows as their trajectory skewed, sending more glass tinkling and tearing down onto the street so far below.
Still I kept on firing until the gun was empty and the chamber was clicking fruitlessly with each squeeze of the trigger. And then I was at the broken, ragged, gaping hole of the window, rain and even still shards of caught up glass whisking by me, slick with rain, bladed angel wings slicing air that seemed thick as whiskey.
And then my feet were on the frame, amid glass like shattered dreams, crunching like fresh laid snow beneath my heel.
I launched myself into nothing, feeling rather than seeing a shot burn past me to be lost in the blanketing downpour. For a few achingly long moments - my stomach lost somewhere between the endless sky above and the hard reality of the road far, far below - I hung in the air, suspended between two uncertain futures.
Then fate made its decision and I cannoned into Wychelo - still gripping the forgotten rail gun, smashed bodily into him, a mass of limbs and teeth, at least a splash of spilled blood - though whose I could not say for sure - and mad wide empty eyes.
We grappled and clawed, animal like, feral and mad as the helicopter, still haemorrhaging smoke, banked and swung away over the tower rooftops. Hard-boned knuckles connected with my mouth, splitting the skin of my lip, jangling my teeth into a crazed rabid snarl. Wychelo had one iron hand at my throat whilst my own hammered at his ribs, forcing him to let go. I was aware of, but didn’t feel, more blows landing against my body, my face. Everything was a choking confusion of red rage and billowing, acrid smoke. Then another bank, and we were tipped backwards. Realising too late that there was nothing behind me, I grabbed at Wychelo in one last, desperate gesture, hooking my arms around him, dragging him with me.
Then falling, falling through cold biting droplets and empty air to crumple and twist on the wet stone of a roof some way below.
 
I had no idea how far we fell, but judged that this roof-a block of flats at a guess - must have been at least some ten storeys still. Wychelo came to his feet first and aimed a kick while I was still on my knees that sent me spinning sideways, splashing across the waterlogged roof, spitting yet more blood that was lost almost instantly in the flow.
I caught the next blow and pushed it away, gaining my feet at last. We circled, tense, eyes tight against the lashing rain. I was soaked to the skin, ankle deep in pooling water. Even Wychelo looked bedraggled now, the first time that I had seen him in any state other than groomed perfection. A mad light was shining in his strange eyes.
"I never met a man I couldn’t kill before," Wychelo shouted, words whipping away on the wind, stolen as they were spoken.
"Until now," I said. Stupid fucking bravado.
"Bullshit," he spat. "I killed you. Twice by rights if we’re counting. I killed you… and I brought you back to life."
The words sent a long shiver down my spine, something that was nothing to do with the freezing downpour.
"What?" It came out as a whisper, but evidently Wychelo heard it just fine.
"That’s right," he said. "I finally worked it out." He had stopped moving, the pounding raindrops giving him an odd aura, a slipped halo. "It was me. It was the pill. As you lay dying, a bullet in your heart, your blood pumping all over that station floor. I put that pill in your mouth and sent your mind into the pit before your body gave up."
I remembered. I remembered the world splitting and falling in the wing beats of a million hungry crows.
"You were almost gone and I pulled you back." he was silent a moment, and the next thing he said didn’t seem directed at me at all. "I wonder why I did that?" he murmured, face lost in the gloom. "It was like something whispering in my ear, just for a moment, and I just obeyed."
Then he exploded into action, lunging across the roof. But I was ready this time and when we broke apart again both of us had taken our beating and both of us were still standing. Wychelo nodded, something apparently proved to his satisfaction.
"So what is it?" I asked, breathless, as we circled once more. The rooftop was practically flooded by now, at least six inches of water trapped between the low walls that prevented the run off.
"It’s the darkness in the well," he said, "It is the abyss. It’s fear." Reaching inside his sodden, clinging jacket he withdrew another hypo, the type that you use to inject adrenalin into someone’s chest, filled with the now achingly familiar swirling shadow.
"Shit," I whispered. "No."
"Time to tip this playing field," Wychelo growled. "You know I’m like you," he said, "Sort of. I looked into the abyss - literally in my case. You ever kill a man?" he said, shooting the question at me, suddenly changing direction.
"You know I did."
"No", he said, "I meant before you died." There was that shiver again and with it came a dark edge, an uncoiling in the back of my mind.
"This stuff is different," he said, waving the hypodermic, weaving erratically between topics. "This is the stuff they’ve played around with, harnessed to a purpose." I didn’t like where he was going with this.
"No," he echoed himself, "No. There’s always a price. When you look. I paid it, and so did you. You ask yourself what it took from you?"
So saying he slammed the needle down into his heart, hammering the plunger as he did so. I saw the canister empty as the chemicals shot into his body, saw the tension as it pulsed into his system. Felt the pain.
The hypo fell into the swelling river at his feet, washing away.
When Wychelo struck again his speed was incredible. The first punch ripped through my defences and knocked me off my feet, water surging about me as I fell, kicked up in waves as I tried to scrabble away from what I knew was a fight I could not win. I felt the wall behind me and knew there was nowhere else to go.
And he was on me, blow after blow smashing into my body with a speed and power impossible to imagine. And all the while he talked, a stream of tangential thought, spittle flowing over bloodied teeth.
"There’s a place, you know, a place where this world falls down. It’s dark down there. So dark, thicker than any shadow you ever saw." The words tumbled out quickly, cracked and monotonal. I rolled fetal, like in my dream I thought wildly, tried to make as little of me open to his attack as possible.
"A place. That’s where it comes from. Out of the shadows. That’s where all this insanity is coming from, this fucking weather. I’m sure of it. That shit in the mist, those people. Were they people?" He was growing more erratic. "Because you and me are the same, it’s trying to push through, always trying to push through and you’re stretching the world thin, you’re the bubble that can burst it all open, the tear. You’re the Unlucky Man. And when it opens, the dark pours out, flows in."
He had stopped hitting me, was crouched over me still and quiet as a statue.
"You ever kill anybody?" he asked again, not waiting for an answer. "I did, I remember the first time. After I looked. I remember waiting under the branches of the Ritsby Way Inn. He was a bad man, I think. Not that it mattered, he was just there, the right one at the right time," he said, lost for a moment in memory. I had no idea what he was seeing. I risked a glance up, exposing my face, found his eyes and gasped to find them no longer concentric empty circles but blood red rings, the evidence of some kind of haemorrhaging.
"It was raining then too," he whispered. "There’s always a price."
"What did it take from you?" I whispered, unable to resist asking.
The cloud over his face cleared slightly and he seemed to grow more lucid. "It ripped the colour from my eyes," he sighed. "My beautiful blue eyes. There’s always a price." Suddenly he was straddling me, pressing me down into the freezing water. He looked down at me, calm now, and withdrew a short wickedly shining knife from a concealed facet of his jacket.
"What do you see now?" he asked with an aching finality. We had reached the end of things at long last.
"Just you," I answered simply.
He nodded. "Then you’re already dead."
The knife plunged down.
And I caught it out of the air like a juggler might catch a baton. At the same time I shifted forward and lashed up with both feet, catching Wychelo in the stomach, lifting him up, up, over the parapet of the building. For a moment he scrabbled wildly at the stone work, mad eyed, and then he was out and over and into oblivion.
It happened so fast I didn’t even register the surprise on his face until it was all done. For the longest moment I lay breathless in the freezing water, then I was on my feet and staring after him into the street below. But all was empty darkness.
Wychelo had fallen into the abyss that had stolen the blue of his eyes so very long ago.
 



                         



Fear
Horst had been a young man when he encountered the beast. This was his first assignment and he was signed on as a scientific researcher on a government expedition, fresh out of education, graduating top of his year, perhaps a little naive in the ways of the world but fiercely driven and ambitious.
The interest of the authorities had been piqued by the story of two hunters who had stumbled wide eyed from a week’s getaway with a confused story of finding something they couldn’t quite put into words in a deep well in the mountains. They’d called it a well full of darkness, said, "It made you feel funny just looking into it."
When quizzed they’d found it hard to quantify what that meant. Maybe sick, maybe nauseous, maybe a little paranoid, like there was somebody watching from behind as you peered into the long depths.
Scared? They had nodded, "Yes, maybe a touch scared." These were tough men, bearded, weathered. They wore thick flannel shirts and combat trousers, old greasy baseball caps pulled down low over their eyes. Their faces were a tracery of the lines that the elements had given them: they were not men to easily admit their fears.
It was simple coincidence that put Horst on the team that went into the mountains to investigate the hunters’ tale. There were four of them in the team and an additional two attached as a security detail, hard men, armed and silent. This was no war zone, barely a day away from one of the most populous cities in the country, but it paid to be cautious.
By the time Horst reached the site, the advance security had already arrived and hoisted their mobile lab. It was a basic tunnel shaped structure constructed out from domed lengths of lightened metal and stretched waterproof plastic wrap. A second smaller bunk house tunnel was attached to the back, accessible though a partition door. The whole thing looked a lot like a green-house, like you might use to grow tropical flowers in colder climates.
At first light they had set off into the mountains to search for the well the hunters had spoken of. They had constructed their shelter at the farthest point a vehicle could take them and so they set off on foot, boots crunching on frost in the cold of the morning. All around the wild scenery brooded with an unwelcoming, untamed violence and, despite the early hour for the days were growing short, the light seemed to have trouble reaching the paths they trod where grass grew thick and tangling and dark, almost brackish green. Sharp rocks seemed to jut out at them from impossible angles, snagging at clothing and tripping feet whilst thorns and brambles grew everywhere, snaking their way across the path and scratching suddenly and unexpectedly at faces. To Horst it seemed like the land was rejecting them, objecting to their intrusion, protecting its secrets from their prying eyes.
But, at last, they found what they were searching for and the mood of the party, which had been growing strained, gained a perceptible lift. It was a plateau, almost perfectly flat, and bisected by a plunging chasm stretched between two rock walls. They approached cautiously, all of them, the two security men with weapons slightly raised, and looked down into the sleeping darkness.
Things started to go sour almost straight away. By the time night fell the team had spent several long hours in the clearing, forcing them to make their way back to camp under the cover of darkness. It was a long journey, the rock around them pressing in darkly on all sides, their headlamps casting pools of light around them that seemed to work only to make the night beyond seem all the darker. Strange noises carried to them on the breeze which in itself seemed to have grown colder and more biting than it ought in the passing of just one day, as if winter had descended in one swoop.
Loulac, one of the security team, had grown ever jumpier as the day waned and the shadows grew, wandering off and staring for long intervals into the undergrowth, or stopping speaking and listening intently as if he had heard something untoward in the surrounding brush. Now, in the dark, as the small group made its slow way back to the comparative comfort of their sleeping tubes, he would stop, again and again, holding up a hand and forcing all of their progress to halt whilst he stood, head cocked to one side, listening to the night.
"Did you hear that?" he took to saying as the long walk to camp drew on and on. "Did you hear that?" But when they asked him what it was he heard he just shook his head. "Footfalls?" he said at last, and turned his face towards the darkness as if he could cut through it with the force of his will.
Some of the team were sick in the night. Henery, the chief scientist and essentially leader of the expedition, awoke to find blood on his pillow spilled from his nose in the night, his eyes raw and red, whilst Ben, his assistant, awoke pale and un-rested, the legacy of a couple of hours of night terrors and bad dreams that left him tossing and turning throughout the night. There was nausea, too, amongst most of the group as they sat to a subdued and meager breakfast of dried cereal and coffee at the small table in the bunking tunnel.
That day saw further activity at the well, testing the area and taking samples and sinking a collapsible ladder into the darkness of the pit to allow them to more closely examine the shadows within. Shadows that seemed thicker and, somehow, more energetic than they had in yesterday’s cold light.
They returned to the lab and set up working well before darkness fell on the second day, whether for the sake of expedience or out of some nagging understanding that they did not wish to make the journey back from the plateau without the light one can’t be sure. There was a tension in the camp now, so distinct it practically took its own form. Henery’s nose continued to bleed whilst Alphy, an unassuming and methodical man of middling age’s hands had started shaking so badly he was forced to down tools and retreat to the bunkhouse to lie down.
As night approached, heightened nerves were pulled still tauter, tempers frayed. Loulac, whose behavior had only increased in paranoia over the course of the day until he was muttering constantly about a figure in the undergrowth, took to peering through the plastic window out onto the scrubby grey grass outside.
"There’s someone out there," he whispered and, though they trooped out, Loulac and his mustachioed companion Rees armed and ready, they found no sign of any trespassers in or around the camp. Once back inside, however, Loulac took up his staring once more until the light faded and all he could see in the window was his own pale reflection looking back.
"I’m sure there’s someone moving around out there," Loulac muttered again and again.
"Shut up, man," Rees said. "There’s no one out there." But it came out as a whiny pleading sing-song and not the defiant statement he had intended.
In the morning they discovered that Alphy was missing and it was presumed he had taken off in the night although where, and even more mysteriously why, could not be easily answered. That day was spent traipsing through the undergrowth, shouting his name as any expectation that he might answer dwindled and faded to nothing. Thorns scratched at faces and roots somehow wove themselves around the scientists’ unsuspecting feet as the dense tangle of weeds and bracken and twisted dark foliage seemed deeper and more menacing than ever.
By now the team was in a bad way. Henery continued to bleed spasmodically and had taken to walking with a handkerchief pressed permanently beneath his nose, pink, puffy eyes streaming in the cold cutting wind. Every now and then the small team had to stop and wait while Ben heaved into the dark grass. He had taken a sedative before sleeping the night before as a pre-emptive measure against bad dreams and claimed that this new sickness was a reaction to the pills.
"Why would he have gone?" Ben asked weakly, not for the first time, following another prolonged dry retch over some twisting weeds.
"Maybe someone took him," Loulac answered darkly, eyes fixed firmly on the shadows under the branches. The security man’s behavior had grown more erratic still as the day wore on and the feeble light faded. He twitched at every small sound and spent long minutes studying their back trail, sweating despite the autumn cold. It was almost dark when he finally flipped.
The first they knew about it was a sharp intake of breath followed by the deafening plosive roar of Loulac squeezing off two rounds into the dark beneath the trees.
"I’ve got you now," he shouted, tearing off into the undergrowth. "You can’t hide from me!" Rees went after him, shouting for him to stop in the thin, wheedling voice that had become more and more the norm to emerge from his mouth as the days passed. They would not seem him again until the light had faded entirely from the world and day had ended.
Night found a disconsolate group of scientists huddled around the generator powered light in the bunk house. They had searched all day for Alphy and come up empty. Now they huddled behind the thin walls of their tunnel and kept the light shining.
A door opened, footfalls sounded in the adjoining room. They shared a tense worried look as the door creaked open, perhaps giving rise in their mind’s eye to who, or maybe even what, might come through from the dark.
In the end it was Rees who entered, stumbling on wobbling legs. He was covered in blood: it was on his clothes, it was on his hands, it was on the blade of the knife that fell from his shaking fingers and clattered on the floor where it lay accusingly.
"Loulac’s dead," he said weakly, stumbling over to the nearest bunk and sitting down. "It was self defence," he continued, "He just came at me, he was crazy. I... I had no choice." He petered out into a choked silence, lying down on the bare mattress and burying his face.
They gave him a sedative, one of the same that Ben had been taking the day before and waited until he was asleep before speaking.
"In the morning," Henery said to the assembled team, "We are getting off this mountain. We need to sort this mess with Loulac out," he gestured at the comatose shape of Rees on the bed, "See where it leads. The radio’s down," they had tried it when they got back that evening to be greeted with a grating whine of static and nothing more, "And I for one do not object to the idea of not spending another night up here. Any objections?"
No one said anything. No one said, "What about Alphy?" They were all imagining how good it would be to get off the mountain, to get away from the dark wilderness outside and the damned well at its centre. They all wanted out. Henery’s handkerchief glowed crimson in the weak light.
Well, almost all of them. Throughout everything that had happened, Horst had suffered no ill effect. From the moment he looked into the slumbering depths of the well he had started to hear a voice in his head, weakly at first but growing stronger and stronger. As the others grew sicker, more deranged, more paranoid, more afraid, the voice in Horst’s head grew more certain and more sure, more seductive. The voice whispered to him, told him truths about the world, promised him futures.
Had he been of a mind, Horst could have revealed to the team the fate of their companion, Alphy, lying broken and dead at the bottom of a ravine where he’d tripped in the dark, half mad with imagined shapes in the night and heedless of the dangers of his environment. Food now for crows.
He could have told them, also, the truth of what happened under the yellow coin of the moon between Loulac and Rees, had he the inclination, but he did not. He retained his silence, and his secrets.
So no, Horst did not join the others in their joy at leaving the mountain behind. But, he reasoned, it mattered not; he would be back again soon enough, the shadow had told him as much.
Together, the beast whispered, you and I will rule the world.
 
***
 
I had no idea how I made it down from the roof to the street below. Everything passed in a blur of speed and colour. However I did it, I found myself stumbling along the pavement, the sound of sirens loud and growing louder still, their shrieks tearing apart the evening. There was a lot of smoke in the air, filling my eyes with grit and covering my skin with the smell of burning rubber. Glass tinkled under foot.
When the car pulled up I wasn’t even surprised, it was just another part of the dream-like unreality that had gripped me.
"Get in!" Loess shouted from behind the wheel, leaning over and popping open the door. As I climbed inside, a furtive figure shifted on the back seat.
"I’m sorry," Whimsy begun as we pulled away from the curb, "I thought I could trust him, I really did." I held up a hand to stop him. Things had ended as they had to, I understood that much now.
"It’s not your fault. I could still have run," I said. "I didn’t. Let that be an end to it."
"Corg?" said Loess, watching me in the corner of her eye.
I shook my head.
I saw her take it in, saw the hurt in her face, saw it harden into grim resolve. Wherever she stood before, I knew that she was now in it for the long haul. "I’m sorry," she sighed.
I nodded. I was sorry too, but there would come a time for that, or I could only hope there would. For now I would remain empty.
"How did you find me?" I asked at last.
"We just followed the sirens," she said. "I’ve got a police scanner in the trunk too, that helped. But all the chaos going on down town? Figured you were probably in the middle of it."
"I heard they call you the Unlucky Man?" Whimsy said from the back. "Reckon someone fucked up there, you got more lives than a cat."
"I’m starting to think maybe it means unlucky for other people," I said hollowly, and was greeted with no argument.
"So, where are we going?" Loess asked, and I realised we were already heading the right way, though why I was so sure of it was another matter.
"West," I said definitely. "Out of the city, fast as you possibly can."
"West?"
"Yes," I said with a certainty I couldn’t place. "We’re heading into the mountains."
They didn’t argue, and we drove in silence until the city was a memory, a bad dream left on the horizon. Wracked with exhaustion, pain, guilt, the motion of the car lulled me into my first sleep in what felt like years; a deep, silent rest. I slept for a long, long time.
When I awoke, the mountains loomed large ahead.
 
In my dream I was back in the little wooden boat with its peeling green paint that Tony and I had explored our flooded world in as kids. I was alone, however, with no Tony to keep me company and no oars to steer. Gone too were the watery byways and fresh pooling streams of my youth, replaced on all sides by a flat dark sea that stretched away, the colour of slate, in all directions of the compass. No matter how hard I looked to the horizon there was no end in sight, just endless still water carrying on forever and forever into infinity.
I had no idea how long I floated idly, lost on that current-less dull expanse. It could have been minutes or hours, whole seasons or lifetimes beyond measure. Time seemed to have no meaning.
Above me the sky rippled in beautiful cascading colours, something like the Aurora Borealis, untamed greens and oranges and pinks swirling and pulsing in pigment blending impossible patterns, an ever shifting palette of dancing hues. But none of it reflected in the waters below; they remained undisturbed, dark and flat and dead.
When I looked down from the eddying colours of the sky it was to find that I was no longer alone in the close confines of the vessel.
Corg sat across from me.
He looked dishevelled and worn out, hunched pale and uncomfortable on the small wooden bench. For such a big man, he seemed suddenly small, shrunken. As I looked at him, I knew that something terrible had happened, but I couldn't quite remember what. The past was a haze in my memory.
"Corg," I said, my voice sounding odd and raw in my ears, "Corg. Something... bad happened to you, didn't it?"
He just looked at me blankly, not reproachful, not forgiving, not anything.
"It was my fault, wasn't it?" I said. I felt certain that it had been, whatever it was.
"I'm sorry," I said. 'Corg?'
His silence continued whilst overhead the colours shifted and bubbled. A wave of red popped and spread like ink against the sky, reflected and glowing in his empty white eyes.
"Corg?"
He opened his mouth to speak as waves of light played across his features.
"You're close," he whispered. "Close. Keep on just a little further. So close."
A shiver ran through me. "You're not Corg," I said. Something strange was happening to his face, shadows seemed to be shifting over his features that were nothing to do with the rippling colour above. He didn't look like Corg anymore, but it was hard to make out his face.
The boat rocked, jerking suddenly on the still water, with such violence that I had to grip onto the empty row locks to steady myself. Ripples were spreading out and away from the boat, great rings that cut a swathe through the inky water.
A feeling gripped me, an absolute certainty, that there was something beneath us in the unknown fathoms under my chipped and peeling boat, which suddenly felt very small and flimsy. I pictured a great, hulking something in the dark waters beneath, lurking just below us. The surface, still as glass once more now, was so dark and impregnable that it was impossible to guess at how deep it might go. In my mind I saw eyes as big as ships and long, slithering thick tentacles, oozing and undulating through the oily depths, rising up to drag my little boat down into their drowned lair. Nausea bloomed in my stomach and I quickly snatched my gaze back from the cold sea.
And now Wychelo sat facing me across the small craft. He too, looked like he had been through the wars. His skin was pale and covered in a patina of dirt and smoke, his clothing singed here and there and torn, ragged. There was blood on his face, stained streaks of it around his mouth and across his chin but it was his eyes that truly spoke of his disrepair: twin pools of broken, deep red anguish. He look like someone who had peaked into hell.
I waited. He felt more like a true vision of Wychelo than Corg had, though still not whole, he sat opposite almost like a projection on a screen.
"Close," he rasped, the words torn and shredded from his mouth. He repeated Corg's words back at me. "Just a little further. Close. Close."
One by one the lights in the sky were dying, fading slowly to nothing but the dull memory of colour until that too was gone and all that remained of their splendour was a pallid sickly light that lent a pinkish tint to the heavens. It’s morning, I though mechanically, morning breaking over a cold ocean of nothing.
Wychelo seemed to be having difficulty keeping himself together. A breeze was blowing up from nowhere, disturbing the still surface of the water, and as it blew it seemed to ruffle his features, as if his molecules were being blown about by the wind. For a second he stretched and blurred, shrinking somewhat and growing bony until the Make it Happen Man had taken his place.
And then he too was changing as his face swam. He swelled, grew massive and hulking for a moment into a strange, scarred figure I didn’t recognise although it rang a bell of alarm and familiarity somewhere deep within my unconscious.
Then he in turn was gone, dissipating and swirling away as another form took his place. I only saw him for a second but I had the distinct impression of serious grey eyes, a hard face with short neat steel hair, perhaps a beard. But something within me seemed to be suppressing the image, and his face swam before my eyes, shadow falling across it and smothering him before I could make anything more substantial. Even that brief glimpse, however, had sent a bright painful light through my mind. A memory danced tantalisingly just out of reach. This was important, I thought, he was...
The boat lurched again, with such force this time that it rocked and spun wildly. I grabbed at the side once more and for a few seconds my heart was in my mouth. Eyes squeezed shut, I waited for what I was sure must be coming: the liquid rush of a great volume of water being displaced as a huge body raised itself from out of the murk. I could see it in my mind, feel the wash of cold waves about to hit me as long creepers, fleshy and heavy with suckers slipped over the edge of the boat to engulf me. With it would come the salty sea stench of rotten seaweed and the old, bloated stink of other victims claimed by the depths.
When I opened my eyes I was alone, bobbing and swaying beneath the lightening sky. For a moment dark wings flapped overhead and then were gone. The wind that had gusted moments before ceased suddenly, leaving all still and placid as before. Close, it whispered with its final breath.
Close
And all around me the waters had burned away, leaving a floating wasteland of grey cinders. In every direction swept away a field of floating ash.
 
I had no idea how long I slept for, but by the time I awoke the scenery that rolled by out of the window had changed dramatically. No more were we passing the solid ugly shapes of industrial expansion but rather the forms and colours of an untamed countryside. I watched tall hedges roll past through the glass, dark tangles of thorns and mottled leaves shivering in the breeze.
Tall trees cast broken shadows over us as we passed, long crooked limbs jutting up into the sky. Autumn was well under way and many of the branches were bare and skeletal, knotted and bony. What leaves remained clung tenaciously to finger-like branches in patches of orange, red and gold whilst those fallen lined the sides of the road in great soggy piles of rotting brown mulch.
The further we travelled, the wilder the countryside grew. The road narrowed steadily until it was little more than a dirt track, pressed in on either side by unruly reaching fauna and branches that scratched at the side of the car like fingernails.
"I don't know how much further the car's going to take us," Loess warned from the front seat.
"It's OK," I said, echoing the voice from my dream. "We're close now."
And then, through the window, I saw something that made me sit up and take note. It was a sign, half glimpsed through the auburn leaves, for the Ritsby Way Inn. Faded and broken, the sign hung at an angle on an empty building whose once white walls had been stained and damaged by the battering elements. A collection of smaller cabins had been almost completely overwhelmed by new growth but here and there an empty window, the panes missing, poked hollow and gaping amid the weeds. Other bits and pieces of building detritus could be seen amid the scrub of autumn greens and oranges; tubes of tumbled black guttering, the corner of a torn up slouching mattress and everywhere shards of shining broken glass.
But it was the tree that really struck me. A huge, spreading monolith of almost black wood, sweeping majestically up from the tangle of vines and creepers. Its branches were completely bare, curving spikes silhouetted against the weak light of the day. It rose like a many splintered claw, casting its shadow over the shell of the old building.
I pictured Wychelo beneath those branches, lost amid the shadows. I could see him, standing still as a statue, eyes locked on the building opposite as the rain poured down into the branches above him and cascaded down all around. His eyes would have been empty then, though they had been blue not long before. And he would already be changed forever, beyond saving.
But there was no-one standing there now, no phantom shapes beneath the branches, just darkness and beyond it the crumbling remains of the Ritsby as the wild landscape mercilessly reclaimed it. In a few years, I thought, there would be no sign that it had ever been there at all.
 
In the end, we could go no further by car. We’d been following an uneven dirt track that had wound well into the mountains, juddering and bouncing us along through its shallow ruts. Eventually our road just petered out into nothing by a low, long dilapidated looking metal tunnel, and it was here that we left Loess’ car. It was probably a mercy really; the poor thing was used to city streets and paved roads and I sensed any further on this course would have added it to the growing list of casualties collecting in my wake.
A metal structure, stained and worn by time and neglect and the wild, lay in a state of disrepair and was being gradually reclaimed by nature. Trailing, tendril like weeds had cemented themselves to the walls, growing in suffocating ribbons over the whole of the outer surface. Rubbing away a crust of dirt and spider web from a cracked plastic sheet of window, I peered through the small cleaned patch at a curiously modern interior. It was some kind of mobile lab, buried, so far as I could tell, under a thick layer of dust and growing damp where rainwater had leaked in at the seal.
Equipment was dotted around the empty space, scientific apparatus in the main: bottles, tubes, heat lamps and other, more esoteric items that I couldn’t place. There were units set up and seemingly abandoned, ready to carry out analysis on, what, I thought? Something that was worth the effort of traipsing all the way out here for. Clearly this shack had been some kind of outpost and from the look of things it had been abandoned in a hurry and it had been left heavy with shadow and dirt and filthy unexplained dark smudges.
There was a second room, a bunkhouse, off the first and here, too, there were definite signs of sudden abandonment; beds were left un-stripped, still with linen on, whilst a few personal effects lay forgotten on the bunks. A pile of old clothes, left to rot, sat disquietingly forlorn in a far corner. Most unsettling, however, were the rusty brown streaks on the floor, on one of the beds, faded yet unmistakable as blood long ago spilled. We too decided to leave it all behind. There were probably secrets here to be uncovered, but I was being pulled, inexorably but firmly, further into the wilderness, though by what I could not say.
From the door of the lab a footpath, narrow and overgrown, snaked off amongst the rock and we followed it. It wasn’t raining here, but the air had grown colder as we climbed and I could taste on it the first sting of winter. Our breath clouded in the still air as we climbed, faces numbed by the chill air.
We couldn’t know it, of course, but the make up of the landscape had changed drastically, impossibly from what Horst had seen as a young man on a doomed scientific expedition. Gone now was the swallowing density of undergrowth, the trees and winding roots and dark hedgerows. Gone, too, was all that black grass and mud, replaced with fen like bogs of stinking pale water. They stretched away in all directions, a buzzing, sucking expanse broken only by patches of spiking reeds and puffs of yellow marsh gas.
"This doesn’t make any sense," Whimsy breathed, nose crinkling at the fetid, rotting stench drifting off the water. "None of this does, up here," he gestured widely around, "This isn’t the type of thing we should be seeing at all." He was right, of course, but I found myself beyond surprise or even concern.
A path ran through the sucking water, and not a man-made path either, a natural formation of rock led, winding and unnatural, pitilessly into the heart of the mountain fen. We were being led where we were expected to go.
We followed the path, treading carefully as some instinct told us it would not do to disturb the greasy grey waters and whatever might lie beneath them. Flies, bloated and ugly, buzzed continuously over the surface of the pools, their nasal songs the only sounds to be heard on air thick with the decaying wetland miasma.
Clouds of gas and mist were rising off the surface of the water, thick and hazy, distorting our view and confusing the senses. The afternoon seemed dark now, the sun lost behind a veil of choking gas.
Up ahead, for a brief moment, I thought I saw a flame flare up, an orange beacon in the mist. It was fleeting, but I had the impression, just for a few moments, of a great bonfire, deep within the shifting currents of the marsh, and against it the silhouetted figures of men, dancing and gesturing in the light of the flames.
The light came again. I wasn't sure what I was seeing, if it was the past or glimpses of somewhere else entirely, somewhere that had never been. A carved effigy in red wood stood proudly amid the flames as they licked up all around it. Strange, ugly faces leered along its length, mad eyed human features with lolling tongues and sharp, elongated teeth. A bull's head with a ring through the nose stared balefully next to an eagle with one overgrown eye perched above its beak. Many and more there were along the length of the wood, curving sinuously in the flames until they seemed to be moving and the whole thing looked alive. In the shifting light of the fire the red wood had an almost organic feel. Fish danced with wolves, lions with bears and bats and around all strange shapes and looping patterns told a story I did not have the eyes to read.
With a sudden gout of flame, the figures before the blaze were illuminated for a split second. At their head danced a wizened old man, naked but for some skirts of leathery animal skin. His face and chest were painted with some dried orange clay and adorned with circles and slashes of white paint that glowed in the firelight.
On his face was another white ornament, the full shape of a hand, palm pressed against his left cheek, fingers splaying out across the bridge of a short nose and under his eyes, thumb print stretching down to bisect his lips. His hair was caked with the same white clay and slicked back from his head and so too was the long beard that hung limp from his chin. About his head he wore a crown of antlers and feathers, sewn with wild flowers and vines.
In his hand he held a knife of sharpened bone in the shape of a crescent moon that sparkled and shone in the orange light as he danced before the pyre. His lips were moving as if in song though no sound travelled across the stinking fen to my ears.
With a silent crack, the top of the wooden statue, a great horse's head crowned with curling ram's horns, broke away from the main body of the carving and tumbled into the flames. Immediately the supplicants ceased their dancing as one grabbed another by the hair, forcing his head back and exposing the long line of his neck. That wicked curved blade arched down, cutting through the smoky air and an ardent spray painted the chunk of carved burning wood atop the pyre.
The fire died away as suddenly it had sprung into life.
Then it came again, another flash of light, and now the figures were still, fixed unmoving against the rolling fire and, though distorted and far away and glimpsed only for a second, I was left with the distinct impression that they were watching, waiting. I heard a sharp intake of breath from behind me and knew that the others had seen them too.
"What are they?" Loess whispered and, in the confines of the stinking, otherworldly place, the question "what" and not "who" didn’t seem inappropriate.
"Don"t worry," I said in answer, "They’re not-" I paused, uncertain of how to finish the statement. It wasn't that they weren't real, for they were, I felt sure of it, but rather that they existed in another place and time, that we were seeing them through the skin of the world to where they truly were, somewhere older and stranger by far, a place just below this one, perhaps, but close enough to be almost touching, almost becoming one.
Amid the waters another scene was playing itself out as a procession of funeral marchers made their slow and sombre way through the mire. They were big men and tall, proud women. Long braided hair hung down past their shoulders and the men's beards were blond and knotted. All wore armour of some description, ringed mail in the main and heavy boots, leathered shields hung at their backs.
They marched in a proud solemn line and at their head four men held aloft a craft of reeds on their shoulders, within which rested the body of one of their fallen. Gold glinted at neck and knuckle where his pale hands rested atop a short sword, the pommel carved into the shape of twin crows in flight.
Gently they lowered the boat into the water, casting it off among the reeds and watching in grim silence as it floated off, carried on the current. It bobbed for a long time, edging further and further away from shore until, at length, the small craft was lost to view. Only when it was fully gone did the mourners turn and walk away, in a long line, into the swirling mists. Their shapes distorted, becoming grey shadows amongst the waters before, at last, they disappeared into the smoke.
"They're not really there," I said, "Not exactly. They can't touch us, I think." And I hoped I was right.
Confused and oppressed by the clinging fog, the stink of the brackish and rotten water, the glimpses of figures half seen and half real, we continued on, following the path to its eventual conclusion, until, at last, in the bowl between two mountains we reached a point where the world dropped down into a deep yet narrow chasm. The water flowed all around us in a slow waterfall, down over the edges of the pit, disappearing into the darkness below, consumed by it.
We stared down into the shadows. This then was where it all began, the well at the top of the world.
It seemed to swallow the light.
I stared down into the fissure. There was no birdsong, no more insects clicked and crawled and buzzed. All was silence. It was as if the pit was sucking noise as well as light from the world.
Like it sucked the colour from Wychelo's eyes, the thought leapt into my mind unbidden. Now that we were here at last I felt near to something, so near and yet it remained just outside the reach of my consciousness, a half heard melody drifting away on the breeze with my clouding breath.
Perry was dead, I thought. Wychelo was dead. All to reach this place.
Corg was dead too I reminded myself with a pang.
"So what now?" Whimsy asked, breaking the silence. "It’s just a hole."
"No," I said, "It isn’t. You know it isn’t. You can feel it. I know you can." After a minute he nodded unhappily. The air was stiff with anticipation: it felt like the whole world was holding its breath.
"What is it?" Loess murmured. She too, I noticed, seemed transfixed by the pit, her head tilted at a strange angle as if she was listening hard to something only half heard and half understood.
"Everything," I said, "And nothing. Another world, I think, wrapped around something at its centre, like a cocoon. Something conscious, alive."
There was a rusty metal ladder planted into the earth beneath the flowing current at the top of the pit, its rungs leading down to be swallowed by the darkness that lapped at its base. I started to climb down into the fissure. Silently, illogically the other two followed and I knew it was calling to them too.
As we descended, I saw that the shadow wasn’t receding but rather washed at the rock wall below like oil, thick and glutinous and moving, lapping darkly at the corners of the world.
We were about half way down the rock face between the top of the hole and the beginning of the shadow when I heard it. Just above me I saw Whimsy jerk round to stare past me into the depths, stiff with tension – clearly, he heard it too.
It was a sound like a murmur and a scream, a howl and the rhythm of incredible harmony, the wind in the angry confines of a cave, waves crashing against a storm beaten coast, birdsong, the crash of thunder, the roar of a fire. Within the twisting dark lay a whole world of imagined possibility. It started to move. Up, up the rock wall towards us. And as it moved, so too did the shadow in my mind, revealing its secrets, and I remembered.
 
I was back in the windowless room with Wychelo and Perry. Corg was already floating away on a sea of narcotic waves. But this time I didn’t follow. A part of my mind, the part that wasn’t me, that tiny ember of curling darkness, was untouched by the strains of poison now flowing into my body. Of course it was: it was the poison.
 The door opened and a figure entered. He was neat in appearance, lightly built, greying at the temples with a cruel patrician face and cold, unfeeling eyes. Dressed in a serious, grey military tunic, buttoned to the chin and free of any adornment, he entered the room with a slightly uneven limping gait. On his hands he wore black leather gloves.
"You two can go," he said as he entered, and they obeyed instantly. Then another figure entered, a huge, bulgingly muscular creature, carrying a simple chair which he placed down in front 
of me.
The smaller man settled into it, facing me as I sat prone, head to one side, staring without seeing into his face, not more than three feet distant.
"Hello Hesker," he said. "Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Horst."
 
I had stopped, knuckles white against the cold metal of the ladder.
"What’s happening?" Loess called down to me, her voice tight with suppressed tension, but I couldn’t answer.
"Oh my God," Whimsy groaned, seeing the moving line of darkness for the first time. "Oh God."
It was moving fast now, rushing to claim us.
 
"We don’t have long before you start to wake up, so I’ll keep this brief," Horst said.
"You are going to do something for me, Mr Hesker, a very great something." He viewed me with cold dispassionate eyes in which I could see no human empathy, no warmth, no compassion. To him, I           felt sure, I was nothing but a tool to be used and then discarded when my job was done. Or perhaps I was worse than that.
"I am going to tell you some things first, however, as I think you will remember them at the last, as the seed of darkness leaves you and I want you to understand," and there was a cold hatred in his face as he looked at me now, "You have not made things easy for me, Mr Hesker, and that is why I am telling you these truths now. You have been a thorn in my side. You have, I think, cost me one of my greatest assets in the shape of Wychelo who’s mind I see unraveling as a result of his hunting of you and who, I feel, I shall now have to allow Rift to try his hand against," behind Horst, I saw the giant – Rift – smile a small, pleased smile of anticipation, "And so you must suffer at the last. You will remember this, at the end and at that end, you will know what you have been responsible for."
He sat back.
"You have been a pawn in a game you do not understand," he told me.
"It was chance that found you, Mr Hesker. That is to say that you were unlucky. An unlucky man. There is a force at work here far older than you or I, a consciousness as old as the world itself, trapped for long ages in a tomb of its own making. And it seeks to be    free, always to be free. This force, this shadow, a god to you, I have been its confidant, its right hand on earth for many years and in that time we have searched for the right mind to set it loose of its shackles. That mind was yours." He had a triumphant, unhinged gleam in his eye now.
"He has been growing stronger in our world, year by year, but he cannot truly be free until our world’s are wedded together once more, until reality of common sense stretches and breaks enough to allow him back through. You’ve seen how the world is changing already, how you are changing things. It is so close .
"Like I say, it was chance that crossed your path with ours but when Wychelo stumbled across you in that train station, the shadow knew, and it whispered to Wychelo what he should do – he even told me later that he didn’t know why he put the pill in your mouth, but I knew, for Wychelo is touched by the same darkness as you and I, although he understands it only a little." Horst’s eyes were shining brightly in the small room and he smiled a terrible smile as he looked down on my inert form.
"The shadow, the beast, gave of himself to me that I might make something of him in the real world, these pills, my new army. And that power is what pulled you back from death, rebuilt your shattered body. You became something of the beast created here and he left in you a small, a tiny, part of himself." Horst was clearly enamoured with the sound of his own voice. The giant was tapping his knuckles on the metal table, creating a disjointed repetitive rhythm.
"He rebuilt you for his own purpose."
"Here is what you will do," Horst said, business like once more, "When you awake, you will leave this place and travel West into the mountains, you will know the way for the shadow is calling to you, I can feel it."
"You will find the well and you will return to it, restoring the part of you that is the shadow to the whole and opening the door between us, a door which at present is only slightly ajar, wide open. No, not just opening it, smashing it to pieces, You will force our reality and what we now think of as the fairytale thinking of a less enlightened age to collide and the results will be catastrophically beautiful. You are the key that will unlock the world."
He leaned in to me, speaking low, "Everyone who touches the beast is affected. Millions will die. The whole world will tip, the whole world will burn." Horst leant in even closer, "And I will be one with the shadow, this he has promised. With him, I will be a god." He leant back, suddenly bored of me, it seemed.
"Awake," he said, "Go now, and remember before the end, know that you are the key to all this, that you have ended the world as we know it. I don’t imagine you will live through the experience, so be sure to enjoy it while it lasts." He smiled a cruel, cold smile. "Cut him loose," he said to the giant, who obligingly leant forwards and sliced the plastic bindings holding me in the chair before tossing them casually to the floor.
And then they were gone, leaving me to wake alone.
 
Loess and Whimsy were still above me, shouting their life and fear into the empty air. I had been manipulated to this point, by Horst and whatever malign consciousness dwelt in the swirling darkness. But it was too late to change my mind. Cards dealt, I let go of the ladder and let myself fall into the dark.
This wasn’t the end, I knew. Horst had misjudged that much at least, it was the beginning. The shadow swallowed me and I felt the world changing as it rushed from the pit that had been so long its prison to infect the whole of creation. The shadow in my mind uncurled joyfully. They always take something from you, Wychelo had said but he’d been wrong too: in my case it had given something back.
All around me the darkness was filled with roaring triumph. The world was about to shift: nothing was going to be the same again. I could feel the change coming. Let’s see what happens.
I was the Unlucky Man I thought, not for myself but for everyone else.
The shadow rushed around me, filling my mind with its victorious, jubilant roar, as it spilled from the well that had been its prison for so long to drown the world. I heard within the laughter of the beast.
I am the Unlucky Man and I have pulled the world into hell.
But this isn’t the end for me.
I’m coming back.
And I’ll set things right.
I’ll have my revenge.
Or die trying.
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