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Chapter 1
Lek Gorski had waited too long. Twenty years too long to be precise. He pressed his forehead against the cool windowpane of his high-rise flat and tried to recall better times. He thought about Crystal. Where was she tonight? Dancing in The Shangri-La perhaps, or working upstairs in the Swinging Hammocks. The city lights of London beckoned Lek down to the party, but it was already late and the electricurfew sirens would soon break the silence. His room was stifling. For a moment, he considered another hour in the Dynagym on Tooley Street – it had been weeks since he had managed to work up a free day – but he had drunk too much Juniperus already that evening and his head ached. Instead, he drained his glass and lit a dozen or so candles around the room before lights-out.
This room, which had once been only his place of work, his laboratory, had become over the years his home and sanctuary from the madness of the city streets. Madness which he in part had created. He knew that much. Beatlemania, he thought to himself, I see the evidence every time I step outside. He looked around the room: the clinical equipment and scientific apparatus which had once filled the stainless steel shelves had given way in time to jam-jars, spice racks, knick-knacks, and souvenirs from lonely trips to Paris and Prague he’d rather have forgotten. Still, better times than this. The candle wicks sizzled in the humidity.
When the energy crisis hit, a decade ago now, Lek found himself avoiding the dangers of the city after dark by staying later at his desk, and scribbling notes and chemical formulae by candlelight. He maintained, at the time, that buying the zed-bed was unavoidable, but in reality, he was happy to leave behind that rat-hole in the Peckham Projects and his landlord’s extortionate rent.
If money was an issue then, it certainly wasn’t now. Lek Gorski was a man of simple tastes, or at least, he let himself believe he was. Naturally, the company paid for all his work needs – alco, base, extracts, hypos, mice – but they also covered all his personal costs: everything from the candles and gin, to restaurant bills, presents for selected friends on his approved list, and holidays. He even had his own company biorg to drive. For a man who had known poverty as a boy, the idea of a life without financial concern was not to be ignored. He wished now he had walked away then. If only he could turn back time and tell his cocky nineteen year old self what he was getting into. Instead, he was trapped: just like one of his own white mice, spinning on the wheel in the small hours.
Lek pushed open the window. The night air was thick and offered no respite from the heat indoors. No surprise for October in London. He thought about throwing his empty glass down into the great, greasy river below. He wouldn’t see or hear the splash from this height. The notion of throwing himself out of the window flashed across his mind, but his brain summarily dismissed the idea as a solution to an impossible equation. Would anybody see or hear that splash? Would anybody care? Pechev, thought Lek. Only Pechev.
He gingerly made his way to the bathroom, swearing as he barked his shin on a low filing cabinet. He washed his face with cold water, pulled his hands across the stubble on his cheeks and ran his fingers through his mop of dark brown hair. From the rooftops, the sirens sounded. His reflection was sorrowful. I should go to one of those beautox parlours, he thought. I’m too young to look this old. Just then the electricurfew cut in and the room was pitched into darkness.
The howling began instantly.



Chapter 2
If there was one thing Lek understood, it was drugs. He had been studying the properties and interactions of elements, compounds, acids and alkalis since the day his father had presented him with a second hand chemistry set, nearly 35 years ago. Little had he known back then that his childish experiments – watching sodium fizz through water, and making his own fireworks from strontium - would lead in time to a PhD in biomedicine and another in pharmacology. Doctor Gorski indeed. So when he woke up with a headache throbbing behind his eyes and a mouth that tasted of copper and ash, he knew exactly what he needed to take.
Lek pored through the contents of his extensive medicine cabinet like a barman inventing a new cocktail; his long fingers moved across the jars and bottles like a virtuoso. He pressed his own carefully chosen mixture of chemicals into pills and washed down a handful of them with a ginseng espresso, then showered, laser-shaved for the first time in days and squeezed some Optimax into his eyes. After a second espresso, he felt like a new man. Just as well: he had been summoned to a meeting with Pechev and he needed to look his best.
By eight o clock, the sun was already burning through the perma-ash clouds, and the sky had taken on a heavy violet hue. Between songs from the twenty-twenties, the Retro AM weathercast predicted temperatures tipping three hundred Kelvin. Lek picked through his wardrobe for something smart and light; something which wouldn’t show great dark patches of perspiration when the heat and his nerves got the better of him in front of Pechev. He settled on a white linenine short suit without a shirt, and snakeskin flip-flops – simple and classic.
He picked up his battered briefcase of papers, base graft extracts and sample scions and headed out. Before leaving, he lingered in the doorway for a moment, surveying the contents of his sad little laboratory apartment. His eyes fell upon an old framed photograph of his parents, standing outside a holiday cottage on the coast of Norfolk, many years ago. His father: frowning into the sunlight, his square smile like a bright blade. And Lek’s mother, looking wistful as always, clinging to her husband, her dark hair blowing in the breeze. For reasons only his subconscious understood, Lek raised his fingers to his lips and blew them a kiss before closing the door. In the apartment opposite, somebody was playing Chopin on an electric pianola. Lek smiled and made his way downstairs. The lifts didn’t work before nine.
Having decided he would walk to the meeting, rather than take the biorg, which had begun to smell in the heat, Lek stepped out into the underpass. Two black urchinos were picking fat green lumps from the carpet of moss that covered the concrete.
‘You shouldn’t eat that,’ said Lek, ‘it’ll make your tummies bad.’
‘Yeah? What would you know, geek?’ said the elder of the two. Lek has seen him around, begging in the Metro, sleeping in the underpass – a hollow cheeked sprat of a boy, wearing nothing but an oversized ‘Rabies Bites!’ T-shirt, which hung below his knees. A nice kid, in spite of appearances.
‘Yeah – what would you know, geeeek?’ chorused the second, who was possibly a six, maybe a malnourished seven year old girl in a faded striped bikini.
‘Well, I’m a doctor, so I would know... actually’. Lek felt himself being drawn to their level.
‘Give us some cred then, Doc.’
‘Pleeease Doc. Spare a bit of change eh?’
Lek was only carrying twenty-cred notes and was unwilling to part with hard cash. ‘No,’ he said, ‘but I’ll treat you two to breakfast, if you want?’
The girl looked wary at first, but the boy – ‘My name’s Wez!’ – bounded over to Lek’s side like an eager puppy and the two fell in behind as Lek Gorski made his unhurried way around the building and up to the river bank.
The sunlight shining on the South Bank hit him like a slap in the face. I should have had those reactalites fitted, he thought, as he raised a hand to shade his eyes and take in the view. It had been over a decade since the Imagine Party has breezed through the elections with their winning ‘Let It Be’ campaign, urging the country to let the Earth “fight back”. And the Earth had fought back, with a vengeance: nowhere was the evidence more compelling than here in London. Where there had once been clean lines, clear demarcations between the council’s so-called ‘green spaces’ and the concrete and asphalt, now the pavements were cracked with roots and stained yellow with lichen; weeds, three feet tall, grew between each flagstone; grass verges were havens for wild birds and butterflies, and the Royal Parks were nothing more than overgrown jungles. Signs reading ‘Any unauthorised cutting of vegetation is strictly forbidden. Violators will be prosecuted.’ were forced away from brickwork by Virginia creeper and wisteria. Huge patches of weed and algae slipped through the fingers of wild verbena, trailing down from the bridges, and wrapped around the mossy hulls of riverboats and ferries. Lek noticed a swollen biorg clinging lifelessly to a mooring rope. The clocks of Big Ben peeped out from underneath a heavy fringe of ivy, and the Eye, long since abandoned as a tourist attraction, was now a breeding ground for herons, which lazily dropped from the heights to pluck fat trout and catfish from the Thames.
The Metro was unreliable at best, and the fetid stench of rotting vegetation, shit and vomit emanating from the underground was strong enough to kill a horse, so in spite of the heat, Lek was content to walk, his two companions scurrying behind. He mulled over the possible reasons why Pechev had asked to see him. Sure, all business these days was conducted in person – only a few people were stupid enough to risk their health with a mobile phone - but Pechev normally sent one of his middlemen bulldogs: Vidmar the Scar, or Delić, reeking of garlic, and popping goji berries like his sex-life depended on them. Pechev never came in person, so when the message came through the wire last week, Lek found his chest tightening and his palms sweating at the thought of a meeting with the main man. He wouldn’t kill me in public, Lek reasoned. Besides, he needs me. I know too much. Perhaps I know too much... Lost in his own world, Lek stumbled over a cracked paving stone and came back to his senses. Wez and his sister, Latisha, were beginning to complain about having to walk, and Lek was happy to be drawn out of his morbid thoughts.
‘Doc, where we going?’
‘Yeah, Doc, where’s you taking us?’
‘The Mash-Up on Southwark Street. I have to meet a man there at ten. We’re early, but they won’t let you in without something on your feet, so when we get there, you sit outside, and I’ll have the waitress bring something out. What would you like?’
‘I’d like an alfalfa-sprout slice!’
‘I want a soya Danish and ginseng-juice!’
Lek smiled, in spite of himself: six year olds drinking ginseng.... what was the world coming to?
Mash-Up was a Dutch chain of hash-bars which had cornered the Europa market, nonchalantly beating back competition from Skunkhouse, Mary Jane’s Coffee-Shop, and a host of other American franchises, with its laid back attitude to marketing and customer service. Still, nobody could complain about the quality of their product, and the ubiquity of their logo – a heavy-lidded pothead called Shrug, sucking on a giant joint and smiling woozily – was testament to Mash-Up’s popularity.
There was a thick fug inside the Southwark Street bar, but only a few customers, all smoking hookah pipes and mini-bongs and reading the free broadsheets. Lek ordered a chai latte with a hash-brownie to help calm his nerves. It felt good to throw Pechev’s money around, so he asked the waitress to give the two urchinos outside whatever they wanted. Lek noticed a raw mobile-phone lesion as she curled her hair behind her ear. Some people will never learn, he thought, as he sank into a bearskin sofa, under a giant spider-plant, and gave the kids a thumbs-up through the window. Wez rolled his eyes, but managed to look happy at least.
Within moments Lek felt all his troubles drifting away into nothingness. The world seemed brighter and easier, and he turned and shared a moment of camaraderie with his fellow customers, nodding and smiling at them as if nothing mattered. Retro AM was playing ‘The Golden Hour’ and Lek remembered the tunes from his adolescence, back in the twenty-teens. He was steeped in nostalgia and grinning like a schoolboy, when Lyubomir Pechev strode in through the double doors.



Chapter 3
Pechev didn’t look like a gangster. If anything, he looked like a priest. He was a tall man, with thinning dark hair and a full greying beard. His reactalite eyes, adjusting to the dimness in the bar, were naturally pale blue. Whatever the weather, he always dressed in a black suit, faded at the elbows, and he affected Napoleon’s gesture of holding his right hand between the buttons of his jacket, possibly because he considered himself a great leader of men, but more probably because he was short a finger. The history of that missing middle digit was the source of much gossip and speculation between members of the company. Some said a rival gang had lopped it off when Pechev had welched on a gambling debt. Others claimed he had taken it off himself to prove his nerve as he moved up the ranks of the cartel. Lek Gorski knew the truth however, for he had been drunk and stoned when he first met the kingpin. When the moment came for them to shake hands, Lek had blurted out,
‘You’ve only got four fingers!’
and Pechev, unflustered and somewhat amused, had explained in hushed tones that he had lost the finger as a boy when he trapped it between two metal sheets of a playground slide in his home town of St. Petersburg.
‘Hello Doctor,’ said Pechev, with a glimmer of humour in his eyes as he extended his hand now.
Lek hated to be called ‘Doctor’, since he considered himself and his work an insult to the profession. He smiled wanly, and felt the soothing effects of the marijuana instantly ebbing away. ‘Hello Mr Pechev. How are you?’
‘I’m very well Gorski, very well, thank you. Would you like another drink? I’m having one,’ he said, gesturing for the waitress.
‘No thank you, sir.’
‘Please Gorski, call me Lyubomir – I think we’ve known each other long enough.... um, tea, please, Miss. No milk.... How long have we known each other Gorski?’
‘Nearly twenty years now... Mr Pechev.’
‘That’s right. Lennon and McCartney! That’s right,’ said Pechev, stroking his beard. ‘Twenty years. I forget you’re so young. My, my. How times have changed…. Look around you, Doctor. Can you even remember what this place was like twenty years ago, before the end of technology, before this... ridiculous horticultural revolution? Can you?’
‘Yes sir. Those were the days.... as they say’. Lek realised the effects of the weed hadn’t completely worn off and he was talking nonsense. He took off his glasses and cleaned them with a Shrug napkin.
‘What would you say was the turning point for us?’
‘Excuse me, Mr Pechev?’
‘What happened to mankind, Gorski? What was the turning point for mankind?’ he said, focusing his pale eyes on Lek.
‘Well, sir, the turning point, um, the end of technology.... well, the faked moon landings, I suppose, ah, then the NASA trials, the Hadron Collider Disaster, internet ebola, the death of social networking... you name it...’
‘And what was the turning point for us, Gorski? For you and I?’ Pechev leaned back in his chair. ‘Let me tell you – it was the 2012 Olympics in this city. This very city!’ Pechev exclaimed, rapping the table with his knuckles to emphasise his point.
‘Yes sir, the Spiro Dimitriadis affair....’
In 2010, while the rest of the scientific world was still looking to put a man on Mars, find cures for AIDS and cancer, discover a clean renewable energy source, a group of biochemists working in a tiny lab in Thessaloniki, Greece made a breakthrough of gigantic proportions in genetic science. Simply put, they managed to isolate the single gene, the single scrap of DNA which defined a species. They had worked primarily with rats – fast brown sewer rats and their lazy lab-raised white counterparts. They killed many of them in the process, but once the science was perfected, the biochemists saw the true potential of their work, not for the advancement of science and medicine, nor for the good of mankind, but for their own financial gain.
Within weeks, the scientists had scraped together the funding needed to extract the DNA of a local breeder’s thoroughbred racehorse. In a process which they called ‘grafting’ the team managed to splice this simple strand of DNA with that of a humble lab rat. Pegasus – whose name later made it into the history books – lived the greatest seventeen hours of his tiny rodent life, endlessly running around his mazes like a stallion, and copulating ferociously with his female counterparts, before the grafted DNA strand finally broke down and he returned contentedly to his former state.
By May 2011, after a series of successful clinical trials, the biochemists had contacted a young Olympic hopeful from Crete, a hundred metre sprinter named Spiro Dimitriadis, and convinced him to throw away his budding sporting career in favour of a life of notoriety and the promise of seeing his name forever written in the annals of history and legend, albeit juxtaposed against the name of Pegasus the rat.
The science of grafting was unknown until Spiro Dimitriadis broke the 9 second barrier in London. Within days, however, it was everywhere: the hot ticket, the new black, and Spiro, snorting and sweating after the race, was its poster-child. While the Olympic Committee publicly condemned his actions and those of the biochemists, who together had plumbed new depths of dishonesty and brought the sporting world once again into disrepute, the scientific world saw only the bright new lights of wondrous opportunity. New drugs!
Lek Gorski was a boy of twelve when he watched Spiro race to victory. By the time he was 17 and precociously sailing through his final biomedicine exams at the University of Krakow, grafting had progressed, although there was still so much scope for development. Lek’s career path was already laid out.
After graduating, he was offered a research position at the University of Leipzig, where he dedicated his time to perfecting new grafting techniques. Scientists across the world had managed over the years to extract the vital DNA cells from virtually any creature on the planet, but they found they could not graft across the classes of the animal kingdom. Hence, they were able to bestow crocodilian speed and strength on other reptiles; grant fresh-water bream the ability to survive in the sea, like salt-water mackerel, for fixed periods of time, and so on, but beyond a species’ class it was impossible. They were unable to create a canary that could swim, for example, or graft a snake’s venomous bite on to a domestic cat’s DNA. Reptile to reptile, fish to fish, mollusc to mollusc but no further. It seemed to be the limit of nature’s law. Mammalian extracts were the easiest of all to obtain and to work with, given the relative size of the subjects, primarily, but furthermore because their cells seemed to lend themselves to the grafting process, as though they had been built with the capacity to adapt to other species’ cells.
The human world went crazy over the new drugs. The pharmaceutical giants had pioneered the first ‘scion’ medicines, as they became known, offering men and women leonine bravery from the boardroom to the battlefield, workhorse power throughout the working week, and the chance to feel like a tiger in the bedroom once again.
But Lek felt his hands were tied. He saw the qualities of the wider animal kingdom – the perseverance of migrating salmon, the work ethic and organisation of colonies of ants and bees, the elegance and beauty of Amazonian birds of paradise - as a personal affront, and a great wasted opportunity for humankind. The young Lek Gorski relished a challenge, and so resolved to crack the code.
His idea was simple, but the work itself was painstaking. He broke down the DNA extracts into their component parts – specific proteins and amino acids – then, over three years, set about creating his own synthetic replicas, all configured so that they could fit together with one other. His very own set of the building blocks of life. With them, he was able to blend DNA with DNA, species with species, regardless of class, and create bespoke drug combinations for all manner of medical complaints or recreational whims. He alone held the key to the design of his replica blocks, or ‘bases’, as he preferred to call them – simple and cheap to produce - and the knowledge to create a million customised synthetic DNA grafts from them. Overnight he became the father of scion medicine. By the morning, the sharks were circling....
Pechev smiled widely. ‘Enough chit-chat, as they say. How’s business, Gorski?’
‘We’ve had some trouble from one of our base suppliers, sir: late shipments, disputes over price and the like. Nothing our men can’t handle. Vidmar’s man tells me that there’s still a rush on Dolphine – it’s been the drug of choice for the day-clubbers throughout the summer. All the same, I put together a cheaper scion for the dealers to push onto the market – it’s nothing like as good as pure dolphin, of course, but it’s close enough. Raucous head-banging show-off, meets safety in numbers crowd-mentality, with a touch of living on the edge madness. It’s... nice.’
‘Nice? You’ve tried it?’ Pechev sounded surprised.
‘No. The mice seem to enjoy it though.’
‘My father always told me never to trust a skinny chef,’ he said with a wicked smile. ‘What did you use?’
‘Cockatoo-lemming-herring.’
‘Still mixing in plenty of golden Labrador undertones, I trust. We want to keep our customers coming back, don’t we?’
‘Yes, the cutter knows what he’s doing, of course. How is Barry these days? Still having the nightmares?’
‘Oh yes. Always the nightmares,’ Pechev shrugged, ‘Good work Gorski. Just remember that if the product is only half as good, we’ll still sell double, and what’s more, we’ll sell it at the same price. Keep the creds rolling in, good Doctor. What else have you got for me?’ Pechev asked.
‘Everything else is taking care of itself. As usual, the dealers tell me we’re turning over large supplies of Equinox and Tigranol. Tiburon – the new shark-scion – is selling well. The original extracts were hard to come by, as you can imagine. We lost a diver off the coast of Cornwall. But still, we’ve been putting up big numbers at the New Old Bailey. The prosecutors seem to be favouring it over Cobrax.
‘You’re holding something back. Tell me.’ Pechev’s voice was like steel.
‘I have some concerns, about the gangs, Mr Pechev.’
‘Have they stopped buying our product?’
‘No sir, quite the opposite. I can’t make enough. Lupinex and Hyenarc. If anything, the gangs are buying more and more on a weekly basis.’
‘The customer is always right, Gorski. You should only be concerned when they stop purchasing the goods.’
‘I know, but I’m worried we’re fuelling a... a war, sir.’
‘Not our problem’ said Pechev, with an arrogant shrug. ‘What’s wrong Gorski? You seem unhappy.’
‘No sir, just, I was reading about it in the paper. The police can’t seem to cope. It seems as if they’ve left the gangs to destroy themselves, but innocent people are getting killed too, and I was just beginning to wonder....
‘What are you saying Doctor?’
‘I’m saying… nothing Mr Pechev. Nothing,’ sighed Lek, realising her was talking to the wrong man.
‘Look at this city Doctor.’ he said, waving vaguely at the world outside The Mash-Up. Lek noticed Wez and Latisha staring in at them both. ‘One of the greatest cities on the planet. We’re giving its people what they want. Isn’t that something to be applauded? We’re providing a service. And we’re doing a damn fine job of it. They know the risks, these people. They’ve heard the warnings. They’re aware of the side-effects. But, I do understand. I... empathise,’ he said, his face showing absolutely no trace of empathy. ‘You’re too sentimental Doctor. You’re all… bedside manner and no stiff upper lip. Isn’t that what they call it? Listen to me, I have a favour to ask you, and when it’s done, why don’t you have a little trip away? Visit... where was it again? Krakow?’
‘Yes, Krakow. I might.’
‘Do that. So I think we’re done here? Before you go though, this little favour of mine,’ Pechev said, reaching under his seat and producing an old-fashioned doctor’s bag. ‘I picked this out especially for you. Do you like it?’ Pechev drained his cup. ‘We run a tight ship here, Gorski. Unfortunately, we’ve lost a couple of members of the team in recent weeks, so we all need to pull together. This here,’ said Pechev, tapping the bag but never taking his eyes from Lek, ‘is one hundred thousand cred. It needs to be delivered to Delić at the South Bank Lion by midday today. He has to pay off a debt.’
Lek felt his pulse quickening. ‘Of course.’ he croaked, ‘Is this the reason you wanted to see me, Mr Pechev?’
‘No, no. I felt we needed a catch up, you and I. And since we were meeting, I thought you wouldn’t mind extending me this service.’
‘Of course. Midday at the South Bank Lion. No problem, sir.’
‘I need people I can rely on, Gorski.’ Pechev smiled, cocking his head to one side. ‘And I told you, call me Lyubomir.’ Abruptly, he stood up, peeled a twenty cred note from his cashclip and laid it on the table. He put his four-fingered hand on Lek’s shoulder momentarily, and then left.



Chapter 4
Lek counted to sixty after Pechev disappeared from view, before half-running, half-stumbling to the toilets. He checked the room was empty before locking himself inside a cubicle to examine the contents of the bag. Sure enough, it was filled with stacks of crisp 100 cred bills. ‘This has to be a test. This has to be a test!’ Lek whispered manically. For the thousandth time in the last twenty years, he cursed his fortune. ‘I’m a scientist for Lennon’s sake! A scientist! Not a damn drug dealer! How did I let this happen? How did I let this happen?!’
Scion drugs were legalised in 2020, under the huge weight of public demand. Like all medicines, however, they were subject to clinical testing and human-trails before reaching the market, which only the giant drug companies could afford to perform. When Lek produced evidence of his ground-breaking ‘building-block’ research, he was flooded with offers from these giants: superb contracts from Steiner-Lorenz, QIC, and Pharmacorp - loaded with business perks and founded upon vast amounts of money. In a period of carefree indecision, already basking in his future success, Lek was approached and wooed by an associate of a small family-run Estonian company who were looking to expand aggressively into Western Europa.
Lek was won over by their hands-on, down-to-earth attitude to business, and driven by the challenge to be part of a new venture rather than a cog in an already huge machine, he signed on the dotted line. The money was good, and his brand new laboratory overlooking the Thames was his own domain. He had everything he needed for his research and, left to his own devices, began producing formulae for new scions and testing their effects on his mice. He felt he was making a difference in this new scientific age.
The world had finally, thankfully, turned its back on Fleming’s antibiotic curse, after the rise of the superbugs in the early twenty-twenties, when MRSA, Ci-Dificile and the seemingly unstoppable Hydra-virus wiped out the poorest populations of Africa and decimated the peoples of South East Asia. Natural remedies, homeopathy, herbal treatments, reiki, acupuncture and even laughter therapy all saw a huge rise in popularity. The police turned a blind eye as the public turned to Celtic faith-healers and Cuban witch-doctors for ancient cures containing rhino-horn, snake’s blood and bull’s pizzle. Bars began to serve psychotropic mushroom tapas. Meanwhile, marijuana and cocaine, long since legalised, were made readily available to all and sundry as ailing health services across the world felt their long-established foundations shifting beneath their feet.
Riding on the crest of this new wave came the so-called ‘scioneers’, the new breed of medical professional, toting their wonder-drugs for any ailment or illness. For indeed, who could complain about a headache, period pain or the sniffles when they felt they were an eagle soaring over the Mojave Desert, or a gazelle outstripping big cats on the Masai Mara. Scions were breathing new life into old limbs, fighting back against mental illness, Alzheimer’s, strokes and most notably, cancer and heart disease.
While such noble work was going on in Berlin, Manila, and Dehli however, from the solitary confinement of his lab, Lek Gorski was unknowingly helping to flood the black market with cheap natural highs. His first assignment was to produce an anti-depressant to rival the old favourites – imipramine, phenelzine and mazindol. Within a month, he had created the perfect mix – blending replica strands of moon jellyfish with albatross extracts. In the laboratory it was called FQ17K.88.4. On paper, it was Albagel. On the street, it was Chillax. Users described its high as the glorious sensation of floating on the currents of an endless oceanic blue sky. It was a worldwide phenomenon and in less than a year had punched a hole in the heroin trade that no agency in the history of drug-enforcement had ever thought possible. From on high, Lyubomir Pechev smiled and gave Lek, his little lab-rat, a pat on the head. Life was good.
It wasn’t until Lek naively began to question the value of producing such vast quantities of Chillax scions, the formula of which had yet to be approved, in a laboratory which had not yet passed the standards of the Europan Pharmaceutical Agency, for a company which, as far as he could tell didn’t appear on any drug-company registers or government lists, did he realise his mistake. When he raised these questions to one of his few contacts within the company, a man named Sergei Bellhaus, he genuinely thought Lek was joking. Taking pity on an innocent, Bellhaus sat him down in a booth at the back of the Moo Bang Steakhouse on Jerome Street and over several drinks, told him the whole truth from top to bottom: Pechev and the Russian mafia, the Jakarta connection, the Bogota payoff, the corrupt police officials and politicians in their pockets.
Bolstered by alcohol and high on knowing more than somebody else for the first time in his life, Bellhaus continued to help Lek connect the dots until there were none left to connect. Lek felt his world sliding out from under him. He went home wishing he had never asked. Two days later, Bellhaus’ decapitated body was found at dawn, impaled on the railings outside the restaurant. His head had been placed in Lek’s laboratory refrigerator with a note pinned to the forehead, reading, ‘Now you know who we are. Now you know who you are.’
Somebody walked into the toilets and every muscle in Lek’s body tensed in fear. He was being irrational, he knew, but never before had he been asked to perform a task so clearly beyond the remit of his work. He had never been expected to handle either the money or the drug-packets. ‘I’m a scientist!’ Lek cried out involuntarily before remembering his whereabouts. 100,000 cred – a year’s salary in a bag. A sudden thought occurred to him, a thought so clear, so striking, that Lek was convinced of its truth before he discovered it for sure. Driven by a strange desire to validate his worst fears, Lek began to fan through the thick stacks of used banknotes, until he found what he already knew was there. Buried within the eighth bundle of tightly bound creds was something that to the untrained eye would have seemed nothing more than an innocuous strip of translucent plastic. Lek held it between his thumb and forefinger as though it were a deadly scorpion – he had read enough GEEK magazines in his time to recognise an iHare transponder – sending out a digi-radio signal or electro-magnetic pulse to whoever Pechev was paying to keep tabs on the money. Lek was filled with disgust: twenty years of loyal service, albeit many of those lived in fear, for this? They must have sensed his desire to break free of the constant threat; his yearning to use his skills for good, rather than for the benefit of the criminal underworld. His mind skipped over all the dark-alleyway deaths he’d seen as a result of his work, the gangland killings he’d been forced to witness to make sure he was toeing the line and the thought of joining their ranks brought the bitter taste of bile to his throat. All these years when he could have been pushing science in new directions, had been wasted getting junkies high on animal cracker drugs.
This is a test, he thought.
Suddenly, Lek Gorski saw an escape route from the prison his life had become. He had waited too long. This was his opportunity… but he had to get it right, had to approach the problem logically, scientifically. No margin for error. No false hypotheses. Limited time frame. Shit or bust.
Without really thinking, Lek opened his briefcase and emptied its contents – the gel-caps, hypos, vials of extracts, bases and scions into Pechev’s doctor’s holdall. He frantically pulled out his papers and notebook and stuffed them into his side-pockets. He found a used envelope, slipped the iHare inside it, and placed it inside the otherwise empty case. Lek stepped out of the cubicle, made sure he was alone and splashed his face with cold water and ran his fingers through his hair. He took a long, hard long at himself and saw steely determination in his eyes for the first time in years. Then he ran back into the stall and vomited violently. When he emerged again, he felt better still, and with a bag in each hand walked out of the bathroom, out of the bar, and into the heat of the city. He was a man on a mission.
‘Wez!’ Lek called, his eyes scanning the street, ‘Where’s your sister? Never mind. Do you want to make some money?’
‘How much?’ asked Wez, suddenly suspicious of his new breakfast buddy.
‘A thousand cred?’ Lek blurted out, then immediately regretted his benevolence.
‘Yes.’ Wez replied, without blinking, only the slight tremor in his voice giving his emotions away.
‘Good. See this briefcase? I want you to take it to the South Bank Lion by midday. No earlier, so don’t rush. A man named Delić will be waiting there for me. All you need do is tell him I sent you, and give him the case. Can I trust you?’
‘Yes.’ Again with a tremor. This has to be a joke, thought Wez, as he watched the Doctor counting out ten one-hundred cred notes. ‘What’s inside? Is it empty?’
‘Not quite, but there’s nothing of value to you. You’re a good boy. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you. Don’t forget: Delić, South Bank Lion, Noon. No earlier.’
‘How will I know it’s him?’
‘Uh... he’ll be eating goji berries.’
Lek walked back into The Mash-Up and was about to order another hash-cake when the gravity of his actions struck him like a sledgehammer and his heart near stopped beating from the shock. He rushed back outside but Wez was nowhere to be seen. The briefcase is probably already floating in the Thames, thought Lek. He looked down at the doctor’s bag, his hand gripped tightly around the handle as though his life depended on it. And it did – 999,000 cred was his ticket to safety now. He had just turned his back on the most dangerous drug baron in the country and in less than an hour, the hounds would be hunting him. The thought of facing them alone left him cold, in spite of the heat.
***
In his office in the Square Mile, Pechev sat down in his chair, switched on his iWall and called up a map of the city. He drew an @ symbol in the air with the index finger of his disfigured hand and typed in the tracking code of the transponder in the doctor’s holdall. A small red cursor and notation reading ‘The Mash-Up, Southwark Street’ appeared on the map. He nodded sedately and returned to his game of chess. He had been playing against himself for years, since nobody he knew could provide enough of a challenge to his prowess. This particular match had been going on for nearly a fortnight. The odds were always in his favour, obviously, but Pechev only considered it his victory when black won.



Chapter 5
Lek put his head down and started walking across town. His destination was The IKEA Victoria International Station and he hoped to get there without the slightest hitch in his plan. He debated staying in the shadows – creeping along beneath the UV awnings and canopies, but found himself veering towards the safety of broad daylight. His hopes of remaining inconspicuous were however dashed when he bumped into somebody backing out of a cafe with a quatray of large cups in one hand and a thick sheaf of documents in the other.
‘Watch were you’re going, blud!’ the lady shouted in a voice which belied her gender. She was over two metres tall, with an unnaturally elongated face, a pair of wide flaring nostrils and huge square teeth bared in anger. Lek caught himself staring at her in disgust.
‘Yeah? What are you looking at?’ she snorted, before bending to pick up the few papers she had dropped, tossing her long unkempt hair from her face and striding away. Equinox, thought Lek: half the city must be addicted to it. He looked around – people were staring, and every face he saw was unfamiliar, unfriendly and inhuman. Everywhere he turned he saw freakish chimeras of once normal people. A man with greenish skin, licking his lips involuntarily, was gliding through the pavement grass. Outside an Urban Fashionista store, a woman of indescribable beauty was standing with perfect poise on one leg, the other tucked under the folds of her skirt. A group of chattering teenage boys, swinging on lampposts, slapping each other playfully and then running away on all fours through the traffic.
Lek rarely came down to street level anymore, at least not at this time of day, and to see the results of his own work at face value, so to speak, was often disconcerting to say the least. There were so few pure humans around these days. The pull, range and accessibility of scion-medicines and their black market counterparts was so great that virtually everybody indulged. Although under normal circumstances the effects of a single chemically-balanced scion wore off within a few hours, a day at most, overexposure to animal extracts, even synthetic replicas like those Lek’s company produced, could lead to complications. The buzz, the artificial high of scion drugs was simply too addictive for most to resist, and in spite of the warnings printed on the side of even over-the-counter extract-based medicines, people continued to overdose day after day, until irreparable damage had been done. The horse-faced woman was just one of the millions of examples walking the streets of the Capital. ‘Scion abuse can lead to permanent DNA scarring’, ‘Remember: scions CAN bind’, the warnings read. Few people took heed. Lek himself didn’t touch the stuff. He preferred those old school stimulants: cigarettes and alcohol, knowing as he did the fate of Spiro Dimitriadis who at the age at 27, eight years after his legendary performance at the Olympics and subsequent fall from grace, broke both of his legs trying to jump a fence six-feet high, and died of shock in his sleep that night.
There was a Metro station at the corner of The Cut and Blackfriars - Lek didn’t like the vibe on the streets any more and decided to take his chances underground. He took a final deep lungful of clean air before walking down the steps and into the dim eco-lights. The cracked cream ceramic tiles of the ticket office walls were slick with filthy slime, and the Terror-Guards and Metro-staff glowed in the green gloom in their bright orange bio-hazard uniforms. Anybody who wasn’t wearing a filtro-mask had tied bandanas or handkerchiefs around their faces to block out the stench of decomposition. Lek buried his own mouth and nose in the crook of his elbow and made his way to the infra-red lights of the silver security turnstiles, which seemed out of place in the stinking humidity. He was about to thumbprint his way through the gates, when paranoia got the better of him. They could be tracking my bank account, he thought, and immediately backed away from the scanner as though it were a bomb. He pushed his way out of line, much to the annoyance of a wild-eyed kid wearing face-paint behind him, who bared his fangs and hissed.
Lek fed four cred coins into the slot on the ‘cash-only’ queue and made his way through the barriers. The ticket office concourse was nothing compared to the deeper levels of London’s underground system. It truly felt like a descent into hell – the eco-lights flickered in the depths, illuminating the press of bodies struggling to get through the horrific ordeal as quickly as possible. The heat was almost unbearable and the closed-in onion stench of sweat was overpowering. Commuters freely stood or squatted to urinate against the walls, and the floor was alive with rats. At the bottom of the stairs, a man in a pink rabbit-suit, the feet of which were stained brown up to the ankles, was playing the theme from ‘The Fourth Man’ on the zither. There were flies everywhere, feeding on everything, and straggly etiolated roots hung from the ceilings, caressing the commuters’ faces and hair like dead men’s fingers. Lek felt the bile rising in his throat and moved to join a line of people vomiting on the Metro-tracks, but his stomach was empty. He peered down at the enormous squashed yellow carcass of a train-biorg and watched it sizzling on the third rail until the lights of a Stadia Line pierced the murkiness and the train roared into the platform, bringing with it a pestilential wind and a fresh swarm of insects. Only three stops, Lek thought to himself as he pushed his way into the carriage. Since there were so few still running these days, the train was heaving with people, and Lek found himself face to face with a gruff Hispano sporting a tremendous circus-strongman moustache. The lights flickered as the train left the station and then went out completely. Only three stops, Lek thought again, keeping a firm grip on the doctor’s holdall in his hand.
The cool fresh water from the fountain outside Victoria Metro Station tasted like the elixir of life itself and Lek dipped his head under the tap, hoping to wash away the reek of the underground from his skin. He breathed in the city air again and dropped a few coins into the cup of a beggar kneeling at his side, before walking up the steps into the International Station, trying to avoid making eye contact with anybody in the crowd. Sunlight poured in through the glass ceiling and Lek made his way through the palms and giant yukkas to the snaking queue at the Europatrans Counter. He hadn’t realised he had been tapping his feet and chewing his nails nervously until he noticed one of the Terror-Guards eyeing him suspiciously. Calm down, he told himself, everything is going to be just fine.
Lek stepped up to the assistant, a young round-faced girl who clearly enjoyed a touch of Tigranol in the bedroom, judging by the faint stripes of black discolouration in her otherwise red hair. She listened patiently as he explained his need to catch the next train off the island before replying,
‘I’m sorry sir, there’s nothing available’
‘Nothing available? How is that possible?’
‘All the seats are taken, sir.’
‘All the seats? All the seats? Until when?
The lady behind the Europatrans desk tapped away at her console, and replied cheerfully, ‘until 22.05 tonight.’
’Ten o clock tonight!? That’s...just... not possible. There has to be something before then?’
‘I’m afraid not sir.’
‘Nothing this afternoon?’
‘No sir.’
‘How about early evening?’
‘No sir. Shall I book you a ticket for the 22:05 train?’
‘No. Yes. No.... Go on then.’
‘Will that be a single or return sir?’
‘Single. Please’ Lek added, trying to be polite.
‘And will you be travelling alone?’
‘Uh... actually no,’ Lek was thinking on the spot. ‘I’ll take two singles. Please.’
‘Very good sir. Thumbprint here please.’
‘I’d rather pay cash…’
‘Passport security sir. Thumbprint please. And that will be 420 cred....’
Lek reluctantly pressed his thumb against the scanner, fished the money out of the doctor’s holdall and paid.
‘Thank you sir. Have a safe trip and thank you for choosing to travel with Europatrans.’
In truth, there was no choice. The only way off the UK mainland was via Europatrans train-tunnels under La Manche and The North Sea. All aircraft had been grounded in 2034 when half of Iceland exploded cataclysmically and sent immovable clouds of pyroclastic ash up into the stratosphere above France, Spain and the British Isles. The same clouds were responsible for the rapid climate change in Northern Europa, concentrating the high density of fossil fuel smog, low level ozone and ultra-violets into a permanent quasi-tropical weather system of monsoon rains, raging thunderstorms and intense heat. Lek wiped the sweat off his forehead and considered his next move. He made his way hurriedly through the crowds at the IKEA Victoria Station to the Smarte Storage Lockers in the concourse. Surreptitiously, he took two bundles of creds – C10,000 in total - and a handful of hypos, grafts and bases and stuffed them into the pockets of his short suit. Everything else he shoved inside a locker, his documents and notepad, even the bag itself, slammed the door and fed ten one-cred coins into the slot to cover his time left in England, reckoning that if he wasn’t there to retrieve the goods in ten hours, he would already be dead. With a bang, a locker to his right suddenly clattered open - its pre-paid storage having expired – and a gang of vagabonds scrabbled to grab the contents: a pair of women’s shoes which were ripped apart in the ensuing struggle. Lek turned his back on the tragic scene, and checked the time on the station clock: 11.52. He had just over ten hours to kill before he could escape, and just under ten minutes before Pechev’s bulldogs would start the chase for him. He wouldn’t be able to face them alone. Maybe Cesar could help.
***
Across the street from the South Bank Lion, a skinny black boy in an oversized ‘Rabies Bites’ T-shirt, carrying an incongruous black briefcase, was watching a skin-headed man nervously chewing on goji berries. According to Big Ben, it was 11:52. To pass the time, Wez leaned back against the window of Credland store, closed his eyes and slipped his free hand into his underwear. Anybody watching would have assumed he was engaging in a midday moment of sexual gratification, completely lawfully of course, since the Berlusconi Act of Public Free Love was passed in 2015. In fact, Wez was still too young to have experienced the joys of masturbation, but lightly fingering the ten banknotes pressed against his scrotum was the closest thing to ecstasy he had ever known.
Big Ben sang out, ‘Noon!’ and Wez snapped back to reality.
‘Are you Delić?’ he asked the thin, pock-marked skinhead in shades, looking out across the river.
‘Who the fuck is asking?’
Wez ignored the question. ‘The Doc sent me. He asked me to give you this,’ he said, handing over the case.
Delić spat out a goji berry, red juice trailing down his chin, and fixed two clammy hands around the briefcase. He had to raise one leg against the podium of the rainbow-painted statue in order to rest the case on his knee and flick open the clasps. He took out the envelope and opened it. The clear plastic strip fluttered to the weeds at his feet. He didn’t even look at Wez when he said, ‘Now fuck off kid,’ but Wez saw the grin spreading across his red-stained lips.



Chapter 6
‘Fuck it all! I need a drink’ Lek said to nobody in particular as he bowled through Pimlico, and walked into the first bar he saw. The Spread Eagle was cool and dark, and felt like a refuge from the madness on the streets. Lek was happy to be in the company of real addicts for once – barely in the PM, and the four men leaning on the bar were already knocking back single-malts and chain smoking while they peered through their yellow eyes and down their red noses at the Racing Post. They turned and looked him up and down before returning to picking their horses. Lek didn’t feel like he could order a gin and tonic around these men, and so plumped instead for a pint of Guinness and a Jameson’s chaser. ‘The King!’ he said, as he raised his shot-glass and the fab four automatically did the same. The whisky took the edge off his paranoia instantly and he sloped off into the snug to nurse his pint and think about his next ten hours in London. His options were limited. Remember, he told himself, you have to approach the problem logically, scientifically. Without thinking, he grabbed a paper napkin from the stack on the table, whipped a pen out of his pocket and began writing initials and symbols, crossing some out now and again and connecting others with arrows and equals signs. Lek tried as best he could to express his problems as an elaborate chemical equation, balancing the elements of time, money, friends and enemies in a single coherent line, but by the time he had drained his Guinness, the only conclusion he had drawn was that there were simply too many variables to be taken into account.
He screwed up the napkin and walked out.
***
Vidmar was already seated in the corner of Pechev’s office when Delić arrived. He cast an eye over the outfit Delić was sporting: a sleeveless raincoat, tied at the waist, and street socks, and sighed. It was no joke that the Metropolitan Fashion Police patrolled London’s West End, handing out hefty on the spot fines to anybody seen wearing anything not recycled, reused, or made from natural materials, but for a hardened criminal who had done time in some of the toughest prisons in Eastern Europa, Delić clearly took these laws far too seriously. For his part and as a nod to the rigorous FP, Vidmar had his Saville Row tailor cut all of his garments into scraps of fabric before stitching them back together. The effect was striking, particularly on the otherwise immaculate gunmetal grey Argento silk suit he was wearing that day. It looked like it had been carved up by a butcher, and so the four inch scar which ran from the corner of Vidmar’s left eye to his mouth fitted perfectly with his attire. No need for conjecture here – he had tried to jump the prison canteen queue one lunchtime and an incensed Latvian named Karlov sliced his face open with a shiv made from the previous night’s rib.
Pechev waved Delić towards a chair by way of greeting and said,
‘So, the bird has flown, gentlemen. Not entirely surprising. Somewhat disappointing, yes, but not surprising.’ He paused to measure his next words. ‘I’ve had my suspicions for some time that our Doctor was - how do the Americans say? – getting rather big for his boots. Phineas suggested testing him and I was in agreement’ He pursed his lips and closed his eyes for so long, Delić thought he was nodding off.
‘We have given him too much….. latitude.’ Pechev continued, and Vidmar noticed the change from ‘I’ to ‘We’. The big man never took personal responsibility for any mistake.
‘Dr Gorski knows not only the innermost workings of our company, he is also absolutely integral to its functioning as smoothly as it always has. We have made the mistake of allowing one man to hold power over us all. So, you must find him. A little game of hide and seek. It should not be hard for men with skills like yours. You have the company technology at your disposal, of course. There is a catch, however. If you should kill him in the course of your pursuit, I will not be pleased. Gorski is carrying 100,000 in unmarked cred notes. If you find him and bring him to me alive, I shall return that money to you five-fold, gentlemen. Half a million cred.’
Delić sat up in his seat, and practically licked his thin lips. Vidmar picked at something under his fingernail and feigned indifference.
‘I want Lek Gorski in this office by the end of the day. We need to fit him for a shorter leash. That is all. Thank you gentlemen.’
Delić bolted for the door.
What a prick, thought Vidmar.



Chapter 7
Lek tapped his Dynagym membership card between his teeth as he hurried down a quiet side-street. He had a vague sense of the direction he was taking, but having never had a reason to be in this part of town, he couldn’t be certain. He passed a skypephone box and thought about calling ahead, but paranoia was gnawing at his insides again and he wanted to keep moving. Cesar will be there, he thought, that gym is his life. Cesar has to be there.
In 2029, one hundred years after the Wall Street Crash, the bottom fell out of the energy market in the UK and plunged the country into the deepest domestic recession it had ever known. Like all disasters, it began with a butterfly flapping its wings a thousand miles away. In this case, the butterfly’s name was Forsvinna Hagen and she was the fiancée of Anders Berg, the Norwegian oligarch. Berg was an unassuming man who had inherited his father’s oil and gas empire at the tender age of 28. Although he had never wanted for anything during his childhood, he was unprepared for the responsibilities of high office, not to mention the trappings of wealth and success, so that when the beautiful Forsvinna, a former Miss Norway, attached herself to him at a charity ball in Oslo, Berg, weak-chinned and balding prematurely, found himself powerless to resist her blatant advances, regardless of their true motive.
Norolje, Berg’s company, supplied the UK with 21 percent of its total crude oil, and as such, Berg was often asked to attend corporate events, trade conferences and board meetings of the various companies he owned throughout the world. It was the success of his football team, Tranmere Rovers, however, which had once again topped the Starbucks Europa Premier League that season, that earned Berg and his fiancée an invitation to King Charles’ tenth annual Garden Party in the grounds of Buckingham Palace. Forsvinna was overjoyed at the prospect of finally meeting British royalty and spent weeks and huge sums of money visiting the finest boutiques in Norway with her retinue of personal shoppers, secretly hoping that she might be the one to catch the eye of Prince William: still Europa’s most eligible bachelor, after his on-off engagement to Kate Middleton finally imploded following the Mail’s undercover reporting of a particularly wild weekend with his brother in Monaco.
On the afternoon of the party however, the Prince was not in attendance, choosing instead to visit some backward village which had been devastated by the hydra plague in Botswana. Forsvinna was similarly devastated by the turn of events and spent the afternoon sulking and sweating in an over-the-top vintage teapot outfit designed by the late Gaga herself. Excluded by her own poor grasp of the English language, and outdone by her Russian counterpart, a nineteen year old supermodel from Smolensk, Forsvinna was forced to endure the dull company and drab conversation of a fellow countryman, Jacob Hallensen, a politician lobbying for change in the Anglo-Norwegian fishing laws, who continuously picked his nose when he thought she wasn’t looking.
It was a disaster, and Forsvinna Hagen made it her mission in the days following the party to convince Anders Berg that the British were nothing more than a bunch of two-faced barbarians who only maintained their relationship with Norwegian businessmen for the sake of the free Christmas tree they stole each year. Berg, worn down after days of her endless complaining, agreed to cut all ties with the UK with a single stroke of his pen.
At first, the British Government thought it would be able to weather the storm, until the Russians, seeing a chance to make even more money from their dwindling reserves hiked up the price on every drop of oil they pumped into Britain. Refusing to pay the extortionate rates, the Prime Minister at the time, Mr Rascal, called instead for the coal-miners of Wales and the North East to work longer hours for the same wages in order to meet the growing need for power in the face of an escalating crisis. They refused, choosing to strike as an alternative to the PM’s request.
Years of empty promises of funding for Scottish wind farms and Cornish solar-fields bit the Government hard and by July, a three-day working week had been imposed and all energy usage outside of the emergency services was rationed. On the tenth of August, sirens sounded out across the city exactly two hours after sundown, to signal the beginning of the first electricurfew. It had never been lifted since that day: lights-out every night, two hours after sunset until an hour before sunrise. Crime rates soared in the darkness. There were riots in every major city from Newcastle to Bristol. The British economy went into freefall.
Just when it seemed there was no end in sight, Malcolm Rose, the philanthropic owner of UberFitness, a national chain of gymnasiums and leisure centres, had electro-dynamos fitted to every single one of his exercise machines over a 48 hour period at huge personal cost. He subsequently cut a landmark deal with NuPowGen, the UK’s foremost gas and electricity supplier to convert all the kinetic energy produced by his loyal gym members into electricity and distributed to the National Grid substations around the country. The Dynagym was born. In honour of his work, Malcolm Rose was knighted and given Anglesey, having professed a liking for sea-bass fishing in a recent interview with Gentlemen’s Quarterly magazine.
The Government saw the huge potential of energy self-sufficiency and rushed the Dynagym Act through Parliament without any objection from the Opposition. And so it came to pass, in the year 2029, that the Government issued a new law stating that all able-bodied residents of the United Kingdom between the ages of 18 and 45 were required to spend seven hours a week working out in their local Dynagym, doing their bit to combat the energy crisis.
The move was reframed by the National Health Service who saw this as the perfect opportunity for a nation renowned for the obesity of its youth to redress the balance and ‘fight the flab’. Kai Rooney and the fabulous Beckham brothers were drafted in from Milan and Los Angeles for photo-shoots of them performing their national service on dyna-treadmills and cross-trainers.
The Green Alliance, who later rebranded themselves as the Imagine Party, also hitched their wagon to the Dynagym shooting star, proclaiming that Britain was blazing a trail in saving the planet. Europan Union financial backing came flooding in, and the Party won the 2030 General Elections with a landslide.
Und so, the politicians were content; the public was satisfied; even the coal-miners stopped complaining. The scioneers were happy too – producing enormous quantities of drugs to help an unfit, overweight nation cope with the exertions of an hour a day’s keep-fit.
As ever, there were abusers: juicers who had previously over-indulged in protein pills and anabolic shakes switched instead to Torox (‘Strong Like Bull!’) and Gorillamine (‘Be King Kong Strong!’). The latter claimed a victim in an old friend of Lek’s, back in the day when he was a fresh-faced immigrant in London and still bothering to do the rounds of the speed dating circuit. He regularly saw a couple of guys in the same position as himself: newly arrived in the city and looking for female company. One of these was Cesar Pitres, a Puerta Rican former boxer turned gym instructor.
One unsuccessful evening at the Covent Garden Greyhound Racing and Singles Night, Lek and Cesar opted out of chit-chatting with members of the opposite sex in favour of a bucket of gritted chicken and several Texmex beers. It helped that earlier in the evening they had both placed a winning bet on the same dog – a black bullet called Introspective – and so were happy to spend their creds in the bar. They stumbled through the centre of London and back to their respective homes south of the river. They became firm friends after that night, but over the years, Cesar’s constant abuse of Gorillamine and Lek’s persistent calls for him to take it easy had put a strain on their relationship. Still, Cesar was an ally, and right now Lek felt he needed some muscle in his corner.
Lek pushed open the door of the Kennington Park Road branch of Dynagym and asked the receptionist if he could speak with the manager. She looked him up and down before taking his name and saying tonelessly into the tannoy, ‘Mr Pitres to Reception please, Mr Pitres to Reception’. It had been some time since Lek had last seen Cesar and the sight of him bursting through the double-doors of the weights room was both awesome and terrifying. Ten years ago, Cesar Pitres was a well-built, handsome young man. Now he was a monster. He must have weighed at least 300 pounds, and every inch of his massive arms and legs, straining the fabric of his sports vest and shorts, was covered in uneven tufts of dark fuzz. With age, his hairline had not receded, quite the opposite: it had crept down his forehead and merged with his heavy eyebrows, frowning over fierce amber coloured eyes which seemed to know the wisdom of ages. The muscles of his face no longer expressed real human emotion, and it was only in a faint sparkling of those eyes that Lek recognised any pleasure in Cesar’s face.
‘Lek Gorski!’ he boomed, ‘Welcome to Cesar’s palace! Come up to my office amigo – long time no see!’
Lek winced as his fingers were nearly crushed in a warm handshake. He noticed that Cesar’s fingernails were black.
‘You look well,’ Lek tried to lie, but it was no use. The words came out strangled.
‘I know, man, I know.... Don’t say anything. Too far gone to change now. Anyway, what brings you round here? It’s good to see you man!’ Cesar cried and threw a giant arm around Lek’s shoulders as he led him upstairs.
‘We need to talk Ces. I might need your help.’
Over a carbonate-free coke in Cesar’s office, Lek told him everything – the meeting, the money, the transponder, the train - and Cesar took it all in, seated at his desk, his thick hands working a pair of fist-grips like they were clothes pegs.
When Lek had finished he felt completely drained: the very elements of his story sounded ludicrous in his own head, but when Cesar pushed him, he still felt that he had made the right decision by running. Cesar nodded, deep in thought.
‘You’ve got troubles, son,’ he concluded. ‘Here’s the thing: half the guys in this place, including yours truly, are buying the drugs your company produces. Your dealers, Pechev’s men, they come round here all the time, so you best believe me when I tell you that this is not the place to lay low. Your man Pechev, he’s got his fingers in a lot of pies in this town: not just the drugs, but prostitution, illegal gambling, protection. Who do you think keeps the wolves from our door?’
‘What are you saying Cesar? Are you in Pechev’s pocket as well?’
‘Cesar Pitres is in no man’s pocket!’ He replied in a voice like thunder.
Lek cowered. ‘You wouldn’t fit,’ he managed to squeak.
Cesar’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. ‘All I’m saying is this Lek. I can’t protect you. Not from them. Not here. Yeah, sure, look at me, big tough guy, but even I can’t stop bullets. That’s what you’ve got to know. They’ll be coming for you. Here’s one of them now.’
Cesar had uttered that last line so nonchalantly, that its significance was lost on Lek for a moment, before the words exploded in his consciousness. He stood and looked out of the window as Vidmar stepped out of his Honda Enzyme. Lek watched him straightening his scarred jacket and taking a moment to bask in the midday sun, as he felt his own life crumbling around him.
‘Fuck, Cesar! That’s Vidmar! He’s fucking here for me!’
‘Chill yourself,’ rumbled Cesar, picking up the phone on his desk. ‘Janine? Anybody wants me, I’m in a meeting. Do not disturb. Understood? Good.’ He turned back to Lek.
‘Just relax chico – you’re safe for now.’
The room fell silent. As the seconds leaked by, Lek heard the door open into reception. Janine was speaking. He was straining to make out the voices, until –
‘Sir, you can’t go up there!’
Cesar moved away from his desk and across the room with a speed that belied his bulk. His massive frame blocked the doorway.
‘Is there a problem here?’ he asked smoothly.
‘No problem,’ Vidmar replied, and even from where he was sitting, Lek could hear the shock and surprise in his voice. ‘I was just hoping to have a moment of your time, Mr...?’
‘Pitres. And you are?’
‘Vidmar. ‘Veed-Marr’.’
‘Well Mr Vidmar, I’m afraid now is not the best time. If you would be so kind as to make an appointment with my secretary, I’ll be happy to see you after lunch.’
‘Thank you Mr Pitres. I’ll do that,’ Vidmar said, his composure regained, and he handed Cesar his business card. He trotted down the steps and nodded politely to Janine as he left without making any arrangements to return.
Cesar and Lek watched Vidmar looking back at the office window as he made his way across the tarmac to his car. The Enzyme rolled silently out of the car-park and out on to Braganza Street.
‘Yeah, he knows you’re here alright. I thought you said you dumped the bug?’
‘I did.’
‘Then they’re following you chico. Flat-footing. Pure and simple. You can’t stay here.’
Lek looked like he might cry.
‘Pull yourself together. I’ll have a couple of fellas lead you out the back door. Stand behind them and nobody’s going to spot a guy your size.’
‘And what then?’
‘What can I say man? I have to look after my own,’ Cesar said by way of an apology, unable to meet his friend’s eye. Lek was the first to break the awkward silence which had descended on the room.
‘I understand. It’s ok, really Cesar. What time is it anyway?’



Chapter 8
The clock on the Enzyme’s dashboard read 13:38, but there was clearly a loose connection somewhere: the LED blinked on and off sporadically. The biorg engine purred quietly. At least something worked.
In spite of his military training, or perhaps because of it, The Scar did not place much stock in modern technology. His training may have told him otherwise, but in his gut, in his heart, if he still had one, Vidmar trusted only in nature. Before his rapist’s crimes caught up with him, in his former life as a member of the Estonian Secret Police, Vidmar had seen too many operations fall foul of nature’s caprice: satellite link-ups lost because of deep cloud cover; solar flashes millions of miles away knocking out the workings of robotech teams; even fibre-webcams destroyed by nesting wasps. Man had nothing compared to nature’s arsenal, and all a soldier in the field could do was accept it and adapt.
Vidmar peered out of his windscreen, under the abandoned railway bridge where he had parked. A canopy of thick trailing kudzu vines shaded the Enzyme. Nature winning over again, he thought.
As expected, he saw movement at the back of the Dynagym, but only two figures emerged. Another two hulking gym-junkies, just like that brute of a manager, Vidmar thought, but he noticed something strange in their movements. In his experience, men the size of these two didn’t tend to stand so close to one another. Unless that was the reason why they had slipped out of the back doors and were scanning their surroundings so intently. Alternative lifestyles and all that. Then he saw the target - Gorski, that geek, peeping out from between them, wide-eyed as a bush-baby. Vidmar smiled knowingly and the scar tissue pulled at his eyelid. He understood people, and all the tracking devices in the world couldn’t compete with nature, especially human nature.
He watched as the two bullish men shuffled out of the back gates and down the street, blocking Gorski like a human wall. They made their way along the street until they reached the entrance to the Gridley Housing Estate and stood there, like a couple of bouncers guarding the doors of an East End speakeasy. Vidmar saw Gorski slip away into the estate. ‘So be it,’ he said to himself. This game was all about staying one step ahead of your opponent, and Vidmar played it well. Always had. He thought about Pechev and his precious chess set. ‘I could teach him some moves.’ Better to let the scientist think he was still in control of his own destiny for now. Vidmar certainly didn’t want to scare the little shit into bolting, and then what? Shoot him? Half a million cred wasted with a single bullet? No thank you. That’s why he had to let him go at Victoria. Too many people. Better to wait, better to follow, pick your moment, and offer him no other option. He needed to corner the guy, somewhere everybody felt comfortable…
He waited until the two bulls had moved on, before he nudged the Enzyme out of its hiding place and cruised down to the Skypephone on the corner of the street.
He thumbprinted and dialled a number. Danny Calabas’ greenish corpulent face floated into view. God, he hated these middle-management goons.
‘Vidmar! What’s happening baby? How come you don’t come round no more? You got no love for my girls? I got all new ones. From your part of the world too. All blonde and skinny with itty-bitty t…’
‘Shut up Calabas. Listen, you remember the doctor who works for us? His name was, is, Gorski’
‘Sure, Gorski. Good cheekbones, always wearing specs.’
‘That’s him’
‘Yeah, what about him?’
‘I seem to recall he had a thing with one of your girls a few months back?’
‘Well kinda. He met one off-duty, so to speak. She’s only a cage dancer though. Sometimes a little bit more on the side. But yeah, he took her out for a spin a few times, but word in the halls is nothing ever came of it. He only ever wanted to talk. What a sap!’ He licked the back of his hand and even on the low-rez screen, Vidmar could see his pupils dilating.
‘Whatever Danny. Digits and Data….’
‘What’s it worth?’
‘It’s worth me not sticking my fist down your throat next time I come around.’
‘Ok, ok. John Lennon’s ashes! She doesn’t stay here. She’s got her own place off Lavender Hill, Stormont Street, number 66, don’t remember the flat though. You’ll have to just try them all. No mob. She ain’t stupid, that one. Fixed line is…. hang on… 6CC6 1E58..9F….’
‘You’re breaking up. Was that S for sugar?’
‘No F. F for…. frog.’
Vidmar sniggered down the line. ‘What’s her name?’
‘Crystal Purcell.’
‘That’s right, Crystal Purcell,’ said Vidmar, pulling a crumpled pub napkin from his pocket. There it was: ‘CP’, in Gorski’s handwriting, circled and underlined. ‘Nice one Danny. Talk soon.’
Vidmar unclipped a vial from the chain around his neck and unscrewed the cap. He tapped out a bump of Bloodhound – a gift from a crooked copper he knew at New New Scotland Yard - onto the back of his hand and Dysoned it up. He saw nothing wrong with giving nature a helping hand every now and again.



Chapter 9
Crystal Purcell swore violently as she sliced her finger open on a can of corned beef. ‘They can put a man on Mars, but fuck me if they can’t figure out a way of getting into these tins without a little frigging key!’
She turned the tap on and washed the away the blood. Another scar to add to the collection, she thought. In truth, Crystal was still a little shaken up after the phone-call. There had been times in the past when a score had somehow managed to get hold of her number and had called in the hope of some free sex chat, or worse yet, love. But this time was different. No caller ID, no names. But the threat was clear.
Crystal shook her head and tried to get it all out of her mind, but her thoughts turned to Lek Gorski and the strange affair they had shared a few months back. After all the men she’d known in her young life, and the few that she had even loved, none had moved her in quite the same way as the quirky and not unattractive scientist with his strange accent, bizarre mannerisms and old fashioned approach to relationships.
They had met for the first time at a wake in New Richmond. She had been invited to attend, practically begged in truth, by the deceased’s son, Harold. He had been telling his entire family that he was happily engaged to an exotic beauty for months, until Dad’s untimely death at a UNICEF charity fox-hunt caught Harold in the lie, and he was forced to improvise with one of Danny Calabas’ good time gals. Danny gave him a good rate, given the circumstances.
Although Crystal played the role of the fake doting fiancée with aplomb throughout the entire day, even managing to squeeze out a few tears during the cremation itself, she found herself drawn to the quiet Polack in the corner who had been drawing on cocktail napkins all day, and paying nobody else any attention.
She finally found a moment when the crowd clamoured around the buffet to approach his solo table.
Crystal Purcell was a true natural beauty, and as such, unused to making moves on single men. She found herself lost for words, and was about to utter something inane, when Lek, aware of her presence, raised a finger and told her she would have his undivided attention in just a moment.
‘What are you doing?’ Crystal asked, intrigued.
‘Just finishing off a piece... of... work’, he said, dotting a final full-stop, placing his pen in his top pocket and sweeping the fringe from his face with a flourish. ‘Oh it’s you!’ he said, blushing slightly, ‘shouldn’t you be standing with your... boyfriend?’
‘Actually, he’s not my boyfriend.’
‘Forgive me. I can’t keep up with the correct terminology these days. Your, your...’ Lek searched for the word.
‘He’s not my anything.’
‘Oh I see. Poor man. He must be heartbroken.’
Crystal thought about explaining, then shook her head and forged ahead with a stumbling introduction.
‘….and you are?’
‘I am Lek Gorski. Very pleased to meet you.’
‘I noticed you all alone over here’
‘I noticed you noticing,’ Lek said with a boyish smile and it was Crystal’s turn to blush.
‘Are you, were you a friend of the, of the...’
‘Dead man? No. Well, yes. He was a business associate of mine. Another man of science.’
‘Oh, you’re a scientist? How interesting. What do you do exactly?’
‘I work with animals!’ Lek near shouted and let out a shrill uncontrollable laugh. Many of the mourners stared and Crystal realised that her new acquaintance was, in fact, stoned.
‘Are you high? At a funeral?’
‘It helps me think straight,’ Lek explained, suddenly serious, ‘besides, I’m here to work.’
‘How’s that?’
‘I work with human emotions. When they let me out of my lab, I like to seek out human behaviour and just watch. Not only funerals of course. Marriages too. I used to spend a lot of time at the airports, before they closed them all down. Great places to watch people. Lots of joy. Lots of sadness. Real raw emotion.’
‘You make it sound so clinical.’
‘It is. I am.’
‘Do you have a card?’
‘No. They don’t let me have cards. Why?’
‘Would you like to have a drink with me some time?’
Lek look perplexed, and took his glasses off to squint at her. ‘Are you asking me out? On a date?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe.’
‘Shouldn’t I be the one asking for your number?’
‘They don’t let me have cards either. Besides, I don’t give my number out to anybody. Company policy, I’m afraid. You’d have to ask my boss.’
If the penny dropped for Lek at that moment, Crystal didn’t notice any change in his expression. Instead, he continued to look at her, not in the way that all men had looked at her since she was twelve, but rather like a young boy trying to work out a Rubik’s Dodecca for the first time.
‘How will we arrange to see each other again then?’ he asked innocently.
‘I’ll find you, Lek Gorski,’ she said enigmatically, before disappearing into the crowd.
Lek smiled at this strange turn of events, took another napkin off the stack, pulled out his pen and began writing chemical symbols all over it, pretending nothing had happened.
Crystal did indeed find Lek. She had connections. It didn’t even come as a surprise to her to find out that there were so few degrees of separation between her boss and his. In this city, where crime had its roots deep in business and pleasure, the same names cropped up time and again. And so it was that Lek and Crystal began seeing each other, meeting furtively on her free evenings to drink gin and smoke shisha and chat before electricurfew and occasionally after it.
A strange relationship blossomed between the two of them, a love affair founded on loneliness and a shared understanding of the difficulty of the other’s life. Lek found he could forget the crime and violence surrounding his work when he was with Crystal, and for her part, she felt herself drawn to a man who was happy to simply be in her company, a man who had no expectations of her, a man for whom she didn’t have to put on a show. For the first time in her life, Crystal felt she could truly be herself. She saw a kindred spirit in the lost scientist, trapped in a world of shadows and deceit which had been drawn around him against his will. She talked about her own background, growing up in the Lewisham ghetto, tears spilling down her cheeks when she spoke of her abusive father who, high on crack one January afternoon in The Shangri-La, Danny Calabas’ day-club, had gambled her life away on a game of stab-finger with the owner. Since then, she had only known the way of the club-geisha, dancing inside a bulletproof plexiglass cage for money she never saw, and occasionally taking clients upstairs to the cells of The Swinging Hammocks if Calabas insisted, once they had been cleared for disease by the medi-bouncers on the door.
In spite of it all, Crystal remained sanguine about her sad existence, sure that one day she would make it out alive. ‘I can’t stay pretty forever Lek,’ she said, ‘they’ll just have to put me out to pasture sooner or later’. The truth was, she was more than pretty, with dark almond eyes and cocoa-skin, full lips and curves in all the right places. What’s more, it was all hers, she was still 100% human: there wasn’t a trace of gazelle, flamingo or Siamese cat attached to her cells. She shunned the beautox clinics and UV salons, relying instead on her natural charms. Although Lek was clearly attracted to her - she could tell - he maintained a certain distance. In the compulsory darkness after sundown, in the solitude of her tiny flat, she misconstrued the way he may have looked at her, and twisted his words, convincing herself that he only met her out of pity, that he believed she was damaged goods, that he would never love her, and she cried at the thought.
Crystal buried these feelings, and she and Lek continued to meet privately. They visited the National Gallery’s Forgotten Facebook Exhibition and stared at photos of people partying at the start of the Millennium, blissfully unaware of the superbugs, the energy crisis, the gang violence in their midst. They gorged themselves on Retox meat-sticks and full-fat wheatgerm shakes, while playing in the gas-jets and the sudoku stones in Leicester Square. They ice–skated on the Thames in the height of summer, when Smegcorp closed off an entire section of the river for a marketing campaign and froze it solid. For a time, Lek and Crystal lived the London life instead of merely existing.
And then, one afternoon, Lek didn’t show up for their date. He left her standing at the Centrepoint Retro Roller Rink for half an hour, until she grew tired of waiting and drove home. The thoughts she had fought so hard to suppress over the weeks bubbled to the surface again. She never gave him the opportunity to explain himself and just like the fresh cut on her finger, she drew the pain into herself and tried to ignore it.
Hearing his name again after so long brought those bitter memories flooding back. The man on the phone had seemed to be telling her to expect a visit from Lek. But how could he know? And why now?
The sound of the doorbell shook her out of her reverie.



Chapter 10
A riverboat cruised along the Thames, green water streaming from its paddles, as it cut its way through the algae and weeds. From his office high above the Square Mile, Pechev could just about make out the tourists on the top-deck taking digisnaps of the faded grandeur of London. In spite of all the bad press, Pechev didn’t believe the city had fallen to ruin in the time that he had lived there – quite the opposite – he saw a city that had evolved, adapting to the changing flow of the socio-economic climate, the environmentalist movement and the unforeseen shifts in its weather system. He for one enjoyed watching the sun setting through the Icelandic volcanic ash and the methane clouds over Hounslow Industrial Plant. He enjoyed the buzz of a city that teetered on the cliff edge of civilisation, fighting to retain its standing as a world leader in the arts and commerce, education and entertainment, fashion, finance, and of course tourism. In the cool of his office, he watched the city below him sweltering in the early afternoon heat, and settled down in his chair to take his siesta. He picked up the phone on his desk and asked his PA to cancel his meeting with a prominent lobbyist – Pechev had other matters to think about than gambling laws. He leaned back and tucked his disfigured hand inside his jacket, to quell the itch in the stub of his phantom finger. He found it bizarre that after so many years, he still had the sensation that his middle finger was attached and still functioning. You carry your past with you, whether you want to or not, he thought to himself.
Lyubomir Pechev was born Aloysha Petrov in Kalinovka, in the same wooden house on the banks of the Volga where his father, and his father before him, had also been born. It seemed a life struggling against hardship had already been mapped out for him when his grandmother was forced to use a kitchen knife to cut the umbilical cord strangling his tiny blue body as he came into the world. 1986 was an historical year for Mother Russia as Salyut was replaced by Mir, but in the decade that followed, the crumbling of the country’s economic and political structures wreaked havoc on the Union as a whole. Unlike the annual spring snow-melt in the Urals, which brought mountain water flooding into the river valley where the tiny fishing village of Kalinovka stood, it would take many years before that change filtered down from the high peaks of Moscow and Nizhniy Novgorod, Russia’s capitals of business and commerce. Life in Kalinovka continued in the same way as it had since the time of the Empire and long before the Revolution, unchanged in years, as its population which never topped two thousand continued to eke out its survival from its fishing port and the potassium mines in nearby Shelanga. Aloysha’s father worked in the eel pickling factory, his mother cleaned the Church of St Stepan every Thursday morning to bring in a few extra roubles towards their meagre existence. It was assumed that Aloysha would find a similar position when his time came, although his father had grand hopes for his only child becoming a doctor, a solicitor, or a man of business in a city somewhere far from the smell of fish, potassium processing, and wood smoke. It seemed that Aloysha had plans to break the mould too, for by the time his was two years of age he was able to read lines from the few books his family owned and scribble his own name in Cyrillic. While his father worked long shifts to keep the family afloat, Aloysha’s mother schooled her son with passages from the Bible and with the permission of the parish priest, taught him the basics of musical progression on the church organ for an hour every week after she had finished cleaning the steps of St Stepan’s. By the age of four, in spite, or perhaps because of his impoverished upbringing, Aloysha Petrov could read and write like a boy of ten, and was able to play hymns and those pieces of classical music his tiny hand-span allowed, like a virtuoso. It was clear that he was a prodigy. His father had already begun to make enquiries in the neighbouring towns about furthering his education, since Kalinovka was obviously too small a pond for a fish of his size. Late into the night while their son slept, Petr and Tishka would talk about his future and their finances, and spend hours counting the roubles saved in the old coffee pot, taking a few coins from one pile to put on another.
In the end, it was all academic. Nobody could have foreseen what happened to young Aloysha. One freezing afternoon in November as he made his way home from school through the streets of Kalinovka, hand in hand with his mother, a battered Kamaz van pulled up next to them and the driver leaned out of the window to ask for directions. As he explained that he had taken a wrong turning off the Perm motorway and was trying to find his way back, his accomplice, who had been hiding behind a tree, crept forward. Before Tishka Pavel had registered the creaking of his boots in the snow, he had clubbed her over the head with a steel-wire sap and left her for dead. A screaming Aloysha was bundled into the back of the van, knocked out with chloroform and driven away to a new life.
It was a professional outfit, hired by a company working out of Moscow and St Petersburg whose business was human traffic. Their trade was primarily sex-workers: pretty young girls with no future in Russia who dreamed of a better life in Western Europe, as it was still known then, or the USA and were happy to be swept away with promises of a job, a resident’s card, and the chance to own their own television set, only to find themselves within two months locked in cages during the day and turning tricks by night. The head of the company was Herat Taloquan, an Afghani who had made his fortune buying weapons from the Russians and selling them to the highest bidder during the Soviet war in his home country. He was a good looking man - long black hair, piercing green eyes - who enjoyed the finer things in life: women, cars, casinos - so when he was offered a job working for the Russian acquaintances he had made in the arms trade, he jumped at the chance to escape the desert sands and bask instead in the luxurious glow of Moscow’s underworld. Taloquan was born for the role, using his skills as a salesman to raise a small three-man operation into an international trafficking empire. Over time, he turned his hand to drugs, gambling, protection – he even dabbled in military intelligence – but his true forte, his love, was still selling women, for he saw them not as people, but as commodities. He thought nothing of buying and selling them just as he had with the tanks and missiles ten years earlier. He had never considered the idea of selling children, until one of his employees joked about the innocence of his latest batch of fresh-faced girls. From that moment onwards, Herat Taloquan saw the future in the bright young eyes of every child he passed on the street. He cast out his net and waited patiently for the right deal, without letting his plans affect his day to day work. In time, word reached him of a reclusive steel magnate by the name of Vlad Pechev and his wife, who were desperate to find an heir for their millions, since they couldn’t produce one of their own.
Taloquan had his men set up a meeting which turned out to be nothing more than a formality. A fee was discussed and agreed upon, as were Pechev’s stipulations: the child had to be male; Russian, naturally; under the age of five and in perfect health. Pechev asked for nothing specific with regard to the boy’s appearance, but he did insist that the child was highly intelligent: ‘a prodigy’ were his exact words.
Taloquan spent eight months looking for the child and was about to lower his fee in return for an autistic boy in Tver who was able to draw entire skylines from memory, until he heard reports of a four year old in a tiny village near Kazan, regularly playing organ recitals for the entire village.
After some research, Taloquan was happy, and so arranged for two of his employees to pick the child up and advised the steel tycoon to have his money ready by the following week. Everything would have gone to plan, had Pechev not died two days later of a massive coronary attack, probably brought on by the stress of dealing with a known sex-trafficker and former arms-dealer.
The deal collapsed there and then. It was a problem for Taloquan, and not one he felt equipped to deal with, never having sold the soul of one so young before. Had it been a woman, he would simply have had her killed and the body dumped. Another victim of the Russian mafia. But the boy, the boy.... it didn’t seem right taking a male life, and certainly not the life of so gifted a child. Taloquan resolved to give the boy a week, while he decided on his fate, and had Aloysha chained in one of the cells in the basement of his twenty-bedroomed manor-house in the countryside outside Moscow.
Weeks became months. Taloquan renamed him on the first anniversary of his arrival, and presented him with a framed copy of his new birth certificate. From that moment on, he was no longer to be referred to as ‘Aloysha’ or ‘the boy’, but rather Lyubomir Pechev, after Taloquan’s first borzoi hunting dog when he moved to Russia, and the boy’s late adoptive father respectively.
Months became years, and as Lyubomir grew, so Taloquan grew more attached to him and treated him more and more like a son of his own. In him he began to see the future of his company. The boy was smart and sharp, with an incredible head for names and numbers, and Taloquan vowed to bring him into the business when he was old enough: ten or eleven perhaps. Lyubomir played the part of an obedient child, content to sit at Taloquan’s grand piano and churn out classical music while his master worked at his computer, capitalising on the new age of business dawning over the internet. Deep down however, Lyubomir remembered the cries and screams of the women who had been locked downstairs in the cells next to his, and while his own living conditions might have improved over the years, he never once forgot what he was: a prisoner.
He chanced his first escape when he was eight years old, slipping out of his room when his keeper was distracted. He calmly walked straight out of the house, across the frozen ornamental gardens and into the woods as though he were off for an afternoon stroll. He was picked up two hours later, when the dogs caught him and Boris, the gamekeeper brought him home to a genuinely disappointed Taloquan.
‘After all I have done for you, Lyubomir.’
‘My name is Aloysha Petrov and always will be,’ said the boy, in a measured tone, and although he did not understand its meaning, he copied a gesture he had seen American actors make in the videos he was allowed to watch in his room. He petulantly raised the middle finger of his right hand to Herat Taloquan.
Without a word, Taloquan took him by the arm and marched him into the kitchens where he picked up the cook’s cleaver.
‘This will hurt me more than it will hurt you, Lyubomir.’
He chopped the finger off with one swipe.



Chapter 11
‘I don’t want to see you, Lek Gorski.’ Crystal peered at his distorted face through the fisheye peephole of her front door, ‘Now fuck off.’
‘Please can I come in Crystal? I’m running out of places to go. I need your help.’
Crystal took a deep breath and against her better judgement, she opened the door. She was shocked at what she saw. Never had Lek looked so vulnerable. She bit her lip, shook her head and let him in.
‘You look… awful, Lek’ she said, taking in his wild eyes and tousled hair, not to mention the XXL gym-strip and giant spring-boks he was wearing. ‘What are you doing here? What’s going on?’
‘Can I trust you Crystal?’ Lek asked the question so abruptly, it sounded like an accusation.
She immediately thought about the phone call, but answered, ‘Yes. You know you can.’
‘I’ve got to be careful,’ he said, striding into the room. ‘I’m on the run.’
‘Have you been sampling the goods Lek?’
‘This is serious. They’re after me. Pechev’s thugs are after me. I’ve got to hide out somewhere for the next…. ,’ he checked the living room LED, ‘eight hours.’
Crystal knew there and then that he wasn’t lying, but she was so overcome with a cocktail of conflicting emotions, she didn’t know what to tell him. Part of her wanted to kick him out on the street and have nothing more to do with the guy, but part of her wanted him to stay, no matter what that meant for their safety. She remembered the phone call.
‘What have you done?’ she almost whispered.
‘It’s... complicated. No it isn’t. The simple truth is I’ve stolen something from them,’ he whispered back, ‘I think I know too much, and it was beginning to spook them. They were testing me. And I failed. And your finger is bleeding.’
‘I know. You’re nothing…. I mean, it’s nothing.’
‘Let me look at it.’
‘No.’
‘Don’t be silly, let me see.’
He gently held her hand in his for a moment, then without a word, raised it to his lips to kiss it better.
‘Don’t. You don’t know where I’ve been.’ she said, half-joking, but when she felt his breath against the palm of her hand, and his lips brushing her wrist, something inside her became undone. She closed her eyes and gave in.
‘What are you doing Lek?’ she whispered softly in his ear.
‘What I should have done months ago.’
He kissed her then, and for a moment - all the money, all the drugs, Pechev and his gangsters – none of it mattered. He kissed Crystal Purcell as though his world might end in the next eight hours, and he wanted to imprint that kiss forever on his memory. Crystal fought back the tears pricking her eyes, and like a true professional, began to play the part she knew so well. She smiled coquettishly and stepping away from him, pulled her T-shirt over her head.
The lopsided grin fell away from Lek’s handsome face and his voice was suddenly sombre.
‘Who did that to you?’ There were three cigarette burns around her left nipple. ‘That wasn’t an accident,’ he said definitively, before she could lie.
‘Calabas,’ she sighed. ‘I gave him some lip yesterday, so he tied me up for an hour and put his fags out on me.’
‘I see,’ Lek nodded and picked the T-shirt up off the floor. ‘I think… I’ll have to… talk to him,’ Lek said, sounding as though he were simply balancing out a difficult equation in his head, rather than considering paying a visit to a violent pimp. But still, there was something in his tone, a certain resignation that left Crystal cold.
‘You don’t need to do that,’ she said. ‘I can fight my own battles. So look, just stop a minute for Ringo’s sake. Slow down. Let’s have a drink. Go and sit.’ She shooed him away, pulled her shirt back on and wandered into the kitchen.
Lek flopped into a big leather beanbag and picked up a newspaper. A prominent prosecutor had been found dead outside the New Old Bailey, having overdosed on Tiburon. It seemed he had undergone a particularly heated morning of intense cross-examination. ‘Reports suggest that he was seen ‘drowning in the air’’. Lek threw the paper on the coffee table, disgusted with himself. He lay back and looked at the ivy covering the ceiling. Instead of cutting it back when it started creeping through the woodwork of her window-frames, Crystal had cultivated it instead. He thought about his own place, further east along the river, with its clinical white walls and sterile stainless steel shelving units, adorned with a few ornaments and photos he would never see again. This place felt like a home though, and if things had been different, he would have asked to stay.
Crystal appeared with two glasses of Juniperus, set them on the coffee table and was about to sit down when the doorbell rang again. Lek sat bolt upright and Crystal’s stomach lurched. The man on the phone. He was here.
‘Are you expecting anyone?’
Crystal opened her mouth to explain, but Lek saw the look in her eyes and knew at once that she had betrayed him.
‘He said he wouldn’t hurt you. They just want to bring you in,’ her voice began to crack. ‘He said he would kill me if I didn’t help them,’ she was crying now, ‘He told me to keep you here,’ she sank into the corner of the room and buried her face in her hands.
Six floors up and no way out, Lek considered looking for something that would pass as a weapon, but a flash of inspiration hit him and he sat down again, seconds before Delić kicked the front door in and lurched into the room. He had already pulled a Meister out of its holster and pointed it at Lek’s head, when he noticed Crystal crouching against the wall.
‘Who the fuck are you?’ he said, by way of an introduction.
‘I’m the woman you spoke to on the phone,’ she answered between sobs.
‘I didn’t speak to nobody, lady. I’m only here for this prick.’ Delić focused his attention once again. ‘Lek, Lek, Lek....’ he said with a grin, and shook his head in a gently admonishing manner. ‘How are you Doctor? Wow… this is all a bit fucking dramatic for you, isn’t it? Not your typical day, I’d guess, playing with your test-tubes,’ he bent his head sharply to the right and Lek heard the vertebrae at the base of his neck crack. ‘Now, the word is you’re carrying 100,000 cred of the big man’s money, that right?’
In spite of the violence surrounding his work, Lek had never found himself staring down the barrel of a gun. ‘Not quite Delić,’ he said, weighing his options. ‘That is, I don’t have it with me. I’ve stashed it. Why? Is that all you want? The money?’
Delić snorted derisively. ‘No. You’re worth a lot more to me than a hundred K. Pechev is paying five times that to have you back in your rat-cage.’
‘Is that all?’ Lek asked, his eyes fixed on the gun. ‘Half a million? A measly five hundred thou, when I could offer you the keys to the whole city….’
‘Shut up shithead. Just get up,’ Delić sounded almost bored as he pulled a pair of mistress cuffs out of his raincoat.
Lek slowly got to his feet. ‘All I’m saying is, I can give you more than Pechev is offering...’
‘Right. You can give me more than half a million cred. You couldn’t make that much in a lifetime...’
‘Like I said Delić, the keys to the city…’
‘Don’t tell him anything!’ Crystal blurted out, and both men turned and looked at her, each as surprised as the other.
‘And why would you know anything about anything, sugar tits?’ said Delić.
‘Whatever you tell him Lek, you’re only getting yourself in deeper!’ she cried.
‘No, no, no. You’ve got me all wrong.’ Delić began, a smile playing on his lips. He gestured for Lek to sit down again, and turned to Crystal. ‘It’s not like that at all. Not. At. All. I work for Mister Pechev, see? So does your fella here. Only, unlike me, he seems to have forgotten that fact. Temporarily, eh Lek? I’m here to help him remember,’ Delić placed the gun on the table, put the cuffs back into his pocket, and withdrew an old-fashioned clasp-knife. ‘But I have to say, I am interested in hearing whatever it is you have to tell me, Lekky…’ he said, sitting down in the chair opposite and opening the blade.
Lek had to think fast. The words spilled out of his mouth before his reasoning was fully formed.
‘All I’m saying is this: I can give you access to more than 500 grand.’
‘Keep talking,’ Delić said, his interest piqued.
‘OK, OK,’ Lek took a deep breath, feigning resignation, ‘let’s say, hypothetically speaking of course, that there was…’ he shook his head and bit his bottom lip as though the confession were being dragged out of him, ‘…a book.’
‘A book?’ Delić looked amused. He’s probably never read one in his life, thought Lek.
‘Let’s say that this book contained all the formulae, all the methodology, the very recipes if you will, for producing all our best sellers – Tiburon, Equinox, Gorillamine, Chillax, Torox, Tigranol…’
‘Stop there. No way, dickhead,’ Delić laughed, ‘You must think I fucking came down with the last shower. Do I look like an idiot? A fucking ‘recipe book’?’
‘That’s what I said.’
‘OK, wise guy, hypodermically speaking or whatever, are you trying to tell me you wrote all that shit down?’
‘Yes, Delić I wrote all that shit down.’ Lek spoke the words like he had a bad taste in his mouth. It was a stellar performance.
‘I’m still not buying it,’ said Delić, but his body language said otherwise. He leaned forward in his chair and waited for Lek to continue.
‘Now, a book like that would be worth millions, wouldn’t it?’
‘Maybe. In the right hands, I suppose. Maybe. Where is it anyway?’
‘Well, I can’t tell you that.’
Delić licked his lips and blinked slowly. He was thinking hard. Eventually he said, ‘Yes you can,’ and he lightly ran the blade of the clasp-knife across the newspaper without once taking his eyes from Lek’s. He licked his thumb and when he touched the page with it, the freshly cut strip of paper came away easily. ‘Yes you will.’
‘If you kill me, you’ll never find it,’ said Lek. The fear in his voice was genuine now, even if his words were a lie.
‘That’s true. But there’s always her,’ Delić replied nonchalantly, and he stood and walked over to where Crystal crouched in the corner, her beautiful eyes now wild with terror. She screamed Lek’s name as Delić bent over and touched her face with the knife. ‘It would be such a shame to spoil these looks….’
‘Lek!’ Crystal screamed again, trying not to move.
‘Alright! Alright. Just… leave her alone, for Lennon’s sake.’
‘Where is the book Lekky?’
‘It’s in a thumbprinted Smarte Locker in Victoria International. Listen, I’ll make you a deal…’
‘I’m listening.’
‘I’ll give you the book, and you let us go.’
Delić sucked his teeth and shook his head. Lek could see that he was slipping off the hook. ‘No. You know? Something just isn’t right here. I think we’ll just go and see Mr P, and I’ll take my half a mill, thank you very much.’
‘You can have the cash too.’
‘The hundred grand?’
‘Yes, it’s in the locker. C100,000 is a drop in the ocean compared to what you could make with those formulae, but it’s yours.’
‘OK, so tell me this, Mr smart-arse lab-rat Doctor Gorski, what’s to stop me killing you now, slicing your thumb off and taking it all for myself - the recipe book and the creds?’
Lek hadn’t considered that, but he felt he was on a roll and tried his luck.
‘Well, for one, Pechev won’t be too impressed if he ever finds out. And he would find out. Personally, I wouldn’t want to be looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life. John Lennon’s ashes, I’ve only been doing it for a few hours and I’m already wrung out. But think, Delić - you’re a smart man - if you’re going this make this happen, you’re going to need somebody who understands extract conversion, grafting, DNA sequencing, scion-production – I could be your man on the outside. Quid pro quo. You know it makes sense.’
There followed a long drawn-out silence which Delić eventually shattered, ‘Stop fucking crying bitch! I’m trying to think here!’ He looked again into Lek’s eyes and was finally convinced. He saw a vision of himself playing old-school arcade games in Pechev’s office, standing on the balcony at night perhaps, smoking Castros and listening to the symphony of gang violence from the streets. He leaned across the coffee table and picked up a glass of Juniperus. He nodded warily, ‘OK, you’re coming with me. You’ve got a deal. But if you try anything…’ and he pointed at the Meister on the table…. ‘it’s you and her. Do you understand?’
‘I understand,’ said Lek, picking up the second glass, ‘What should we drink to?’
‘Do I look like I give a fuck?’ said Delić.
‘To the future then!’
‘Whatever, dickhead - the future,’ chorused Delić half-heartedly, before raising the glass in a parody of salutation and draining it in one mouthful.
Lek watched as a ripple of confusion clouded his expression, saw his jaw slacken and his pupils dilate, and without a word, Delić slumped to the ground and smashed his head against the tile-floor. He was out cold.
There was a few seconds’ silence before Lek explained, ‘I spiked the drinks while you were crying in the corner. Pure sloth extract. Good for insomnia. He should be dead to the world for a few hours.’ He threw an empty gel-cap vial onto the coffee table. ‘And I should never have trusted you.’
‘I just… wanted to keep you safe.’
‘Keep me safe! By handing me over to this guy?!’ Lek gave the unconscious Delić a soft kick in the ribs.
‘He had a knife to my face, for Ringo’s sake! A knife!’ Crystal fired back, suddenly furious. ‘And let me remind you, Lek Gorski, that I haven’t heard from you in months. And this is what you bring back? Why the fuck should I care what happens to you? Perhaps you might explain why you just vanished off the face of the Earth?’
‘Because they told me to!’ Lek shouted. He walked across the room and sat down again on the beanbag. ‘They had a… quiet word in my ear, a few months back. Told me that I shouldn’t be touching any of the company’s products, including you. Said I should keep my distance if I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life creating chemical cocktails one-handed.’ He shook his head despondently. ‘What a mess.’
Crystal wasn’t ready to let up. ‘And now you turn up, out of the blue, like some phantom in a tracksuit, saying you’ve stolen from them, that you’re on the run and… and… look at my fucking door!’
Lek wasn’t listening anymore; he was talking to himself instead, ‘But how did he find me? How did he find me?’ He turned to Crystal. ‘This wasn’t the same guy who called you, was it?’
‘No. The guy on the phone had a thicker accent.’
‘I’m guessing that was probably Vidmar. But then how did Delić know I was here?’
Realisation dawned. He pulled out the two bundles of creds from the pockets of his sports suit – the C10,000 he kept back from the stash waiting for him in the Smarte Storage Locker at Victoria Station – and fanned though them. Sure enough, in the second bundle, he found another strip of clear plastic.
‘What is that?’ asked Crystal.
‘It’s another bug. A tracking device. That’s how he followed me here. They planted two bugs in the money, not one. Smart move. I’ve already dumped the first.’ Lek nodded with grudging new-found respect for Pechev. ‘And if this guy found me, then you can guarantee he isn’t the only one looking.’
He handed the plastic strip to Crystal, who took a moment to inspect it, before taking a cigarette lighter from her pocket.
‘No, don’t do that….’ Lek stared into middle distance, calculating something in his head. ‘Help me move the body out of sight.’
Together they shouldered Delić into the bedroom and left him sleeping like a baby.
‘What now?’
‘Like I said, we pay Danny Calabas a visit.’
Crystal looked perplexed but Lek continued, ‘We’ll take your car. I can’t keep wandering the streets while they’re searching for me. I’m playing right into their hands.’
‘My car’s in the garage – the biorg died a couple of weeks ago, and I haven’t got the money to get it fixed. Where’s your car anyway?’
‘Parked outside my flat. No way I can just walk back and pick it up. They’re bound to be expecting me to turn up there sooner or later… Ok, so we go to the garage first, then Calabas’ place.’
‘Hang on a minute. It’s you they’re after, not me. I could just let you walk out the door. Give me one good reason why I should come with you?’
‘I’ll give you three,’ said Lek. ‘First, whether you like it or not, you’re tied up in this now. I’m sorry about that, you can blame me, but that’s just the way it is. If they even suspect you of helping me escape, they’ll kill you.’
‘Go on…’ said Crystal, unmoved.
‘Second, do you really want to be here when sleeping beauty wakes up? I don’t think so.’
‘Fair enough. What’s the third?’
‘I love you. I’m escaping from this hell and I don’t want to leave you behind. Ever again.’



Chapter 12
Cesar Pitres hadn’t been able to concentrate when he sat with Janine and worked though the month’s payroll. He called the meeting to an early end, complaining of a headache, and retreated to the comfort of his private bathroom. He pulled a fresh hypo out of his gym bag, clipped a scion into the chamber and eased the needle into the thick muscles at the base of his neck. If the drugs had any effect these days, it was only a placebo, but he welcomed the sensation all the same. He closed his eyes, hoping for some release from the morning’s events, but in his mind he only saw his old friend’s troubled face and heard his pleas for help. It was useless. Perhaps a spell in the gym would ease the tension...
Cesar worked the weights for a full hour, lifting double his bodyweight on the bench-press, before taking out his repressed anger on the heavy bag for thirty minutes. By the time he had finished, the hundred pound bag showed a dent the size of a bin lid, but Cesar had hardly broken a sweat. He stared at his reflection in the full length mirrors covering the wall. On the surface, he looked like an ogre plucked straight from the pages of a book of fairy tales, but beneath it all, Cesar knew he was still a man, still human, still capable of feeling emotion, if not of showing it. And what he felt at that moment was guilt. He shook his massive head, spun on his heels and dealt the heavy bag a final crushing blow.
***
Vidmar cursed as he cruised around the corner of Stormont Street in his Enzyme just in time to see Gorski and the woman walk out of the high-rise. Ten minutes earlier and it would have all been over. He took some solace in the fact that his suspicion had been confirmed. Gorski might be a sad little scientist, wrapped up in his own statistics and calculations but if he was planning on running, even he would have to say his goodbyes first. Human nature again. It was also some consolation that the Doctor was still alive – at least that idiot Delić hadn’t found him yet. He slipped into a parking space, stepped out of the car and watched them disappearing in the direction of Clapham. He straightened his suit jacket. A kid walking by stared open-mouthed at the jagged scar on his face, and Vidmar grimaced back, hoping to give him nightmares that night. He was hungry and it was affecting his judgement. He sloped into Ely’s Pie and Mash Shop, sat down at a greasy table, ordered a plate of Thames eels and considered his next move.
***
Lou Tech’s Autoshop was hidden down a side street near Clapham Junction, next to an old scrap yard which was slowly being reclaimed by Mother Nature. Lek checked the streets again, acutely aware that he was still carrying the second iHare transponder in his pocket and could be pinpointed by Pechev’s men at any moment.
They stood in the forecourt of the garage for a few moments, trying the catch the attention of the mechanics busying themselves with nothing in particular.
Eventually they found Lou Tech himself. He rolled his eyes as he peered up through the engine of the Lexus Neuro and saw Crystal Purcell looking down at him. ‘If I’ve told you once, treacle-tart, I’ve told you a hundred times, no car rolls out of those gates until the bill has been paid. And I know, for a fact,’ he continued, as he shifted out from under the chassis, ‘that you don’t have the creds to get the job done, so unless you and your fella here want to push the piece of sh...’
Lek interrupted him, ‘How long will it take to fix?’
Lou wiped his hands on an oil-stained towel hanging from his belt, and squeezed his dirty fingers against the bridge of his nose. He had the look of an old film star from the turn of the Millennium who had fallen on hard times.
‘I’ve got to change the bio-shocks on this one. That one there needs an exhaust, methane-filter, haemic-filter. Then there’s a full service on the Rhesus over there. Then there’s hers.’ He pointed at the beaten–up Proto at the end of the workshop.
‘But the job itself, how long will that take?’
‘Oh, got you. Well, it’s just a dead biorg, so thirty minutes, three quarters of an hour max,’
‘And how much will it cost?’
‘600 cred.’
‘Bloody hell Lou, the car only cost me that much when I bought it!’ Crystal exclaimed.
‘Well it wasn’t a biorg then. Listen baby, these are mates’ rates. Take it to Spacagna’s Auto down the road, See how much he charges for a biorg upgrade.’
‘I’ll give you 1000 cred if you can fix it now. Right now.’
‘What’s your rush son? You on the run?’ Lou grinned. ‘Fine, a thousand. It’ll be purring in an hour. Are you going to wait? Watch a master at work if you like, or there’s a coffee machine in the office.’
Lou whistled loudly and had one of his lackeys roll the Proto over to the pit. He popped the bonnet and stared down at the dead biorg. In some ways, he loved the job these days – it was so much easier now than it had been fifteen years ago when he first got into the business, straight out of a seven year stretch as an engineer in the Legion. But in other ways, he missed getting his hands dirty - really dirty – fixing up engines, working around a problem to find a solution, before the advent of the biorg.
To think, the biorg revolution had started as a quirky idea on a children’s TV show. The heady techno-days had been and gone; the energy crisis had put paid to any more development in the field of telecommunications and electronics, and if the Hadron Collider disaster of ’27 hadn’t been enough to put the public off the idea of having a fridge-freezer powered by anti-matter and God-particles, the thought of having nothing to put in it certainly did. People had merrily returned to nature and embraced the notion of living off the land. Allotments sprang up all over the city. Carefully coiffured Japanese gardens had been converted into chicken runs and pig sties, vegetables grew in window-boxes, and fruit hung from hanging baskets. Overnight, funding for fission and fusion was pulled, and any research into their future usage was shelved. Since that time, the developed world had virtually stood still. The only advances of any kind were retroactive, built on technology which had since been surpassed and now, for the sake of the planet, were being brought back to life. That was the very thinking behind the biorg.
Whizzer had once been the most popular programme for the 8-11 year old market: a chunk of global prime-time children’s TV, where kids with nothing better to do were invited to share their ideas and inventions to revolutionise the planet. Amongst the usual rubbish which came in week after week – vacuum hoverboards, snot-powered rollerboots and the like – an eleven year old from Ipswich named Josie Waters put forward the idea of creating some kind of ‘super-rust’ which could work with metal rather than against it, helping machines to function not as inanimate objects but rather as living organisms. Josie had even supplied a pencil diagram of a car’s engine, covered in part by a blob of the so-called ‘super-rust’. The picture now hangs in the Europa Institute of Science and Technology in Prague, because somebody in Jetstream Technologies was clearly paying attention to Whizzer that night: within a month young Josie’s idea had been snapped up, patented and copyrighted for the bargain price of a lifetime’s supply of Kinder Eggs.
Jetstream, a Manchester-based company which primarily produced organic fuel additives and lubricants, had been searching for a new future since the energy crisis brought about the collapse of the motor industry. They saw Josie’s idea as their last big play. The science which followed was a work of art: genetically modified amphibian stem cells were combined with common ferric oxide to create Josie’s ‘super-rust’ (now ‘bio-organic-polymer-ferro-acetate-gel’) which believed, for want of a better word, that its job was to plug the holes in decomposing metal, rather than create them, meaning that vehicles and factory machinery could survive long beyond their normal life-expectancy.
What the scientists behind the research hadn’t foreseen however, was the cells’ ability to adapt to new circumstances. Evidence began to show that the super-rust could regenerate from the trauma of a road traffic accident or a fire for example, in the same way a living organism might. They went back to the bar and mixed a new cocktail. By taking motor-neurone stem cells, adding biological enzymes, immuno-rich white blood cells and huge amounts of the coagulant fibrinogen, the scientists had created the first ‘thinking’ organic-mechanical hybrid. They called it the biorg.
Biorg technology had come a long way since then, the science itself growing like one of its own precocious offspring. In 2036, researchers at SKAMS, the Skoda Academy of Motoring Science, produced preliminary evidence of a biorg assimilating the fuel system of its ailing Mazda, not only improving the car’s fuel efficiency in the weeks that followed, but furthermore enabling it to run on waste organic materials – nut husks, coffee grounds, even animal excrement. It was a nothing short of a breakthrough.
Lou Tech caught himself running a rubber-gloved hand over the sparse bristly hairs of the dead biorg in Crystal Purcell’s Proto. It seemed that biorgs themselves had a lifespan of around two years after inception into an average engine. After that, like any other living tissue, they withered and died. The one Lou was currently caressing looked like a large, grey, deflated balloon with shrivelled tendrils reaching into the workings of the engine.
He picked it up by the body with a pair of steel tongs, careful to pull the whole thing out in one piece, and then dropped it into a bio-hazard bin, which would be picked up by Oryx Waste Disposal at the end of the working day and emptied into the Thames. From the shelf, he took a new can of Host – chemical gel which provided a perfect environment for the biorg to thrive - and sprayed it all over the motor, making sure to cover the battery, carburettor, radiator and all the filters with the blue foam.
In a refrigerated combination safe at the back of the workshop, Lou kept his precious jar of biorgs. There were probably fifty five, maybe sixty left in this batch, and that represented around 20,000 cred after expenses. This jar was Lou’s livelihood. He unscrewed the lid, and still wearing his gloves, scooped out a single pea–green golf-ball sized organism. Holding it carefully in the palm of his hands, he walked back to the Proto and placed it in a puddle of Host which had formed on top of the battery.
In seconds the biorg had begun to grow in size and sprout tendrils, which wrapped around the various parts of the engine and pushed themselves into its pipes and tubes. It swelled and pulsated with life. Lek and Crystal looked on, him with scientific interest, her with growing disgust. She decided she could take no more when she noticed that it had grown its first tooth, and hooked it artfully around the casing of the air-filter.
She nudged Lek, ‘Let’s get a coffee.’
Lou had known they wouldn’t last, and he smiled paternally as he lowered the bonnet down gently on the biorg so that it wouldn’t burst.
‘So, what are you thinking?’ Crystal asked as they sat down on the battered sofa in Lou’s office.
‘About what?’
‘About all this. What are we going to do now? For all we know they could be waiting outside for us.’
‘No, they’re not. My guess is they’re trying to give me enough rope to hang myself.’
‘And me in the process?’ Crystal raised her eyebrows.
‘I’m sorry about that. But if we play this right, if we’re smart, we can start a new life. Together.’ He paused, then looked into Crystal’s eyes. ‘How would you feel about that?’
‘But where will we go? Pechev’s bound to have contacts all over Europa. He’ll only have to say the word, put a price on your head….’ she left the rest unsaid.
‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. I’ve thought about going to the police, explaining who I am, what I do, what I’ve seen. I imagine they must have some kind of witness protection scheme I could sign up for? I don’t know really. Cesar – you remember me telling you about him? The Dynagym guy? Yes, well, Cesar thinks that Pechev’s entire business goes far beyond just the drugs, so maybe he’ll just take the hit and let me walk away. You never know.’ Lek tried to sound optimistic.
She closed her hand around his, ‘No, Lek, listen to me. You need to accept that you, that we, probably aren’t going to get out of this in one piece. You said yourself you know too much. Even if by some miracle, we do manage to escape, they are going to come after us, believe me.’
‘Pechev has enemies too. Maybe I could offer myself to one of his competitors in Slovenia or Slovakia. It’s an up and coming market - lots of opportunities for transferable skills like mine. I could hammer out a better deal. You know, something along the lines of, ‘I’ll make your illegal drugs, and you don’t leave severed heads in my fridge and threaten to cut off my hands’.
‘Try to be serious, for Harrison’s sake.’
‘Alright, alright. I’m sorry. There is something else. In Vienna. It’s called the Rubicon Institute. It’s a facility, funded by the government, for scion-abusers who haven’t yet caused permanent damage to themselves: people who still have a chance to reverse the effects of the drugs. It’s ground-breaking work, stripping back the DNA to its original form. Anyway, I was thinking I might be able to contact them, somehow, Rubicon, that is. If I was working indirectly for the government, they might be able to offer me some degree of security from Pechev. And I’m sure they would be able to find a use for me.’
‘Yeah, target practice...’
‘No, come on, I am being serious now. If I created this situation, chances are I’m the one who can fix it, no? The way I see it, I could work for them as some kind of undercover agent. Help them crack the codes, you know? Show them my working out.’
‘Right. Like the working out in your infamous recipe book?’ Crystal said, her tongue lodged firmly in her cheek.
Lek laughed for the first time that day. ‘Ah, you saw through that one, did you?’
‘I put two and two together back in the flat, once I stopped fearing for my life.’
The smile died on Lek’s lips. ‘Crystal, I… I was trying to think on my feet. If I’d known for one moment that he was…. you know I would never have let him hurt you. You know I…’
‘Yes, I know. And I should have told you about the phone-call. We wouldn’t have even been in that situation if I had. But these people are killers Lek. I don’t need to tell you that. What is he going to find inside that locker anyway?’
‘Well, if everything goes to plan, he won’t find a thing. I suppose I could leave my old notebook behind for him though. Sort of a consolation prize.’
‘Anything of interest in that?’
‘Only some poor attempts at love poetry.’
‘Really?’
Lek nodded and Crystal closed her eyes as he leaned in towards her....
‘Your car’s ready!’ Lou stuck his head around the door. ‘You’re paying in cash, yeah?’



Chapter 13
On a filthy blood-stained mattress, on the floor of a living room in a derelict house on Electric Avenue, Roma Bruce woke up. She yawned, licked her lips and opened her yellow eyes. A shaft of afternoon sunlight picked up the dust motes floating in the air. She rolled off the mattress and onto all fours, stretching out her limbs and arching her back. Without a thought, she reached out for last night’s hypo, and shot a full vial of Lupinex in between her toes. In an instant, it felt so fucking good to be alive again, and the whole world belonged to her. She raised her head and drank in the myriad scents and aromas that London had to offer on a hot afternoon in October. It was still too early to call the pack, but just the thought of the rumble set her blood on fire. She stood up – it was getting harder these days – and loped into the kitchen. The windows were all smashed, and fat bluebottles buzzed around a hunk of liver on the floor. Roma crouched over it, breathed deeply and sunk her canines into it with relish. She was as naked as the day she was born. But very different.
***
Danny Calabas had an aversion to needles. The very thought of sticking a pin into himself brought him out in a cold sweat. For that reason he preferred to take his drugs orally whenever possible, or anally when he had to. With a grunt, he pushed the Natterjack-Up suppository into his rectum, wiped his fingers on his denim shorts and clattered out of the cubicle, unleashing a torrent of abuse on the Filipino cleaner mopping the bathroom floor for invading his privacy. He didn’t even know which one she was. Kai-phen maybe, who could tell?
Natterjack-Up was a slow-release scion, completely illegal, which over a twenty-four hour period dripped essence of toad into the bloodstream, leaving the user in a permanent state of heightened sexual desire, coupled with a pleasing sense of woozy apathy. Frequent abusers enjoyed the added side-effect of sweating weak hallucinogenic drugs through their pores, and could be seen licking themselves, or indeed being licked, in doorways and back-alleys around the city. Danny Calabas had been addicted for years, and found it the perfect drug in his line of work. Vidmar kept him in constant supply, in return for the use of Danny’s Serbian prostitutes every now and again.
Danny’s club was called the Shangri-La, and it sat proudly on the corner of Upper and Theberton Street. It was an institution in the club scene north of the river, and offered patrons three levels of enjoyment: a grimy speakeasy in the cellar, with secluded wipe-clean booths, a Castro-cave and a back street entrance which meant it stayed open after electricurfew. Upstairs was the day-club cum lap-dancing bar, one of the few operating in this part of town, with a private function room for hire. There was even a kitchen too, serving the usual fare: meat-sticks, burgers and fries, but even the mashed-up regulars knew better than to touch the stuff. Finally, the top floor housed the brothel, ‘The Swinging Hammocks’ as it was known, where Danny’s girls – mainly young Eastern Europans who had been duped into believing they were coming to London to work as au-pairs or cleaners – performed their duties in tiny single-bedded cells, two metres by three, some of which even had a view of the brickwork of the building opposite. Danny Calabas, the warty, bloated 48 year old, who still lived with his mother in Mile End, was master of it all. He shuffled into his office at the back of the club, kicked a couple of boxes of toilet paper out of the way and flopped into his swivel chair with a deep sigh. The inside of his wrist tasted vaguely of aniseed, and Danny stretched his arms out widely like a monarch looking out over his glittering realm of sunflowers and melting clouds, and belched loudly.
It felt good to be in a car again. Crystal’s Proto might have looked like a wreck, but with the new biorg under the bonnet, it was running like a dream. Lek felt safe for the first time in hours - moving at speed, rather than skulking around the side streets hoping not to be spotted. The city was beginning to fill up again: the climate change in London had led to a shift in the working routine - most people tended to start earlier and finish later in order to take a couple of hours’ siesta in the middle of the day. Lek caught a glimpse of Big Ben as they crossed the river at Westminster – it was nearly four o’ clock. Still over six hours to kill, or be killed.
‘What exactly are you planning to say to Calabas?’ Crystal asked.
‘Don’t worry. I’m going to make him an offer he can’t refuse.’ Lek had heard that line in an old film he had watched as part of the Leicester Square Open Air Oscar Winners’ Weekend last year, and it had stuck in his head. ‘He’s a businessman after all.’
‘He’s a slippery bastard, Lek. He’s a toad, in all senses of the word. You don’t know him like I do.’
‘I’ve met him a couple of times, through work mostly. Vidmar likes to keep him sweet, so I make him up his own variant of Natterjack-Up. He’s got a thing about needles apparently.’
‘Yes, never touches them. He beat up one of the girls once for taking her insulin jab in the same room as him. Justified it by saying he wouldn’t be able to eat for a week with the nausea.’
‘Poor lamb,’ said Lek sarcastically. He put a hand inside his sports-suit top, fished around in a pocket full of vials and hypos, and drew out the two stacks of cred. It had been so tempting to lay-off the transponder on Lou Tech, but he was just an honest mechanic, if there was such a thing. ‘Keep your eyes on the road, Crystal’.
‘That’s a lot of money to be handling so…. casually.’
‘Let’s get rid of it then,’ he said, with a grin.
It came as no surprise to Vidmar to see Crystal Purcell and Lek Gorski walk out of an underground car-park two streets down from the Shangri-La. As soon his original suspicion had been confirmed, when he saw them leaving hand-in hand from her high-rise, Lek Gorski’s intentions revealed themselves to Vidmar like an easy cipher-square puzzle in the newspaper. He was sitting in a window seat of the Mash-Up on Upper Street, the harsh afternoon sunlight against the plate glass masking his presence completely from the couple, so they walked past within feet of him, ignorant to the danger they were in. Gorski even looked cheerful, although he did glance back over his shoulder a couple of times to check they weren’t being followed. Don’t these people know who they’re dealing with? thought Vidmar. He sucked on the straw of his papaya echinacea shake and watched the sway of Crystal Purcell’s hips as she sauntered down the road, brushing her hand through the tall wild flowers sprouting from the cracks in the pavement. Stay focused, he told himself, and traced a finger down his scar. He paid and walked in the opposite direction from his target, checking his watch before disappearing down the ramp and into the car-park.



Chapter 14
A thin sliver of light broke through the depths of the tar pit where Delić was drowning and his mind swam up to breathe again. So deep was the induced slumber of the sloth extract, he had felt he was dreaming within his dreams, sleeping within the sleep, pinned beneath the weight of a thousand fur coats laid on top of him, and the faint drumming of his blood pulsing in his ears was the bass beat of the music playing at the party downstairs. Delić opened his eyes and saw an unfamiliar ceiling. It was several minutes before the leaden stupor in his limbs lifted and he was able to finally move again. He slowly swung his legs off the oil-bed and sat up, holding his bowling ball head in his hands. He ran his fingers his scalp, but couldn’t find any fresh lumps or bleeding. His thoughts trickled gradually into lucidity like treacle from a spoon.
What had they done? Drugged him? Possibly. Who are they? The Scientist. The… Doctor. Gorski. Yes! Gorski. And somebody else? Can’t remember. Maybe. But Gorski definitely. Hold on to that one. And why are you looking for him again? For the money. Yes. No. For Pechev. No. There was something else. Why am I looking for Gorski?
Something tickling his subconscious, like an ant crawling over his cortex, something on the tip of his tongue, a taste….
The recipe book.
Delić had to move, but his legs refused to comply. He fell face first on to the bedroom floor and had to drag himself commando-style into the lounge. He saw the smashed lock and splintered wood of the front door and finally his memories of the meeting earlier that day broke through the dam of his drug-induced haze. He pulled out his iHound and sent out the signal for the iHare. The coordinates came back in a fraction of a second. Delić looked at them with doubt for a moment, but let it go. He didn’t feel he could sit on a motorbike just yet, so he stumbled to the kitchen, struggled to open the fridge and pulled out a litre of Limpopo Mineral. He sat back against the wall and drank it dry while the grogginess wore off.
***
‘We’ll take the back-stairs,’ said Crystal, ‘There’s no need to let the bouncers know we’re here.’
‘He will be here, won’t he?’ Lek asked, suddenly unsure of his plan.
‘Oh yes, he only goes home to sleep. Otherwise he would never leave. Come on.’
‘Wait!’ said Lek, trying to keep his voice down.
‘What’s the matter?’
He stared around, his eyes wild, before breathing out, ‘Nothing. I just.... I just keep getting this feeling that we’re being followed.’
‘We probably are, hon. Come on.’
They climbed a rusted wrought-iron flight of steps at the back of the building, up to the top floor where Crystal thumbprinted a Smarte-bell and a heavy security door clicked open. The air in the corridors of The Swinging Hammocks was heavy with the smell of sex. Crystal was used to it, having survived her teenage years in one of the many cells, but to Lek the rank smell of blood and sweat was almost too much. He fought back the urge to gag, trying not to think of the thin Eastern Europan girls laying back, bending over, kneeling down in the rooms behind the thin plywood doors. He heard a deep groan of pleasure from one of the customers, but otherwise no other sound. The corridors were quiet.
‘It’s still early,’ said Crystal, as if reading his mind, ‘This way,’ and she led Lek back down to the floor below, via the staff staircase to the thumping bass of the Shangri-La day-club and the tiny office where a puffy faced man seemed to be peering over a pile of dirty laundry. In truth, it was Danny Calabas, slumped in his swivel chair, staring intently into the middle-distance with a lascivious grin playing on his lips. It took a moment before his glazed bloodshot eyes registered the presence of other people in his office.
‘Crystal.’ He croaked. ‘How’s the scars baby? Healing nicely?’ He turned his head slowly, licked the back of his hand, and tried to focus on Lek’s face through a field of poppies. ‘Gorski. I heard your name on the grapevine today. What a surprise. So what can I do for you two lovebirds?’
‘How much would it cost to buy one of your girls, Danny?’ Lek began, without preamble, and he felt Crystal’s eyes turn on him.
‘Ha! Which one you got in mind, doc? Lara? Sirita? Aija? It don’t matter. They ain’t for sale. None of them.’
‘Oh come on, everything’s for sale, Dan, at the right price.’ Crystal heard that same cold tone in Lek’s voice again.
‘I’ll drink to that!’ Calabas replied ‘Shit, I want that line on my headstone!’
‘So how much? For Crystal here?’ Lek asked.
‘You two planning on…. running away?’ said Danny, with a glint in his eye that suggested he knew more than he was letting on.
‘Well, Crystal could run away any day of the week, but some twisted sense of loyalty keeps bringing her back to you. Maybe because you told her that if she didn’t play the game, rather than burn her nipples, you’d put one of her eyes out next time she stepped out of line. Isn’t that right Dan?’ Lek paused for effect. He stood up, closed and locked the office door. ‘Somebody once told me a good deal is only a good deal when everybody walks away happy.’ He picked up the telephone from the desk, and in one fluid movement, wrenched the cable from the socket. Crystal gasped and even Danny snapped out of his trance. ‘So here’s the deal: I am going to give you this 5,000 cred,’ he said, pulling one of the bundles from his pocket, and Calabas’ toadish eyes bulged even further out of their sockets. ‘That figure is non-negotiable, by the way, and in return, you’re going to let Miss Purcell here walk out of this filthy cess pit you call The Shangri-La – what a joke that is – and never come back.’
Calabas gave a dry nervous laugh. ‘The thing is Gorski, she may be older than the rest of the girls and sure, she hasn’t got many miles left in her...’ Lek stole a glance at Crystal, who looked like she might stab either of the men in the room at any given moment ‘... but she’s worth at least four times...’
‘Oh wait, Danny,’ said Lek coolly, ‘I haven’t finished yet. Hear me out. So, C5,000 for Crystal, which you’ll happily accept, because if you don’t...’ Lek reached into his other pocket and pulled out a handful of vials and hypos ‘... then I’ll personally mix you some brand new scions right here and now, and jab them into your eyeballs.’
At the sight of the needles, Danny Calabas recoiled like a vampire from a crucifix. He broke out in a sweat, which stood out on his warty forehead like oily bubbles, and his already greenish skin turned ashen.
Lek laid it on thick, ‘I don’t even know what I’ve got here,’ he joked, picking up the vials one by one, ‘let’s see, swordfish... bear... pig... crab.... worker-ant.... what a range. Think of the possibilities.’
‘Put... them... away! Please.’ spluttered Calabas. ‘Just get the fuck out of here! Take that whore with you!’
In a flash, Lek leaned over the desk, grabbed him by the collar and hoisted him off his chair. He picked up a single hypo, flicked the cap off and held it to Calabas’ neck. ‘Don’t make me angry Dan. I wouldn’t want our deal to turn sour. You wouldn’t want to find one of these sticking out of your pillow in Mummy’s house, would you?’
Lek managed to push Calabas away just before he vomited bile down his shirt front. Calabas wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve and swore violently.
‘Get out of my club. You and your... woman. And keep your money!’
‘No, I insist’ said Lek, and threw the bundle of banknotes at Danny Calabas’ head. ‘A deal’s a deal.’



Chapter 15
Apart from a few hairy moments when he had tried to take the odd corner too quickly and nearly lost the bike from under him, Delić was feeling better. The afternoon heat was fading and the cooler air against his face was helping him stay awake. He had stuffed in a handful of goji berries before leaving the flat, and his belief alone in their cure-all properties had done wonders for his groggy head. He changed gear and gunned the throttle on his Suzuki Plasma, roaring over Blackfriars Bridge. The biorg, wrapped around the motorbike engine beneath him like a fat yellow octopus, responded to the change and throbbed against his thighs. Delić felt the bike and its biorg were part of him, a single being on the chase. All he could think of was Gorski and the recipe book. He dipped his head against the wind and pushed the bike even faster through the traffic, the tails of his raincoat flapping out behind him and revealing the twin Meisters strapped against his naked torso.
***
Crystal pushed Lek through a fire door and into the Shangri-La day club. In the pitch darkness, he strained to make out the forms and faces of the nocto-goggled clubbers, high on Dolphine and grinding against one another in their kinetic-sound-suits, each producing a different vibe or pitch which made up the cacophony of so-called music. Lek hadn’t been to one of these places in years, and he still found them bizarre, if not a little disconcerting. Groupthink Music started in San Francisco in the early thirties, when experimental jazz club owners put the onus on the audience to provide their own entertainment and gave everybody at the door a cheap musical instrument to bang or blow for the duration of the evening. Anybody not playing was summarily kicked out of the club. It wasn’t until Zimmer Zimmer, a German DJ vibing in a small club in Hamburg designed the first sound-suit, which created its own noise based on the rhythm and speed of his movements, that the genre really took off. It was an explosion in the clubbing world, and sounded the death knell for the Cowell Inc. chart-based superclubs and dancehalls, where DJs only ever played the new wavs of flash-in-the-pan wannabes covering old classics. Groupthink was something else, pulling collectively on the crowd mentality to create a new-clubbing experience. Every night was different, the music constantly evolving, depending on the mood in the room. Instigators were the new DJs: individuals who could single-handedly change-up the tempo or cool it off as the day wore on. They were often the ones seen doing lines of Border-Collie off the toilet cisterns, and on more than one occasion in recent months, dance-floor wars between heavy-hitting instigators had boiled over into violence, as two or more had struggled to be the one controlling the crowd.
It was five o’ clock and although the siesta crowd had mostly left, the dance-floor was still packed, moving like a single homogonous cell of humanity to music that sounded like it was being beamed down from outer-space. Lek turned to say something to Crystal, but received a hard slap in the face instead.
‘How dare you?!’ she screamed at him over the music. ‘Do you think I’m just a piece of meat that you and that wanker in there can fight over? How dare you?!’ she screamed again.
‘It’s not like that!’ Lek tried to explain.
‘And 5000 creds! A lousy five grand! Is that all I’m worth to you?!’
‘There’s more than that at stake here!’ Lek shouted, grabbing at her arms in the dark, as she struggled to smack him again. ‘More than your pride! Can’t you see that?!’
The fight went out of Crystal, and Lek spoke as softly as he could above the music. ‘I couldn’t put a price on your head. Don’t you understand? I just can’t leave you behind. And I can’t take you without at least trying to make sure you’ll be safe from him.’
‘I know. I know.’ Crystal sighed and Lek felt the tears on her face as he kissed her. She turned him around slowly and held him against the wall, pressing her body against his. The music swelled and pulsated in their ears and for a moment they were alone in a sea of obscurity, existing only for one another.
Lek pulled her over to a nearby sofa, where they joined a couple of semi-conscious Chillaxed clubbers. Crystal slipped their nocto-goggles from their heads and handed a pair to Lek. When he pulled them on the entire room appeared before him in shades of green, infrared and ultra-violet. And there was Crystal, smiling at him seductively in the half light. There, hidden in the darkness from the rest of the world, Lek had a fleeting feeling that they might just make it out alive. She turned around on the sofa and curled her body against his, and he buried his face in the nape of her neck, kissing her softly and breathing in the very essence of her. He thought about her perfect genes, thought about grafting her DNA on to his and feeling her, part of him, on the most fundamental level: in his bones, in his blood, on his tongue and under his skin. He wanted her there and then; could have stayed on that sofa forever, with the strange music and the soft glow of the mood-lights washing over him like the Aurora Borealis.
But Lek knew better, and he touched his lips against Crystal’s cheek one more time and reluctantly pushed her away. ‘We have to go,’ he said, ‘someone is coming.’
***
Roma Bruce stood on the steps of her high-rise in the warmth of the October sun and called the pack. Her strangled howl - half wolf, half human - echoed off the walls of the housing estate and from the doorways of the tower blocks across the way, a group of five hooded figures loped into view. These were the top echelon of Roma’s gang - the Brixton Wolves. There were scores of soldiers spread throughout this part of South London, but Roma, as alpha–female of the pack, dealt only with these five, her lieutenants. One by one they approached her, bowing in respect before offering their necks as a sign of deference. Roma stood before them, saying nothing at first, letting her yellow eyes bore into them all and revelling in her power. Some people are born into greatness, others have it thrust upon them, but Roma Bruce had earned her stripes on the mean streets of Brixton, fighting hard and killing ruthlessly when necessary. She was the worthy leader of the human-wolf pack and would fight tooth and claw to hold on to her position until somebody tough enough, or lucky enough, ripped it from her.
‘How is our stash?’ she growled, focusing her gaze on Zevon, her right hand man.
‘Low, Roma. We’ve been pushing it hard lately and there hasn’t been a chance to…’ Zevon began, by way of an apology.
‘Don’t worry. There’s plenty of time before the pack-clash tonight.’ Of all of them, she knew that Zevon would never betray her. She stared into his golden eyes and felt something stirring inside her. She could smell the lust in him. Maybe later, she thought, I’ll give him the honour of climbing on to my back. Maybe.
Roma had known Zevon all her life: they had mugged their first kid together in a back alley near The Academy on a hot summer night in 2032. She remembered how the kid had pissed himself when they appeared and how they had taken his creds, leather vest and signet ring and then beaten him senseless just for the thrill of it, just because they hadn’t imagined that he would have handed over all his possessions without a fight. Good times, she thought. It was even Zevon who, two years later, when just the sound of heroin sizzling on a spoon was starting to upset her stomach, suggested they try something new, and offered her a vial of Lupinex. They had never looked back. Six years on: no family, no job, no fixed abode, and no belongings to speak of, and yet Roma Bruce was a queen, with no regrets.
‘Show me then,’ she ordered, and the five turned out the pockets of their hoodies and shorts to reveal what little cash and drugs they had between them. ‘We are low,’ she murmured. ‘Give me one each and fight amongst yourselves for whatever’s left.’ Dahlia Ortega, the only other female in the pack, a tall grey-haired girl of seventeen, who would have been beautiful had it not been for the long sideburns and patches of rough fur on her cheeks, curled her lip at the order.
‘Problem, bitch?’ snapped Roma, aggressively, and Dahlia lowered her eyes and joined the others. Roma lay down on her front in the doorway while the pack prepared their hypos. If the pain in her legs was excruciating, she didn’t show it.
‘Where would you like it, Roma?’ asked the twins, Ronnie and Reggie, in unison.
‘One in the back of each knee, one in my spine, two in the neck,’ she replied, and her five loyal lieutenants rolled up her clothing and obediently eased their needles into her flesh. She growled in pleasure and ran her long tongue over her teeth, allowing herself a moment to think about Zevon slipping himself into her before she felt the drugs working in her muscles.
The band of five were scrapping on a grass verge over the remaining gel-caps, catching each other with sharp canines and pointed nails, drawing blood if need be, to make sure they got their share. ‘Hold back,’ shouted Roma. ‘We’ve got three hours to sunset, five to curfew. Save your energy for the hunt.’



Chapter 16
Danny Calabas was so shaken up by Gorski’s needles, that no amount of licking himself could draw him from his waking nightmare: he needed something else. His dragged his sorry figure upstairs to the Swinging Hammocks and unlocked the door of one of the cells. He’d had his eye on one of the new Eastern Europan ‘exchange students’ since the day she arrived. Her name was Beatrise, but Danny didn’t know or care. She had been studying to be a clinical psychologist in Riga, when she had been approached by one of Pechev’s associates in the mafia, who lured her to London with the promise of a budding career in a mental institution in Camberwell. Here she was, however, cowering - more like patient than doctor - in the corner of her cell. She looked like she hadn’t slept, eaten or washed in days, but Calabas didn’t mind. He even preferred his girls that way, and grabbing her viciously by the wrist, he swung her petite frame on to the bed. She tried to protest, crying out in her own language, but Calabas only gave her a few light slaps around the face to shut her up. Beatrise whimpered as he pulled up her filthy dress, ripped off his jacket and undid his belt and zip with one hand, awkwardly pushing his denim shorts down to his knees. She wasn’t ready for him, would never have been, but Calabas pressed the weight of his bloated body against her and forced himself inside, blotting out the sickening thoughts of Gorski, his bitch and the sordid deal as he did so. The whole sick affair lasted only a matter of minutes before Calabas grunted in pleasure, broke wind poisonously and rolled off Beatrise. ‘Get out,’ he mumbled, and when she didn’t move, but instead lay sobbing next to him, still half-trapped underneath his bulk, he screamed the words in her face, spittle flying from his lips, and she pulled herself away and ran from the room. He didn’t care where she went, or even if she tried to escape. He pulled the grimy sheet over his head and fell into a fitful sleep.
***
Vidmar was already beginning to feel the sting of pressure when Pechev beeped him. He went to the skypephone just down from the Mash-Up, thumbprinted and called him straight back.
‘Any progress?’ Pechev asked.
‘I’m sitting outside The Shangri-La - you know, Calabas’ club on Upper Street? – Gorski’s inside.’
‘Why is he there?’ Pechev sounded genuinely confused.
‘He’s been having some ooh-la-la with one of Danny’s dancers, a woman named Crystal Purcell. My guess is he’s trying to cut some kind of protection deal for her, or maybe for both of them. I can’t quite work it out.’
‘Well, Vidmar, my boy, I suggest you go in there and see if you can work it out. There’s half a million cred in this for you, in case you had forgotten. I’d like to see a little - how do you say? – hussle. Otherwise I might have to let every two-bit hired street-thug know that Doctor Gorski is fair game. Where’s Delić?’
‘Probably a million miles away. I’ve got to go.’
He crossed the street and approached the two uniformed bouncers standing with their hands crossed in front of them. One of them, Stanislav, recognised Vidmar and almost smiled when Vidmar pushed a couple of vials of Torox into his outstretched hand.
‘You want in?’ rumbled the doorman.
Vidmar nodded.
‘You carrying?’
Vidmar nodded again, pushing his jacket back to show the 38 Bertruzzi at his waist.
‘No trouble in there, Vidmar. OK? Bring it outside if you have to.’
‘That’s the plan, Stan.’
The bouncer tilted his head towards the doors and Vidmar walked in.
Any hopes he had of finding Lek and Crystal evaporated as he stepped into the darkness. At this time of the day, the majority of clubbers were already inside and the booth selling nocto-goggles and phono-gloves had already closed. Vidmar shuffled blindly through the crowd, keeping his hand on the pistol at his hip. He closed his eyes and tried to stay focused, but he felt the press of the clubbers and the sense of failure closing in on him. Pechev’s words were still ringing in his ears. Pushing his way through the throng, through the din of plucked electro-zithers and droning digiteridoos, he made his way to the bathroom.
Lek stood stock still and held Crystal close as he watched Vidmar feeling his way through the crowd towards them, his frowning face floating in the electric green of the nocto-vision. He walked so close by, Lek felt Vidmar’s hand touch his arm, watched him turn and look straight into Lek’s eyes, but see nothing. His scar looked as livid as a fresh whiplash, and Lek felt a shiver of revulsion.
Vidmar stared for a moment at the young women on the other side of the two way-mirror, touching up their make-up and pouting as they applied fresh lip-skins. A sense of calm and purpose washed over him as soon as he rubbed some Bloodhound into his gums, but then, he felt something more: a tingling, an itching in the palm of his hand told him that Gorski had been within reaching distance - they had touched! - and he turned and ran from the bathroom and back into the blackness of the club.



Chapter 17
Lek and Crystal were out of the door, past the bouncers and sprinting along the street to the car-park hand in hand, when Delić’s bike came hurtling round the corner. Lek dragged Crystal back into the shadows of a shop doorway just in time. His heart was pumping and he cursed his own audacity: it had been a bold move visiting Calabas, something he wouldn’t have considered doing the day before. But Lek was trapped in a corner and had to change his tactics. Had to change who he was. ‘This isn’t a game,’ he said to himself under his breath, but he knew deep down that it was exactly that: a game of life and death. He had stayed too long in one place, taken too many chances and now they had found him. It was their move. He peered around the doorway, convinced, as he had been all afternoon, that there was somebody watching them. He saw Delić approaching the entrance to the club, checking a textabeep as he went.
***
‘Delić,’ said Stanislav ‘What’s with you guys today?’
‘What do you mean?’ Delić asked, his speech still slurred.
‘Your buddy Vidmar’s already inside. What’s going on?’
Delić pushed past them and ran into the darkness, breaking the rhythm of the sensual chill-out groupthink as he sent clubbers clattering into one another and knocked a couple to the ground. He had to get to Gorski before Vidmar had him in mistress-cuffs, had him back in Pechev’s office, had his hands on the half-million cred. Delić took a look at the flashing figures on the iHound - Gorski had to be close. He barrelled his way through the crowd, found the back door marked ‘Private’ and was bathed in light once again. Upstairs – the iHound vibrating in his palm as it sensed the iHare close by - sixty feet away - taking the steps three at a time – thirty feet away – the doors of the Swinging Hammocks’ cells – twenty feet – the skinny blonde girl, crying, sitting on the floor, pointing – the iHound finding its mark and letting out a high-pitched electronic bark as Delić burst through the flimsy door and only saw the shape of a man hiding beneath the bed-sheet.
Delić, his pulse thumping in his eardrums, his head still bleary and his judgement clouded from the sloth-extract, thought only of taking revenge on Gorski and stealing his precious recipe book. For an instant, Delić saw a vision of his own future: Pechev’s drug empire in the palm of his hand: more women and cred and goji berries than he could ever wish for, and he pulled the Meisters from their holsters and unloaded two whole clips into the body on the bed. The sound was deafening in such a cramped space. He stood in the mist of cordite and watched the blood stains blossom like camellia flowers, before taking his clasp-knife out of his pocket, reaching under the sheet and pulling out the corpse’s right hand. He placed the dead hand against the bedside table and hacked the thumb off in a few bloody strokes, wrapped it in a scrap of fabric ripped from the sheet and placed it in his pocket. The iHound was still barking: the only sound in the eerie silence which followed the gunshots. There, in the inside pocket of a jacket discarded on the floor, Delić found the bundle of 5000 creds; the iHare transponder tucked neatly between the bills. Waste not, want not, he thought, picking up the cash, and left.
Vidmar was standing outside, sniffing the air and questioning Stanislav the bouncer when Delić walked out of the club looking like the cat who had got the cream.
‘You’re too late, skidmark. It’s all over,’ Delić announced proudly.
‘It that so?’ Vidmar replied, unfazed. ‘Where is he then, wise-guy?’
‘Sadly,’ said Delić, enjoying the moment, ‘the good doctor has passed away. Time of death, oh, about five minutes ago. What were you doing out here? Biding your time?’
‘Nice move, shit head. Have you forgotten the deal? Pechev’s going to have your head on a plate for this.’
‘Fuck Pechev. I’ve got bigger things in mind.’
‘Oh yeah? Like what?’
‘Like Gorksi’s recipe book, all the secrets to Pechev’s empire, stashed in a locker at the train station. Mine, all mine, baby. Not to mention the hundred K. Pocket change, but still. Some you win, some you lose, scarface. See you around.’
And with that, Delić jumped on his Plasma, gunned the engine and sped away.
‘What was all that about?’ Stanislav asked.
‘He thinks Gorski’s dead,’ Vidmar replied.
‘The guy you’re looking for? But he just ran out of here, like, five minutes ago.’
‘I know,’ Vidmar said, with a grin. The bouncer had only confirmed what he already knew: the Bloodhound coursing in Vidmar’s veins told him that Gorski was still very much alive. He shook a cigarette out of his packet and was about to light it, when Stan grabbed his hand,
‘Sorry Vid, you can’t smoke out here. You know the law. You’ll have to go inside.’



Chapter 18
Lek and Crystal stole an urgent kiss in the cool of the underground car-park before getting into the Proto. ‘Where are we going?’ said Crystal.
‘It doesn’t matter. They have no way of tracking us now. I gave the bug to Calabas.’
‘Of course you did,’ she replied, shaking her head. ‘That’s what you were doing. I should have known you were up to something. It wasn’t about me.’
‘It wasn’t entirely about you,’ said Lek, smiling.
‘You’re not just a pretty face, Lek Gorski,’ she said and leaned over for another kiss. ‘So, where to?’
‘All we have to do,’ said Lek,’ is lie low. So somewhere quiet. Anywhere. Just drive for now.’
Crystal turned the engine over and the new biorg purred willingly.
***
Arid Bomani was the fifteen year old son of a well-to-do family from the Ivory Coast. His father was in shipping. His mother was a primary school inspector. He had a sister too, Elona, who was studying geology at the University of Madrid and had once played netball for England. He had enjoyed a sheltered upbringing in Notting Hill. He liked cinema-shows, snake-boarding and playing the clarinet. At weekends, his father often took him to the horse-races in Epsom and Ascot, and occasionally monster truck rallies at the Crawley Exhibition Centre. At school, he had many friends and was well liked by his teachers. He excelled in languages and mathematics. He liked a girl in his biology class called Sarah Howarth, and they had kissed once at a disco organised by the local youth centre. Arid Bomani knelt in front of the toilet, rolled a five cred note into a straw and snorted a line of raw Hyenarc off the toilet-lid. He always washed his hands after using the bathroom. Arid Bomani was a good boy.
‘What have you been doing?’ his father snapped, as Arid reappeared in the lounge with his party hat, which he had forgotten he was wearing, sitting at a new jaunty angle on his head. ‘We are waiting to cut the cake.’
Arid tried not to laugh at the banality of the situation, but the giggles just bubbled up and out of him. ‘Look at you!’ said his father, ‘You’re a buffoon! Why can’t you be more like your sister?’ Elona, home for a few days, was busying herself with the children around the table. It was some cousin’s birthday and Arid’s parents had agreed to throw the party at their house, where there was more space for the kids to play. Arid looked out of the window and managed to stifle another laugh when he saw a grown man dressed as a clown, sitting on a giant bouncy castle in the garden, taking a spare moment to smoke a cigarette. Arid’s father slapped him once around the head – he knew his son had been upstairs masturbating again, and was about to berate him for it, when he saw the disapproving look in his wife’s eyes and thought better of it. ‘Take some digisnaps, buffoon!’ he commanded instead, and handed Arid the camera to record the occasion of some kid, surrounded by some more kids, in somebody else’s house, blowing out the candles on a crap caterpillar cake. Arid Bomani burst out laughing and inadvertently took a digisnap of his own shoes.
The phone rang. His mother answered it. ‘Arid!’ she called, ‘it is Osaze on the phone.’
Thank John Lennon, thought Arid and ran upstairs. ‘I’ll take it in my room!’ he shouted.
‘How’s it going Bro?’ said Osaze, Arid’s best friend.
‘Jambo Osaze man, what is happening?’
‘Tonight’s the night, bro. Are you coming?’
‘Yes! Yes!’ The excitement in Arid’s voice reaching fever pitch.
‘Come now then. We are at my house!’
Arid put up a few weak arguments which Osaze merely batted away, until he finally agreed to leave. He changed into a leather vest, wet-dry-shorts and seal-skin pumps. He tucked a knife into the inside pocket of his vest, picked up a wad of creds from his console drawer and headed back down to the party.
He had hoped to slip away unnoticed, but his mother was in the hall, gossiping with the mother of one of the other children.
‘Are you going out?’
‘Yes mother. To Osaze’s house. To play Liteball.’
‘Good boy. Don’t be late home,’ said his mother, and she cupped her hands around his face and kissed him on the forehead. He is growing up, she thought sadly, as she noticed the hairs around his lips and chin, and the firm set of his jaw line. He will be a fine man.
***
Delić stood before the bank of Smarte Storage Lockers at Victoria Station and realised his mistake. There must have been a thousand or more, and he had no idea which one contained Gorski’s book and the cash. He wished he’d asked the doctor a few more questions before he had shot him. He took the severed thumb from his pocket, looked around him and briefly considered pushing it against a few readers at random. There were Terror-Guards all around the station concourse, however, and although Pechev had the Met Police in his pocket, even they couldn’t turn a blind eye to a skinhead trying to rob a locker with another man’s dismembered digit. There was only one solution: Delić would have to wait until the Smarte Locker automatically popped open when the cred in its clock ran out, otherwise he would have to wait until there were fewer people around before systematically working through the readers. Assuming Gorski was planning to leave on the first available train off the island, thought Delić, he was unlikely to put more than the required amount of cred into a locker.
Rather than merely sit and wait, he had an idea. He approached the Europatrans desk and when he was sure nobody was listening but the assistant behind the counter, he said, ‘A man is… was… is supposed to be leaving on a train today. His name was…is Gorski. I need to know what train he’s catching.’
‘I’m sorry sir,’ said the assistant unapologetically, ‘we can’t give out information on our passengers.’
Delić pulled out the bundle of creds, making sure the assistant saw the Meisters at the same time. He peeled one, two, three bills off the bundle and laid them on the counter. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, adding two more to the pile, ‘we’ll make it an even C500. How about that?’
The assistant hesitated for a fraction of a second and then scooped up the cash as though he were making a normal transaction, tapped at his keyboard and printed off the information against a certain Dr. Gorski’s thumbprint. He folded the paper, slipped it inside a ticket envelope and wished Delić a safe trip.
Delić bought a carbonate-free coke and sat on the benches in front of the lockers. He saw the gangs of station tramps watching him like packs of wolves, and spat on the floor to show his disdain for their kind. The print-out said that Gorski had bought two singles for the 22:05 train to France. Two singles, thought Delić, you’ve got some balls Gorski. He checked the time on the station clock: 18:04. Four hours. Just four hours. Keep your eyes on the lockers, he told himself, the rest of your life depends on it.
***
Crystal’s car pulled up the ramp out of the underground car-park, and the first thing that struck Lek was the setting sun. ‘Beatlemania,’ he gasped, ‘when did it get so late? It’ll be curfew in a couple of hours. We’ve got to make sure we’re holed up somewhere safe by then.’ Crystal drove slowly south, since Lek said he always felt safer there. She changed direction time and again, avoided staying on the main roads for too long and jumped the odd red light when she could. She had to make sure they weren’t being followed, and to give anybody the slip if they were. She cruised across Waterloo Bridge at the height of rush hour and the sunset on the Thames was magnificent, the sun itself like a great blood orange sinking behind the ash-clouds over the Houses of Parliament. It seemed as if the sky was on fire, and Lek stared at it, taking it all in for as long as he could. He caught a glimpse of the couples in the distance walking beneath the palm trees along the Embankment, and remembered a time when he and Crystal had strolled there too, holding hands for the first time. ‘This could be our last night in London,’ he said with a twinge of sadness. After all, the city had been his home for twenty years. It hadn’t always been a prison for him. He would miss the wide tree-lined boulevards of Chelsea and the wilderness of St James Park, even the seedy shaded canopies of Soho where the city’s sex-workers plied their trade. London, the refugee capital of the modern world: over twenty million inhabitants sweating under the ash-clouds, walking through the once concrete jungle which nature had reclaimed as its own. It was home to the largest exile camp in Europa: forty square kilometres of homemade yurts and ramshackle corrugated iron-roofed shacks, rivalling the favelas of Rio, the Casablanca ghettos, and the shanty-towns of Johannesburg. ‘I would have been sorry if I’d missed this,’ he sighed, taking one last look through the back window of the car as the sun dipped behind the skyline.



Chapter 19
The Brixton Wolves patrolled the Angell Town Estate looking for prey – old people who had stayed too long at the clubhouse, or kids who had lost track of time on their way home from school - but when the sun finally set, the streets usually emptied and pickings were slim. People knew better than to stay out after dark in this part of town. Only the drug dealers pounded the pavements with any sense of security, for they knew they were a necessary evil. Occasionally, some junkie too far gone on Lupinex or Hyenarc drew a blade or a pistol and put a dealer out of business permanently, but there were always violent repercussions sent down from on high. Pechev’s men were everywhere, skulking near Government controlled caged off-licences, near the Eight Ball Billiard Hall, and under the railway bridge, with bum-bags full of cash and illegal scions. Late into the night, long after curfew, their coded calls could be heard: ‘Bad Moon Rising!’, ‘Empire State!’, ‘Laughing Bag!’.
Raul ‘Domino’ Tyrell hadn’t been working the block for long, only a couple of months, and now the nights were beginning to draw in, he had started to consider his own mortality, knowing as he did that there were killers on the streets. He leaned back against the wall of the Reincarn8 Gentlemen’s Club and tried to look tough, but the junkies round this way could smell fear. No sooner had the thought crossed his mind, than Roma Bruce and her pack of hooded freaks rolled around the corner. Domino steeled himself, ‘Keep it together Dom. Keep it together man,’ he muttered under his breath. Roma walked a step ahead of the others, their glowing eyes fixed on the dealer and his bag.
‘Domino…’ she growled, ‘How about you let me and my gang here have a few vials for free?’
Domino kept his hands in his pockets so she wouldn’t see them shaking. ‘No can do Roma. You know the rules. Cash on delivery.’
She gave a nod to Ronnie and Reggie, on either side of her, and without a word, they grabbed Domino, lifted him two feet off the ground and slammed his body against the wall of the club.
‘Bend the rules,’ said Roma, her eyes glaring at him from below her heavy brows.
‘You know I can’t, Roma. The big man….’
‘The big man, the big man,’ she echoed in a mocking tone. ‘Yeah, his time will come.’
Just then, three men stepped out of the club: huge hulking men – two Torox thugs and an ape-man.
‘Yeah?’ said Roma, when they stared.
‘Step off, dog,’ said one of the bulls, ‘or we’ll have to put you down.’ Roma stared at the twin bony protrusions threatening to break the skin on his forehead and considered her pack’s chances against the three men. She bared her teeth and snarled, but gave Ronnie and Reggie an almost imperceptible shake of her head and the twins set Domino back on his feet. Roma stepped to him, menacingly pushing her face into his as she straightened his creased jacket. Domino could smell blood on her breath when she whispered, ‘We’ll be back later, Mister Man. Make sure you’ve got plenty of Bad Moon left for us.’
And they strutted off down the street and disappeared into an alley.
‘Kane happened to notice the drama through the window,’ said the giant gorilla of a man in the sports suit. ‘All good in the ‘hood, Domino?’
‘Yeah, Cesar. Thanks guys,’ said Domino, rubbing a patch of vitiligo on his neck nervously. ‘The wolves, man, they give me the creeps. Like something out of a fucking horrorshow or something.’
‘You can’t show no fear in this part of town, son,’ said Cesar.
‘I don’t know if I’m up to this job. Might have to speak to my man Vidmar.’
‘Vidmar? I didn’t know this was Vidmar’s turf.’
‘Sure is. He took over when Carlucci got banged up for the bank-job that went sour. Why are you so interested?’
‘Nothing. Just a coincidence, that’s all.’
‘He’ll be down here later if you want to do business.’
‘Yeah? Maybe,’ said Cesar.
‘Well, you got my number. Beep me if you want me to set something up.’
‘Will do. Take it easy Dom. Come on boys.’
The three men stepped back inside the Reincarn8 to find their meals waiting for them, and while Joshua and Kane didn’t waste any time devouring the pile of sauerkraut mash and bratwurst, Cesar picked at his food, his thoughts elsewhere, and guilt chewing at his appetite.



Chapter 20
It was Crystal’s idea and she wouldn’t be talked out of it.
‘It makes perfect sense,’ she said, swinging into a parking space. ‘They know our faces, right? They know what we look like, never mind what we’re wearing. Plus, this way, we’re off the beaten track, out of sight for an hour and if they are still searching for us, they certainly won’t be expecting to find us here. Besides, it might be fun.’
‘It’s too... public.’ Lek argued, although they both knew he was clutching at straws.
‘You’re just scared, Doctor,’ said Crystal, and she pulled him out of the car and down the street.
Ursula Fayette hadn’t had a single customer all day and was sitting with her head in her hands at the counter, trying to balance the books for Skindeep, her failing beautox parlour when Crystal pulled Lek through the door.
‘What time do you close?’ asked Crystal breathlessly.
‘Well, I was about to clock off now actually, but if you need something urgently…?’ Ursula left the question hanging, and Crystal found herself on the verge of saying too much, until Lek interjected.
‘We’re eloping,’ he said. ‘Our families don’t approve. My fiancée here, well, her brothers are looking for us, so we need a complete…’ he searched for the word, ‘overhaul?’
If Ursula’s face lit up with surprise and joy, there was no sign of laughter lines around her eyes or on her forehead. She slammed the accounting ledger shut and sashayed around the counter, her Amazonian ear-plates swinging with every step.
‘Well you’ve come to right place! Congratulations!’ she squealed, and kissed Crystal on both cheeks in such an intimate way, Lek might have thought they were related. He was quick to extend a handshake for fear she might try to embrace him.
‘So here’s what we’re going to do. Hair, no question. Eyes, I think so. Certainly for you, honey. Semi-tatts and paints, definitely, yes, they’re just so hot right now. Blepho-suck? Chin-tuck? We’ll see. Let’s get started! I’m so excited!’ Lek looked almost as horrified as he had been the moment Delić had pulled the Meister on him earlier that afternoon.
***
‘So, she takes the python to the vet, yeah? Because it hasn’t been eating and she’s starting to worry about it, yeah? Because every morning when she wakes up, she finds the python stretched out next to her in the bed, yeah? So she thinks the snake’s, like, lonely bro, or cold or some shit like that. So anyway yeah? The vet tells her – get this – the vet tells her that there’s nothing wrong with the python, yeah? It’s like totally measuring itself against her to see if it can swallow her in her sleep!’
Ulan and Fogo fell about laughing on the sofa in Osaze‘s bedroom. Arid had already heard the story about Ulan’s aunt and her pet snake and though he had found it funny at the time, right now he had other things on his mind. Osaze was speaking to him in hushed tones about the rumble taking place that night – he’d been looking forward to it for weeks, after he had heard the rumours from a sixth form drug dealer at school.
‘It happens every month bro,’ he whispered to Arid, ‘The wolves and hyenas come together for a pack-clash under the full moon to fight for turf rights south of the river. It’s part of the deal. If you’re using, then you’ve got to do your duty for your pack. It’s going to be a-maz-ing.’
If Arid was beginning to have doubts, he pretended not to show it. He hadn’t been taking Hyenarc for long – a couple of months perhaps, and he felt he could stop at any point, whenever he wanted in fact. Osaze had given him his first wrap, telling him he had to try it, that everybody was doing it, that it made you feel ‘connected’. And Arid had to admit, it did. For the first time in his life, Arid Bomani truly felt he was part of something.
The legal equivalents of Hyenarc and Lupinex were originally created for sports teams – footballers, basketball players and the like – to give individual sportsmen and women a better understanding of their position within the team, and to bring them together as a cohesive unit on the pitch or court. It helped coaches and managers find the natural leaders in the group, and in turn helped the group understand the strengths and weaknesses of its members.
It wasn’t long after these authorized scions were introduced into the world of professional sport, that companies like those controlled by Pechev began to flood the market with low-quality cheaper versions. Across the nation, ‘Laughing Bag’, ‘Little Red’, ‘Joker’ and ‘Bad Moon’ found their way into the hands of ambitious university and college PE teachers, who would stop at nothing to further their careers with another trophy on display in the school cabinet. The same was true of the students themselves: so keen were they to be the captain of the winning rugby team, or the girl who had scored that all important goal in the county hockey tournament, or the player who had won the baseball scholarship in Florida.
Before long, the drugs were everywhere: outside the gates, in the yard, on the corridors, in the classroom. School governors and head-teachers had at first turned a blind eye to the drugs, seduced by the impressive extra-curricula scores and weekend results into believing they were creating good team-workers and fine young men and women. Now they faced the challenge of a drug epidemic: schools overrun with aggressive junkie teenagers, forming vicious cliques and gangs, all vying to be the best.
Scion drugs wielded a strange power over the impressionable minds of the youth. School-psychologists found themselves inundated with pupils complaining of alpha peer pressure, fear of failure, irrational bouts of rage, mood-swings, and deep-seated inferiority complexes, resulting from their lowly position in the pack. Their adolescent bodies, still enduring the turbulence of puberty, also struggled to cope with the changes which the drugs affected in them. Gender became harder to distinguish: both girls and boys were stocky, muscular and broad-shouldered, and they all had facial hair, whether they wanted it or not. Those addicted to Lupinex complained of severe lower back and leg spasms, and chronic pain in their gums and teeth. Hyenarc abusers suffered from inexorable acne, stiffness of the neck and jaws, and a once rare psychological condition called pseudobulbar palsy, which left them paralysed by bouts of uncontrollable laughter. Everybody had nits.
In short, it was school on steroids.
In time, the fierce competition on the playing fields turned to violence and spilled out on to the streets after school hours. Muggings, house burglaries, looting and car crime became commonplace in local communities, but it wasn’t until the body of thirteen year old Simon Casey was found at the bottom of a wheelie bin in Kennington that society as a whole realised that it had created a monster. While many still clung to the belief that Simon had been savaged by a rabid fox or wild dog that had somehow made it through one of the Europatrans Tunnels, forensic evidence confirmed otherwise: in spite of the extensive bite marks and lacerations, Simon’s killer had been human. He, or she, was never apprehended.
It wasn’t the last slaughter of its kind. In 2026, for the first time in a decade, juvenile gang violence and related suicides resulted in more teenage deaths than skin cancer. Since that time, the statistics had only worsened. Fourteen years later and the situation was beyond the law. Armies of juveniles, many born into the drug culture, had turned the city suburbs into gang-lands, and patrolled every night after electricurfew, killing one another at will for the right to say they owned a scrap of wasteland.
Full moon pack-clashes were the only formalised gatherings of the various gangs throughout the city. At any other time of the month, a pack had to look after itself, protect its own and fight for its turf. But long standing members - Mohawk-sporting, perma-tattooed, one-eyed veterans in their twenties - from both sides spoke of the feelings of togetherness and camaraderie that the full moon clashes engendered. Like all wars, there had to be casualties, and over the years, the hyena brothers had suffered more at the hands of their lupine counterparts. It seemed they simply couldn’t focus on the fight in the same way, content instead to scavenge on the fallen. But not tonight…
‘…. Not tonight!’ said Osaze, and Ulan and Fogo were jerked out of their hysterical laughter at the emotion in his voice. ‘I have promised Yakuba that we will be with him, and that we will fight like... like lions!’
‘Like hyena!’ shouted Arid, in all seriousness, and they all fell about laughing once again.
The door bell rang - the carry-out had arrived. Osaze paid the delivery boy, only a couple of years his junior, and tipped him ten creds, because he liked the way it felt to hand out money to people who had to work for a living. There wasn’t an ounce of altruism in the gesture. The boys cracked open the pastry-bag shells and let the aroma of oxtail wash over them. Osaze had ordered it the way he liked it these days – bloody. He found that nothing else quite satisfied his aching jaws like crushing a piece of bone between them. Arid had to agree. He ate until he could eat no more, then lay back on the floor and picked at a patch of acne on the side of his mouth.
Osaze picked up the landline again and dialled a number. When he heard the beep on the other end, he replaced the handset. ‘We need more carry-out,’ he said to the room, by way of explanation, and the phone rang immediately.
‘Dispatch,’ said the voice on the line, ‘what do you need?’
‘2 grams of your finest clown.’
‘Collection or delivery?’
‘Delivery.’
‘Address?’
‘Flat 16, number 8, St Olaf’s Road, Fulham.’
‘Will you be paying by cred or thumbprint?’
‘Cred. How much will that be?’
‘120 cred. Should be about ten minutes. Please have the money ready for the driver.’
‘Not a problem.’
‘Have a nice day.’
Eight minutes later, the door-bell rang again.
In a haze of Hyenarc ecstasy, Ulan had fallen asleep, and Fogo, also woozy from overindulging, announced he was going to ‘wank in the bathroom,’ to wake himself up.
‘Osaze, brother’ said Arid, when they were alone, ‘I don’t know the... the rules south of the river. Am I ready for this? Tonight?’
‘Yes, brother. Do not worry. Tonight we will fight as one. There will be safety in our numbers. Yakuba has told me it will be so. Victory will be ours. Do you have a weapon?’
Arid showed him the blade he had tucked inside his vest.
‘That is strong bro! What you need now, my brother, is some courage to stick it where it deserves to be stuck.’ And he opened the palm of his hand to reveal a wrap of ‘Joker’ with its distinctive smiling face logo, and Arid Bomani took it and held it under his nose as if he were savouring the aroma of a fine Castro, and Osaze laughed.



Chapter 21
By the time they emerged from Skindeep, the skies above the city were completely dark, and Lek and Crystal looked like new people. Crystal had enjoyed the whole experience and even Lek had to admit, it wasn’t quite as traumatic as he had imagined it would be. As for Ursula, she couldn’t believe her luck – four hundred cred for one hour’s work and a hundred cred tip for staying late. She had wished them the best of luck in their new life together and kissed them both as they left.
They stood under a street lamp and looked at their reflections in a shop window. Lek’s hair had been cropped short and dyed from dark brown to brilliant white. He was also sporting something the beautician had called a ‘doughnut’, taking hairs from his head and electro-planting them as a perfectly circular white goatee beard and moustache. Finally, his eyes, which before had been hazel and hidden behind his scientist spectacles, now shone with bright blue semi-tattooed irises in 24-hour corneal viz-skins.
‘I look just like one of them,’ said Lek, bemused. ‘Look at me! I could be Vidmar, or Delić, or any of them! I look like a gangster!’ He smiled and turned to Crystal. It was inconceivable to him that anybody or anything could make her more beautiful than she already was. Ursula was clearly fond of her scissors and had cut Crystals long locks into something she called a ‘bob’, whispering ‘Classic Sassoon’ to herself while she ran her fingers through the new cut. Then, against Lek’s protests, she dyed the ‘bob’ pink; bright pink. The whole process took only a couple of minutes - chameleonic semi-permanent alkalizing gel – and when Lek opened his eyes to see the results, he was more than pleasantly surprised. The contrast of the colouring against Crystal’s warm brown skin was something to behold. ‘You look wonderful,’ he had breathed, and Ursula had shed a tear, either through the depth of the emotion in his voice, or pride in her own work. Lek had drawn the line at semi-tatts for Crystal’s irises however, and refused to give a reason. In truth, he did not want to look at her that night of all nights and have to search for the real Crystal Purcell hidden behind another woman’s eyes. As a compromise, Ursula had gone to great lengths over Crystal’s make up, face-painting spectacular paisley peacock-feather swirls of colour around her cheekbones and lips. A Metropolitan Fashion Police Officer swaggered past, swinging her riding crop, looked them both up and down and raised her bowler hat in acknowledgement.
‘What should we do now then? Less than three hours to go,’ Lek asked, curling Crystal’s pink bob behind her ears and holding her face in his hands. He felt almost invincible in his new disguise and when Crystal whispered in his ear,
‘Let’s park up somewhere quiet and you can try to smudge my face-paint,’
he grinned like a schoolboy and led her to the car, thinking nothing could possibly go wrong.
Vidmar watched them from across the street. He was standing in plain view, but Gorski and the woman were too wrapped up in their own fantasy world to notice. Still, there are too many people around to attempt a snatch, thought Vidmar. It didn’t matter. He saw them jump into the Proto, like a pair of newlyweds on their honeymoon and for a moment he wished he could be them, and despised them both for their good looks and carefree attitude to life and love. His breath hissed through his teeth.
His textabeep sounded as he watched them pull out into the evening traffic and drive away. He strolled lazily to the nearest skypephone box and dialled the number.
‘What is going on Vidmar?’ Pechev said, cutting to the chase.
‘Well, I’ve just watched Gorski and his woman drive off.’
‘You’ve done what?! Why didn’t you stop them? Where is Delić? Why can’t I reach him on his textabeep?’
‘I don’t know. He thinks Gorski’s dead. Who cares?’ Vidmar replied petulantly.
‘I feel this situation is beyond you both. It is spiralling out of control. I’m... disappointed, to say the least.’
‘Lyubomir Pechev,’ said Vidmar, with a sigh, ‘I don’t give a fuck what you think anymore. The deal’s off. I know Gorski has a book, a book containing the recipes for all his scions, and I know where he is. So you can keep your shitty half a mill. I’m looking at the bigger picture.’
‘Vidmar, turn your back on me and you will regret it. I have only to say the word and every low-level yellow-bellied street rat from Bow to Battersea will know there’s a price on your head. So, do the smart thing boy. Do your job. I’m going to give you one last chance. Do you understand me? Vidmar? Vidmar?’
But Vidmar was standing in the middle of the street staring into the distance, the traffic racing past him on either side. The Proto had long gone, but he saw the path it had made through the city streets as clear as the wake of a Thames riverboat. He cupped his hands around his nose, and breathed in the smell of Crystal Purcell and Lek Gorski. He could taste them both on his saliva. The ten minutes he had spent in the underground car-park near Calabas’ club, breaking into the Proto, sniffing its seats, rubbing his fingers in the dust of the foot-wells, and licking the steering wheel had certainly paid off. There was slaver pouring from his mouth and onto the lapels of his scarred suit jacket, and the skin of his cheeks had already lost all its elasticity when he took the near empty vial of Bloodhound from the chain around his neck and snorted it all, right down to the last speck.



Chapter 22
Crouching in the carcass of a burnt out Hyundai on the corner of Rattray Road, Dahlia Ortega ran the blade of her flick-knife against her thumb and dreamt of cutting Roma Bruce’s throat. She had yet to make a kill, and there was immense pressure on her to drive her blade into somebody at the rumble that night, but as far as she could see, there was only one person who truly deserved it. Roma had ruled the gang for too long, and Dahlia had grown tired of waiting for Zevon, the natural successor, to do the deed. Ronnie and Reggie, although they had probably notched up a dozen killings between them, were nothing but muscle, and faithful to the last. Their brains were so pickled in Lupinex they had lost virtually all capacity for human thought, and went through the motions of their violent existence like Roma’s trained guard-dogs. But not Dahlia. If the opportunity arose tonight.... Suddenly, Zevon gave the call and instinctively, she was on her feet, running to the join the chase. Roma had sniffed out a kid who had become separated from his flock in the network of streets and was scrambling to get home before he was spotted. The hunt was on.
Dahlia sprinted across the broken tarmac, her heightened senses acutely aware of Zevon’s movements in a parallel street. In her peripheral vision, she saw him flash past at the cross-section of Talma and Bankton, but she didn’t break her stride. She tore down an opening between the high-rises and cut across the allotments, the long yellowing toenails of her bare feet digging up the soft earth as she smashed through carefully planted rows of cassava and runner-been frameworks. With a clatter which shattered the quiet of the housing estate, she knocked over a recycle-biffa on another side alley, before bursting out onto Dalberg Road, where Ronnie and Reggie were a hundred metres ahead of her. Dahlia was lithe and agile, built for speed, and in the open space she changed gear and outstripped the Twins in a matter of seconds. It was then that she caught her first glimpse of the prey as he darted through a patch of pampas grass growing between two terraced houses. Zevon came thundering down Jeff Road on all fours, and simultaneously Roma appeared on Dahlia’s right – the pack came together and then, without a word, fanned out again: the pace never slackened. Dahlia’s breath came in tight grunts and she felt her lungs burning with the exertion, but the Lupinex forced her body to move faster still, her mind always conscious of the positions of the respective members of the pack. She saw Roma leap over a set of railings on the corner of Morval without breaking her step, leading the pack through the patch of wasteland. The prey, a boy of about thirteen or fourteen, was in her sights now and she saw him scramble under the barbed wire and out onto Brixton Water Lane, where a Datsun Synapse had to screech to a halt to avoid smashing into him. Zevon hurdled the bonnet in a single bound, while Dahlia and Roma shot through the gap between a parked Credibus and a classic Skoda, and took the lead. Before she knew it, Dahlia was out in the open again in the flat scrub of unknown grasslands. In the back of her mind, she knew something wasn’t right. But what? Zevon and the twins were bringing up the rear; she and Roma were neck and neck, gaining on the boy in the darkness, and for an instant, Dahlia considered jumping Roma instead and plunging the knife she was still holding into the bunched muscles between her leader’s shoulder blades. Suddenly it hit her - her female canine intuition told her to pull back. Roma felt it too, just in time, for the boy had disappeared behind a wall of bodies. Roma howled the order to retreat as the pack before them, twenty strong, began to move as a single body in their direction. ‘How could you have been so stupid?’ snarled Dahlia, as they turned and ran, ‘You led us into Hyena-turf!’ Roma’s eyes flashed fire at the slight, but Dahlia saw fear in them as well. Behind, the hyena pack laughed maniacally.
Delić woke with a start, slumped against the stinking body of a tramp seated next to him on the bench in front of the Smarte Lockers. He was still fighting the ongoing soporific effects of the sloth-extract, but when he sat upright and looked around, he found himself in the middle of a gang of vagabonds, all staring at him with red rat-like eyes. On the floor before him, a tattered man with a beard that reached down to the torn collar of his ragged business suit was spitting the shells of sunflower seeds on the ground. Delić kicked him brutally in the face and sent him reeling backwards. With a chorus of angry shouts and drunken threats, the tramps moved away to gather instead around a burning picket-fire - Starbucks staff members were striking against the new 24–hour coffee laws. Delić wiped the dribble from his chin and gave himself a couple of slaps around the face to try and wake up. Stay alert, he told himself. For all he knew, the locker might have already popped open and revealed its contents to the world, but Delić felt sure the noise would have woken him. He pulled a fresh bag of gojis from his inside pocket, popped a few and threw a couple in the direction of the tramps, making a pistol-shooting gesture with his thumb and forefinger when they looked back. Scum, he thought. The clock in the station read 19:30. One hour to curfew.
***
Roma’s crew sat together in a rat-infested abandoned warehouse on King’s Avenue where they had holed up to hide from the Dulwich Jackals. Dahlia had been needling Roma ever since they had stopped running, pushing her into admitting that she had run them too hard, for too little, and over enemy lines to boot. At first, Roma had said nothing, content to pluck rats from the cracks in the floorboards to prove to herself as much as to the others that her reflexes, if not her judgement, were still as sharp as ever. Eventually she cracked, and with a fluid shifting of her weight, rolled on top of Dahlia and pinned her to the floor in a flash.
‘I am tired of your barking, bitch! Challenge me, if you’ve got the balls,’ and she squeezed a clawed hand around Dahlia’s windpipe. ‘What’s that you say?’ she growled, ‘Oh, nothing. Now get the fuck away from me!’ And she stalked off to the corner of the room, where Zevon joined her to lick her palms and give her his last vial of Bad Moon.
‘What do you want to do Roma?’ he asked.
‘I want full-stress, straining off the chain, Zevon - no half measures tonight. I want. I want. I WANT. I want to find some cred, hit Domino for all he’s got and I want to take it to those laughing sons of bitches. And when it’s all over, later on, I want you to help me celebrate, dog.’ With that, she licked his face, her long tongue lapping over his lips.
Zevon pulled back, ‘Save it for later then. We haven’t even got an hour before lights-out. Best we get moving if we’re going to fit it all in baby. Cash, stash and clash.’
‘Cash, stash and clash.’ Roma pulled her lips back in a smile, but the effect was terrifying. Years of prolonged Lupinex abuse had not only transformed Roma’s once petite nose and mouth into a wolfish muzzle, but over time four short canines had forced their way between her teeth and ripped her blackened gums apart. Even Zevon had to stifle his disgust for fear she would notice. He cast a quick glance over to Dahlia, who caught his eye and gave him a piercing look
***
Pechev hung up the receiver and allowed himself the luxury of one more chess move – black bishop takes white knight – before making another call. He leaned back in his chair and waited while the phone rang out.
‘Phineas, it’s Lyubomir.’
If Pechev’s company had been a stationery supplier, a chain of estate agencies, a management consultancy firm, or anything equally dull and above board, then Phineas Gage would have been head of human resources and administration. As it was, Gage carried a set of knives in his briefcase and had been known to kill the employees with them if they didn’t get the job done. On occasion, Pechev had been forced to rein him in, so exacting were his standards. Once, during a business meeting, a low-level dealer had had the temerity to answer one of Gage’s rhetorical questions with a smart remark. Gage had pinned the dealer’s hand to the table with a quartering knife and insisted he remained in the room, bleeding on the carpet, until the meeting was over, fifty minutes later.
‘How can I help you, Mr Pechev?’
‘This thing with Gorski, the scientist, it is out of control.’
‘How so?’
‘The men I put on him – Vidmar and Delić – it seems they have both turned rogue.’
‘Really? I’m surprised. Vidmar has always been a good employee and Delić: stupid but loyal, at least.’
‘I get the impression that Vidmar has been sampling the goods. Delić – who knows? They’ve both been sold a story about a recipe book.’
‘Meaning?’
‘All the formulae for our scions.’
‘Ah.’
‘Yes, quite. I’d like you to make the call.’
‘Of course. How much?’
‘Oh I don’t know. A hundred apiece?’
‘For Vidmar, yes, but Delić...? No, you’re right. A hundred each. Nice and simple. I’ll get on it.’
‘Thank you Phineas.’
‘Anything else Mr Pechev?’
‘No, that is all. Give my regards to Marusya and the boys. I will talk to you soon.’
Gage hung up, went upstairs to his office and consulted the latest version of the company telephone tree. Such a high turnover of staff these days, he thought to himself, enforcing wasn’t what it used to be. He unwound his flexi-specs and placed them on the end of his nose. He had two phone-calls to make initially – Golubev and Kask – who in turn would make two phone-calls – Lebedev and Shehu, and Rebane and Morozov – and so on, until everybody in the tree was aware that there were one hundred thousand cred bounties out for Vidmar and Delić. It was a simple way of controlling the amount of shared information, should the Mets ever decide to poke their noses into Pechev’s business. Gage would have to make sure those branches below the targets were fully aware of the situation. He started punching the numbers into the phone.
***
Lek had insisted that they eat, realising when his stomach began to protest in the beautox parlour that he hadn’t had anything since the Mash-Up hash-brownie at ten o’ clock, before his meeting with the main man. Was that really this morning? he asked himself. It seemed like another world away, another age, when he was still a company man, still a rat on the wheel for Pechev. He was starving and Crystal admitted she was too, never having managed to get the corned beef sandwich she had promised herself at lunchtime. She stared at the cut on her thumb and smiled. They pulled over at Mr Au’s – an all-you-can-take-away-and-eat Vietnamese noodle bar on the Wandsworth Road and filled four poly-boxes with cao lau egg-noodles and crispy dog. In front of them, a Samoan gent had brought his own plastic-lined thermo ‘bag-for-life’ and was lifting tureens of com tam rice and bahn cuon rolls and pouring them straight in, while Mr Au himself looked on disapprovingly and cursed his ill-thought out business plan. Lek and Crystal paid and left, and cruised around the streets before parking up next to The Fallen Googler Monument on the Long Road corner of Clapham Common to dine in the romantic ambience of the Proto’s overhead door-light.
Retro AM was playing classic love songs from the turn of the Millennium. Crystal plugged in the in-car shisha and they smoked an easy two-apple hookah while they ate their noodles, reminiscing about the times they had spent on the Common in the spring, wondering if they would ever have the chance again to stroll through the fields of daffodils without fear for their lives. They looked forward to making plans for a new life too. Lek spoke of visiting Krakow, ‘perhaps’, although he was sure it was the first place on the mainland that Pechev would look for him.
‘I’ve always liked the sound of Prussia,’ said Crystal, and Lek felt a frisson of desire for her as her lips pouted around the place-name. ‘Yes, PRussia,’ she murmured again, with a wicked glint in her eye.
It may not have been the best meal ever, but they savoured every morsel as though it were their last, and there was an awkward silence when they both realised simultaneously that perhaps it was.
‘Whatever happens…’ Crystal began.
‘Don’t say that.’
‘What?’
‘Don’t say whatever it is you were about to say.’
‘You don’t know what I was about to say.’
‘You’re right. I don’t, but I didn’t like where it was going,’ said Lek.
Crystal ignored him and took his hand in hers. ‘Whatever happens, whether we get to the station, make it to the mainland, whether we make it out alive or not, I want you to know that I love you Lek Gorski. I do love you.’
She leaned over the gearstick to hold his face in her warm hands and was about to kiss him, when the passenger window exploded behind Lek’s head and showered them both in broken cubes of security glass….



Chapter 23
Vidmar wasn’t able to focus on anything but the trail of phosphorescence floating in the warm evening air. He forgot about the Enzyme parked up on double yellows near the beautox clinic and loped down the high streets of the West End, moving almost against his will through the crowds of late-night shoppers, diners and theatre-goers as though he were being dragged along by an invisible force. The Thursday Night Trafalgar Square Bird and Rodent Market was in full swing and crowds of tourists were taking digisnaps of the caged canaries and budgerigars, while thin Asianos picked out the best brown rats for the stock pot. There had been a public hanging at the gates to Downing Street – The Prime Ministers wanted to send a message to Arabia that the UK would not bow to Persian terrorists, and the mossy pavement was littered with half-eaten meat-sticks and empty popcorn bags. Vidmar didn’t see any of this, lost as he was to the scents he had gleaned from the Proto. ‘Gorski, Gorski, Gorski…’ he mumbled to himself over and over again, as he covered the distance between the city centre and Battersea Dogs’ Home at an easy trot, hardly breaking a sweat, drool pouring from his open mouth. Here he stopped, called to his caged cousins to have faith in mankind, and sniffed the air again, before heading south to Clapham.
***
Zevon hefted the empty fire-extinguisher which he had used to break the car-window once more and barrelled it into the shocked face of Lek Gorski, simultaneously breaking his nose and knocking him unconscious. Crystal screamed and frantically tried to start the Proto, fumbling with the keys and the auto-steering lock. It was no use, for just as she heard the motor kick into life, she saw the brute wheel his arm high above his head as though he were bowling a cricket ball, and bring the extinguisher crashing down on the bonnet. The biorg died with an audible pop and the engine fought to turn over, misfired and gave up the ghost. She screamed again when she saw the gruesome face of Roma Bruce leering at her in the light of the streetlamps, and she cowered beneath the dashboard. Roma calmly opened the unlocked door, reached inside and grabbed a handful of Crystal’s pink bob. She wrenched her upright with a vicious twist of her wrist, and as Crystal tried to pull away, sighed softly in her ear, ‘Make it easy for me, Barbie-doll. You can keep your tat bling, keep your piece of shit car, you can even keep your wannabe-chulo score there,’ she nodded towards Lek, ‘I just want your money.’
Ronnie had jumped on to the roof of the car and was smashing his fists into the steel, pounding dents above Crystal’s head, while his twin brother went to work on the back doors and the boot with a crowbar. Crystal sobbed, her tears leaving tracks in the fresh face-paint. She tried to say something but no words came out. Roma grabbed her chin and twisted Crystal’s face towards her own. ‘I can’t understand a fucking thing you’re saying,’ she remarked coolly.
‘Leave it Roma, look at this! We got plenty,’ said Zevon, holding up the stack of hundred–cred bills he had pulled from Lek’s pocket. ‘There’s got to be at least two grand here,’ unable to disguise the pure joy in his voice.
‘Such a pretty face,’ said Roma, and gave Crystal a lick with her long lupine tongue, before drawing back a fist and sucker-punching her in the side of the head.
Dahlia Ortega watched as the woman’s body slumped against her boyfriend’s and then she loped away with the rest of the gang across the Common.
***
Cesar stepped out of the Reincarn8 Gentlemen’s Club with one of the barmaids in tow. He whispered something in her ear, slapped her backside and sent her back inside. Then he turned and walked straight over to Domino on the opposite side of the street.
‘What’s up Cesar? You want some business? Empire State?’
‘No chico, I’m cool. I was just wondering if you’ve seen Vidmar yet this evening?’
‘No way. Don’t expect to neither. The word’s already out. Vidmar is persona non grata round these parts. Seems he upset the big man today. There’s already a hundred K on his head.’
‘John Lennon’s ashes! The big man just points a finger, and one of you guys pulls the trigger...’
‘Not me, man. I only sell the shit. What I would give for that kind of money though. I’d be out of this mug’s game in a heartbeat.’
‘Good for you. You’re a smart kid, Dom. Stay safe.’ And he patted Domino on the shoulder with a massive hand and strode off into the night.
***
In his thick fog of unconsciousness, Lek dreamt of a better life. He was in Paris, wandering through the cobbled back streets of Montmartre, holding hands with Crystal. He wore a cream linen suit and a boater and Crystal looked beautiful in a vintage red and white polka dot dress and huge sunglasses. They were smoking Gauloise cigarettes and laughing at the cherry blossom floating on the air. People were smiling at them as they walked by. In a heady romantic haze, Crystal suggested they stop at one of the cafes on the Seine and take in the ambience. An accordionist who looked just like Vidmar, even down to the ragged scar, drifted by their table and tipped his beret.
‘C’est Monsieur Vidmar,’ said Crystal.
‘Je ne savais pas que tu sais parler francais,’ murmured Lek.
‘Moi, non plus,’ laughed Crystal. At the table opposite, Delić was reading love poetry from a small black spiraled notebook. He pointed his pen directly at Lek’s face and gave a wink.
The waiter arrived with their coffee and croissants. Lek noticed as he lowered the tray that he was missing a finger from his right hand. He tried to see the man’s face, but he was silhouetted against the morning sun, and Lek had to keep blinking to try and recognise him. ‘Ca sert a rien’, he told himself with a shrug.
For no reason, Crystal suddenly slapped him around the face.
‘C’est pour quoi ca?!’ Lek exclaimed, but she only slapped him again and shouted something at him, holding her tiny coffee cup up to his nose…..



Chapter 24
Vidmar smelt the presence of Crystal’s car long before he could see it, but when it finally appeared in his line of vision on the corner of the Common, it seemed bright enough to light up the night sky, shining like a beacon in his bloodhound eyes. His senses came flooding back to him and in that moment he knew exactly what he needed to do - find Gorski; get the recipe book; don’t make the same mistakes as Delić. He unclipped his Bertruzzi from its holster and stealthily approached the Proto. When he was close enough to see that it was battered and bleeding biorg fluid, he panicked, assuming that somebody else had beaten him to the prize. Then he saw a woman in the front seat. On second glance, he realised that it was the woman: Purcell, wearing a pink wig and thank Ringo, she was slumped against a... younger, better looking version of Gorski; but Gorski nonetheless. The relief was palpable. He crept forward, circling around the other side of the car, all the time trying to piece together what must have happened to them. A crash? A gangland hit? Without thinking, he slipped the pistol back into the holster, and it was in that split second that he became suddenly aware of a huge presence standing next to him, breathing heavily and yet making no sound. Vidmar spun around and his face met the concrete fist of Cesar Pitres. The swinging uppercut lifted him clean off the ground, and Vidmar was dead before his body smashed into the back wheel arch of the Proto.
***
In a burnt-out Credibus shelter on Trinity Road, Arid shivered in the warm evening air and wished he hadn’t let himself slip into addiction. His mother would be wondering where he was. Dinner would be waiting for him. He had an essay to write. His scratched a spot on the back of his neck and noticed for the first time the fine bristles of hyena-hair growing above the collar of his vest. ‘Were they there this morning?’ He pulled out his blade and touched the tip: what was he doing? He was not a boy, and not yet a man, unsure of himself and trying to find his way in the world. He only wanted to be part of the gang, to get high and laugh at nothing and everything. One thing he did know - he was no killer. As Arid came to his senses and stood up to leave, Osaze stepped into the bus shelter, glowing with pride. A tall sinewy man stood behind him. His dark skin was covered in a thin golden fuzz, which obscured the perma-tatts on his chest and arms. He wore golden earrings, eyebrow bars and a lip stud. Even the oversized muscles of his jawbone had been pierced and when he opened his mouth to speak, Arid saw that his sharp teeth were also gold-plated.
‘So, you have come to do your duty with your hyena brothers. Good. I like to meet all the new recruits before a rumble. Osaze has faith in you. I have faith in you. Tell me blood-brother, are you ready to fight?’
Arid swallowed hard and lied, ‘I am, Yakuba’.
***
Cesar took a moment to gather his thoughts. His heart was pounding: he had never killed a man before, but he told himself that desperate times called for desperate measures. He curled his hand around the lapels of Vidmar’s scarred suit and lifted him off the ground as though he weighed no more than a sack of potatoes. Cesar popped the boot and slung the body inside. ‘Family and friends’, he said to himself, under his breath, ‘Not many of the first lot left, I’d better look after the others.’ He tore his eyes away from the pulped bloody mess that had once been Vidmar’s face, closed the boot and stepped around to the passenger window. Lek was still out cold, but the sound of Vidmar smashing into the bodywork had woken Crystal, who was staring around, wild-eyed. She screamed again when she saw Cesar’s orange eyes watching her.
‘It’s ok, it’s ok. I’m a friend,’ he said, and Crystal realised who he was.
‘You’re…you must be Cesar? Lek’s told me a lot about you.’ And she offered a hand over the top of Lek’s unconscious body.
‘He said you were a beauty,’ said Cesar, with a half smile.
‘He said you were a beast,’ she replied, ‘and his best friend’.
‘Yes. I am. Both, I suppose. I wish I could stay and help you, but I’ve just... done something. Vidmar’s dead.’
‘How did you know where to find us?’
‘I’ve been keeping my eye on Lek all day, on and off, but I should probably make myself scarce now. You should too. You’ve got to get to the station. Get out of this place.’
‘I’ve got to wake him up first.’
‘Give him a whiff of this,’ Cesar said, handing over a tiny brown bottle from his pocket. ‘It’s Animal - amyl nitrite. It’ll perk him right up, chica. You should get some ice on that shiner too. It’s doing nothing for your image.’
‘Thank you. Really, thank you.’
‘You’re welcome, beauty.’
And with that, Cesar turned and padded off across the Common. Crystal watched him go. As she looked out of the smashed window, she realised there were other people out there in the darkness, and not just the odd stranger in the night, intent on walking the dog, or loved-up couples taking an evening stroll. There were groups of people loitering in the shadows. Gangs of young people. In a flash, it hit her - full moon. And only fifteen minutes to electricurfew.



Chapter 25
Self preservation. It was a concept that Lyubomir Pechev understood completely. He looked at the myriad lights across the city and thought about Lek Gorski. ‘Where are you Doctor?’ he asked aloud. ‘Trying to make your getaway, no doubt’.
In the weeks following his own attempted escape from the tyranny of Taloquan, Pechev was forced to learn how to play the piano again without the use of his middle finger. He sat for many hours in the company of his kidnapper, awkwardly stretching his right hand across chords which had once come so naturally to him. And while he struggled to consciously override his muscle memory, he fought to hold on to his memories of the past, of his time in Kalinovka, and of his identity. Burdened by the tide of new information his young brain was absorbing, he found in time that the mental images of his place of birth, his home, his parents, even the memory of his real name were proving harder to recall. By the time he was ten, these things had slipped from his grasp entirely and it seemed on the surface that he had accepted his fate and succumbed to Stockholm Syndrome, mistaking a lack of abuse from his captor as an act of kindness.
In truth, a fire still burned within him, and Lyubomir Pechev refused to let it go out, such was his desire to escape. Though he lived a life of relative luxury, a life which many children in Russia could only have dreamed of in 1997, he dedicated his days and nights, locked in his room, to meticulously planning his next flight, dismissing schemes which would require too many leaps of faith. Fleeing from the house was one thing, surviving on the outside was another. In six years, he had never been off the estate grounds, but he placed enough faith in his own intelligence and instincts to believe he could stay alive on the streets of Moscow. Whenever he had the chance, he studied roadmaps, Metro-plans, and even read guides to the city. He also made a point of committing to memory every telephone conversation, every scrap of written information, name and number which Taloquan in his ignorance let slip while in Pechev’s company. He watched how ruthlessly Taloquan did business, listened to him hammering down the price he paid for Latvian and Lithuanian girls, and squeezing every cent from the men who bought them. Pechev soaked up his captor’s mannerisms and the language he used.
On the sixth anniversary of his kidnapping, Taloquan presented Pechev with an antique chess set and over their first game, informed the boy that his true parents were dead, confirming that his mother had indeed died of hypothermia in a snow bank on the day he had been taken. As for his father, he had devoted the rest of his life to alcoholism following his wife’s death and his precious Aloysha’s abduction, until three years later when he was found floating in the Volga, twenty miles from his hometown. Pechev neither showed nor felt emotion, so far removed was he from his own past, but the glint of humour in Taloquan’s eyes as he imparted the news only served to steel his resolve.
His plan was simple. He needed only to wait for the right circumstances. Like all criminals who had reached a certain level of success, Taloquan was paranoid and employed as few staff as possible through fear of being killed in his sleep by an unknown chambermaid, or hacked to death on the croquet lawn by a junior gardener. As it was, there were only three loyal employees who lived on site: the chef, the housekeeper, and a man named Boris who seemed to do everything else, from feeding the hunting dogs to slopping out the prostitutes’ cells. They knew Taloquan’s background and business, and were clearly paid enough to keep their mouths shut.
On a hot afternoon in August, when both the chef and housekeeper were shopping in the city, Pechev decided he could wait no longer and seized the best opportunity he had been given in months. From his piano stool, he could see Boris chopping firewood near the stables. Taloquan was tapping away at his computer when Pechev began to purposely hit wrong chords in his interpretation of Schuman’s Trout Quintet. He feigned annoyance at the piano and stomped on the foot-pedals in a petulant manner. Taloquan eventually looked up from his work.
‘What’s the matter?’
‘I think the pedals have become disconnected. The notes are dying off. Can’t you hear it?’ and again, Pechev hit a couple of disharmonious chords, knowing that his master knew nothing about the workings of his own musical instrument. He bent down and began hammering the pedals with his fist.
‘In the name of Allah,’ cried Taloquan, ‘Be careful boy! That thing is worth more to me than you are!’ and with a sigh of exasperation, he stepped away from his stinkwood desk and knelt down to examine the problem for himself.
In a flash, Pechev picked up the bronze bust of Lenin from the bookshelves and brought it down with a sickening crack on the back of Taloquan’s head. When he checked for a pulse and found none, his own heart rate didn’t change. With precise movements, he ticked off the items he needed from the room and from about Taloquan’s person - wallet, cash-clip, keys, revolver. His own bag was in his cell, already packed with clothes and his all important birth certificate. Pechev took a moment to set a CD of ‘The Greatest Piano Concertos EVER’ playing on the stereo and left the office, remembering to lock the door behind him. He retrieved his bag, moved silently through the house and opened the front door, only to find Boris stamping the mud from his workman’s boots on the gravel of the driveway. He stared at Pechev with simple eyes, but the boy could take no chances: he drew the revolver from his pocket and shot Boris through the forehead. In for a penny, in for a pound.
Pechev had resigned himself to the idea of surviving alone. Even if Taloquan had been lying and his parents were still alive, he had no means of finding them. Besides, he had just killed two men and for all he knew, he was a fugitive from the law. His plan was to make his way to Moscow and go to ground.
He spent his first night of freedom sleeping in Taloquan’s stolen Mercedes, which he had managed to bump along the thirty miles between the estate and the suburbs of Moscow, peering over the steering wheel the whole way. In the morning, Pechev wiped off all the surfaces he had touched: the door handle, the steering wheel, the stereo, before handing the keys to a tramp begging on the corner of a street.
Pechev caught his first ever subway train into the city centre of the Russian capital.
For a week, he lived the life of a tourist, sleeping in the shared dormitory of a youth hostel near the Kremlin, where he managed to blend in with a touring college choir. In the daytime, there was business to attend to and many obstacles for a boy of his age to overcome in the process, but Pechev found that whenever his pre-pubescent body and reedy voice failed him, money talked loud. With a fifty rouble note, he managed to open a young-saver’s current account in the Zenit Bank using his faked birth certificate and a false address as identification. He was given a small ceramic piggy bank as a welcome gift, which he carried with him to the nearest internet café.
He handed a single rouble to the pretty purple-haired assistant with a nose-ring, who in turn gave him a five minute lesson in logging on, navigating the web and even showed him how to open his own email account. In over six years, he had never once been allowed near Taloquan’s computer, but he found he understood in seconds. Pechev thanked the girl, and began surfing. He found the website he was looking for – Montserrat Financial Offshore Accounting. In 1995, Herat Taloquan had seen the potential of online banking when it was still in its infancy and actively sought out a bank which enabled him to launder his money across a number of dotcom companies from the comfort of his office. When the governments of the world finally scrambled to police this new wave of criminal activity, Herat was way ahead of the curve. So much the better, thought Pechev, as he pulled up the personal internet banking page on the screen. He closed his eyes and searched through all the information he had stored in his brain regarding Taloquan’s finances. His fingers flew across the keys like he was playing the Minute Waltz, as he called to mind every account number, sort code and password which he had ever consigned to memory while sitting at the piano in Taloquan’s office.
Before his allotted hour was up, Lyubomir Pechev had managed to transfer forty-eight million dollars of Herat Taloquan’s offshore holdings into his own young saver’s account. He picked up his piggy bank and walked back to the youth hostel, treating himself to a Big Mac on the way.
Four days later, when the funds had cleared, he paid cash for a small flat in Basmannyy, a depressed but not unsafe area of the city. The estate agent who had initially thought she was being secretly filmed for a television show, had played along until Pechev innocently opened his backpack, pulled out a stack of crisp bills and asked her if she handled the money.
Pechev was free: to all intents and purposes, an eleven year old orphan, trying to make his way in the world. He had no need for education, at least not in the academic sense. He was financially secure and apart from his bank account and utility bills, he lived off the net. Within a week, he had arranged for a telephone line to be fitted, and bought an American personal computer for ‘good price’. It was the age of the internet, and even in the backstreets of late 90’s Moscow, it was possible to pay for virtually anything online. He found the website of a top-end security company and had his cheap plywood door replaced with one made of reinforced steel, had closed-circuit cameras mounted around the flat and finally had bulletproof windows fitted. He knew full well he had paid over the odds for this state of the art security but this was to be more than his home. It was base camp and from here, he intended to climb to the top of the criminal world, and take back from it everything he felt was rightfully his.
And so it was, that with a fortune in the bank and a Naudia voice distorter attached to his telephone handset, Lyubomir Pechev rebuilt Taloquan’s lost empire. Out of some kind of respect for those girls who had shared the basement cells in the mansion house, he moved his business away from sex-trafficking, preferring to plough his money into drugs. He had an inherent interest in science and medicine and it seemed like the logical move. He forged new contacts in Colombia and rekindled Taloquan’s old partnerships in Afghanistan, importing huge quantities of pure cocaine and heroin at St Petersburg and distributing it domestically and throughout Europe. He had enough sense to stay behind the scenes, choosing instead to permanently employ those people who over time had proved themselves to be loyal.
At the tender age of 13, Pechev rang in the new millennium alone in his apartment, watching hour by hour images from around the world of people celebrating in the streets. Two hours after Moscow erupted into song, Pechev was struck by a real sense of confidence and optimism as he saw the fireworks exploding on the Thames in London. Never before had he considered leaving Mother Russia, but there was something about London that caught his attention. ‘Maybe in a few years’ time,’ he whispered to himself.
Forty years later, looking out over the same dirty old river, Lyubomir Pechev remembered that moment as though it were only yesterday. Since that time his drugs cartel had prospered and his nameless, faceless company had evolved into areas of protection, illegal gambling, and with a certain amount of chagrin on Pechev’s part, prostitution. He told himself it had to be done – business was business. Scionised medicines had taken the company in a whole new direction in the twenties and despite his appearance: the shabby suit, the receding hairline and greying beard, he felt like a boy again. He had become one of the richest men on the planet, with more legitimate fronts spread across Europa than even he knew about. Pechev preferred to leave all that to the accountants and solicitors. Above all, he liked to consider himself a man of the people, for the people. He still liked to get his hands dirty, so this business with Gorski wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Of the employees that he had taken on over the years, some had died of natural causes, some had been killed, but no one had ever simply left the company of his own volition. Pechev understood that there was a natural ebb and flow in all things, and that Gorski’s time must eventually come to an end, but he wasn’t ready to let him go just yet.
He took a moment to knock the white king over with the black bishop before turning off the lights.



Chapter 26
‘Vidmar dead. Body in Proto boot, Long Rd Cnr of Clap Comm. Go well bro. Ces.’
Domino Tyrell was staring at his textabeep and trying to work out the significance of the message on the display, when Roma Bruce and her gang of thugs appeared out of nowhere.
‘Domino! We’ve got unfinished business, you and me,’ growled Roma.
‘Is that so?’ he asked, with new-found confidence. ‘Well listen wolf, I don’t want no trouble, so here,’ and grabbing the evening’s takings from the bag, he handed the rest over to her. ‘There’s enough Bad Moon in there to kill you and your crew. Go howl at the moon, you pack of freaks.’
Domino made to walk off, but Zevon placed a heavy hand against his chest.
‘What the fuck is this all about, blud?’
‘I’m out.’ Domino smiled, pushing away Zevon’s hand, ‘I’m so out.’
***
Crystal frantically waved the tiny bottle under Lek’s nose, and slapped him again, trying not to open the deep cut on the bridge of his nose. ‘Lek! Lek! Wake up Lek! We’ve got to move! They’re coming!’
Lek’s new blue eyes snapped open and he sat up as though nothing had happened. ‘Who’s coming?’
‘The gangs, for Lennon’s sake! We’re stuck in the middle of gangland and it’s a full moon.’
‘It’s the full moon rumble!’ cried Lek, ‘How could we have been so stupid?’
They scrambled from the wrecked Proto and ran for cover behind a set of bottle banks. Lek crouched down and drew a deep breath. His eyes were already bruised and his nose was swollen and black. He tried to wipe the blood from his face, but it had pooled in his white goatee and in the lines around his mouth and chin. He looked like a madman. His head throbbed, and he took a moment to search through his pockets for anything that might pass as a pain-killer. ‘Scion vials and gel-caps. Bases and extracts. Enough drugs to turn a grown man into a menagerie, but not a single aspirin. Typical. How’s your head?’
Crystal’s left eye was virtually swollen shut. ‘Better than yours, I reckon, but still painful. Never mind now. What’s the plan?’
‘Well, we can’t just sit it out. We’ve missed the last overground, and I don’t think we’ll make the metro either. So it looks as if we’re walking. We’ve got a little over an hour and a half to make it to Victoria, the money, and the train… and we’re what? Only three miles away. Easy.’
‘Any other night, I’d agree with you,’ said Crystal as she peered around the side of the bottle bank at the gangs of wolfish youths who were striding over the Common, some on all fours, some carrying nunchakus and kendo staffs, some with metal chains wrapped around their wrists, holding back fierce German Shepherds. But the majority were bare-chested and empty handed, content to rely on the skills and strength that the Lupinex had given them.
Lek stared at them and the reality of the situation hit him like a fresh punch in the face. Just then, the sound of sirens filled the air and for a beautiful moment, Crystal thought the police in this part of town still cared about the citizens and had come to break up the madness.
‘It’s curfew,’ whispered Lek, and all the streetlamps went out.
***
Roma led the pack down an alley around the corner. Domino had been true to his word – the bag was stuffed with gel-caps: mainly Lupinex, but there was also plenty of ‘Laughing Bag’ for the jackals, ‘Empire State’ and ‘Matador’ for the gym junkies, plus a few odds and ends of Snake-blood and Tiburon.
‘First that score on the Common and now this! Doesn’t Roma always get the goods for you?’ she said, waving the bag above her head. ‘Still, this is all I want.’ She pulled out the stash of ‘Bad Moon’ and ditched the rest on the cobble stones. While the others marvelled at their good luck, Dahlia reached out and stuffed the bag inside her vest, certain it would be worth something at some fork in the road.
‘What was with Domino?’ asked Zevon as he counted out his share of the loot.
‘Who gives a fuck?’ Roma replied. ‘Our soldiers are waiting for us, lieutenant. Shoot me up, big boy,’ and she handed her second in command eight gel-caps of scion.
‘All of this?’ Are you sure Roma?’
‘Do it.’
‘That’s a lot of shit in one hit…’
‘You wouldn’t be challenging me, would you? I said ‘do it’. Now do it.’
She lay down in the filth of the alley, among the dog-shit and broken glass of old hypos and empty vials, and her pack filled their chambers and pumped the drugs into her veins. Roma Bruce’s howls split the night.
***
Lek Gorski tried to clear his aching head, but teeming thoughts of the nightmarish possibilities of his next ninety minutes on the planet were clouding his judgement. His mind kept coming back to the opportunities he had wasted throughout the day, chances he had missed to make it out of the capital in one piece.
He thought about Cesar – Lek had never intended to involve him so deeply in his escape plan and when Crystal explained what he had done, how he disappeared into the night having saved them both from Vidmar, Lek could barely speak for the lump in his throat. He promised himself that if he did make it out alive, he would find some way of repaying the debt: perhaps dedicating his work at the Rubicon Institute to finding a cure for the monster Cesar had become.
And Crystal. He had never meant to put her in harm’s way, but then again, he knew he could not have left her behind, knowing that Calabas would eventually have worn her spirit down, until there was nothing left but an empty shell of a woman, just another has-been lap-dancer sitting at the bar in The Shangri-La hoping for pity-tips and drinks to dull the pain of loss. He wished she was safe in her bed, but felt blessed to have her by his side.
As for himself, he could not have imagined a more bizarre day. Being a scientist had its share of surprises, if one considered explosions in test tubes and the unexpected properties of unstable compounds surprising, but the last twelve hours of Lek’s life were something else, terrifying mostly, but strangely exhilarating at the same time. Never before had he stared down the barrel of a gun, conned a hitman, defied a drug-lord, bought a woman’s safety, or sat under the heat lamps in a beautox parlour. If fate let him live through the night, the scientist in him would enjoy turning over the events, revisiting those missed opportunities to escape and calculating the probabilities of his survival. It was sickening to think that he had managed, with a little help, to outsmart them all – Delić, Vidmar, Calabas, even Pechev - only to find himself now hiding in the shadows, surrounded by savages, on the wrong side of the Thames. The night before he had looked down at that river and, if only for a moment, considered jumping in. Now, his immediate goal was to get across it, with Crystal.
***
Delić cocked an ear as the tannoy in the IKEA Victoria International Station announced the first call for all passengers departing on the 21:05 Europatrans train to Paris, Gard du Nord. Across the concourse, one of the tramps had somehow managed to catch a pigeon, luring it closer with cake-crumbs, before tossing an old coat over it. Delić watched in disgust as he bit into it. Focus, he told himself and turned his attention back to the lockers. He looked about – the pre-curfew crowd had dispersed, safe and sound on their trains to the home counties, but people had begun to congregate in the shelter of the station, one of the few buildings which had been spared the ignominy of lights-out across the Capital. Delić decided to take a chance, and pulled the severed thumb out of his pocket and stepped over to the lockers. It felt good to stretch his aching legs, if nothing else. He pressed the thumb against a few readers in a row, leaving bloody smears here and there, but he soon grew tired of working systematically and began to press them at random. It was a waste of time, even Delić could see that, after he had walked the length of the wall of lockers, and he turned around to find his prime location seat had been taken by the pigeon-eater. Never mind, keep your eyes wide open now, he told himself, the door to one of these lockers has to burst open in just over sixty minutes and your future is inside it, written in a recipe book.
***
‘It breaks down like this,’ Yakuba was explaining to Arid and Osaze, who hung on his every word as though he were imparting great philosophical wisdom. ‘The hyenas and dingoes run the south west of the city, from Wandsworth down to Tooting, and our brothers in arms - the jackals - cover Dulwich. That’s all ours. You feel me? The wolves run the east: Brixton, through Camberwell, Peckham and out to Deptford. Clapham and Battersea are no man’s land. That’s where we clash. True. North of the river’s got its own rules.’
Yakuba was a mass of nervous energy, high on life and the thrill of ensuing violence, snapping his fingers and nodding to music playing only in his mind. The boys struggled to keep pace with him as he nimbly skipped over a wall and dropped down onto the train tracks. There were small groups of thick-necked youths everywhere, telling jokes and anecdotes, laughing wildly, and dealing in the recesses of the railway tunnels. A couple were having rough sex against the wall. The groups consisted mostly of older teenage boys, but there were some girls too, a few of whom caught Arid’s eye, and for the first time that evening he began to feel that same sense of solidarity which had first drawn him into his addiction. Yakuba must have sensed this change in him and without breaking step, fished two wraps of Joker from the knee pocket of his combats and handed them to the boys. ‘It’s OK brothers, have some of mine.’ They were small wads of Hyenarc wrapped tightly inside unused lotto slips. Osaze beamed as though he had been handed a roll of hundred cred notes and split his open to share with the equally elated Arid. They stopped momentarily to tap out the yellow powder and snort it off the backs of their hands and Arid immediately felt at one with his hyena brothers and sisters. His inhibitions were stripped away instantaneously; he felt ultra-confident and ready for the fight. Osaze was nodding at his side: it seemed he too had discovered the meaning of life. They marched onwards down the tracks like they were heading to a carnival, until they reached the cutting on Plough Road and climbed up to street level. ‘We’ll have a little prelim bust-up in Falcon Park. Just a chance for us to test the waters, feel how the night is going to go. Then we head into Battersea for the real deal.’



Chapter 27
‘The way I see it,’ said Crystal, ‘we’ve got two options. Either we front it out and pretend like we don’t give a toss what’s going on around us, or we run.’
‘We could always pretend that we’re just drunk, or lost?’ suggested Lek.
‘No. No way. These kids are looking for easy meat, and if they think they can get anything out of us, then we’re dead. Pure and simple. We were lucky to get away with it last time.’
‘OK fine. Then I say we front it out. We look pretty demented anyway.’
It was true, Lek and Crystal looked like an advert for domestic abuse, her with her black eye swollen shut, and him with his broken nose and blood-stained goatee.
‘Alright then, are we ready?’
‘Let’s go.’
They stepped out from behind the bottle bank as though they had been sharing a moment in the shadows. Lek puffed out his chest and tried to seem manly. Crystal caught the eye of a girl probably half her age, and though her stomach flipped at the sight of the uneven canines protruding from her mouth, Crystal’s face didn’t show the slightest emotion.
‘Which way are we going?’ she asked Lek, and he heard the tremble in her voice.
‘The same way as everybody else by the looks of things. Which is both good and bad. We’re headed straight up North Street till we hit Queenstown Road, then up past the edge of the park and over the bridge, but Lennon only knows what’s waiting for us. Hold my hand.’
Together they moved through the throng of kids, keeping their distance where possible, and always staying on the edge of the crowd: should things turn ugly, they wouldn’t find themselves in the centre of the pack. Lek noticed a man in biker chapajeros and a string vest checking out his own outfit – he was still wearing the oversized sports suit, but he had rolled up his sleeves and tucked his trouser legs into his boks to stop them dragging on the ground. At best, Lek knew he looked like an outsider trying to fit in. He winked at the biker, who returned the gesture. So far, so good: everything was going to plan.
***
Even Ronnie and Reggie looked worried. Dahlia had walked to the end of the alley on the pretext that she was keeping watch for police and stray jackals. Zevon couldn’t meet Roma’s eye.
‘Look at me!’ she barked, her voice was thick and gruff, no longer her own.
‘I am looking. Maybe we should get you to the walk-in, Roma. You’re getting worse.’
‘No Zevon, I’m…. getting…. better,’ and she rolled from the position she had lain in for ten minutes when the back spasms and stomach cramps had left her howling in pain. She looked neither wolf nor human. Her skin was deathly pale and she was sweating profusely; her eyes were blood-red and watering, and the veins in her neck and forehead were standing out as though they might split apart at any moment.
‘Stay with me tonight,’ she whispered to Zevon, and although he couldn’t tell whether she meant for him to keep pace with her during the pack clash, or hold her in his arms afterwards, he nodded his assent. He had no choice: she was still the alpha of the pack. He stole a glance at Dahlia at the end of the alley, and even at that distance, he knew her bright eyes were staring back at him.
Roma called them together and without a word the five-strong pack moved as one down Dolman Street, leapt the razor wire and shards of anti-vandal glass cemented on the top of the wall, and rolled down the embankment to the train tracks. It was the fastest way to get to the heart of the rumble.
***
From the side-streets and the high-rise underpasses, from the tenement courtyards, public shelters and recyclotruck-passageways, gangs of youths continued to appear, sliding around the corners of buildings, crawling out from under shop-front metal-shutters, shifty-eyed and grinning. As they neared Falcon Park, their numbers swelled, and the trickling streams of threes and fours gathering from every direction became tens, twenties, hundreds. They pouted their lips and nodded at one another. The high steel fences of Falcon Park Cage Fighting Forum and Basketball Courts had been ripped apart, and in the light of the full moon, Arid could see the wolves assembling on the other side of the park. He felt a shiver of excitement. It came out as a snigger at first, then a giggle, then rose to a wild laugh. Osaze was right: if nothing else, it was an amazing sight. Yakuba stepped through a hole in the fencing and held it apart so that Osake and Arid could follow. Ulan and Fogo were already inside, stretching out their muscles and play-fighting. Yakuba walked around the crowd, paying his respects to those who outranked him in the hyenarchy, and in turn being shown respect by those below him. He touched fists with many, and gave a lazy salute to others. The atmosphere was one of warm geniality and the reservations which Arid had felt earlier that evening melted away. ‘It is going to be a good evening,’ said Osaze, speaking as if he was a seasoned professional of the pack-clash, when in fact he was as much a rumble-virgin as Arid.
On the far side of the cages, the wolves began to pour through the gaps in the fencing and form a line. The hyenas jeered and shouted insults, but their opponents only glowered back. There was menace in their silence. They seemed to be a more organised crowd, more militaristic than the hyenas, filing dispassionately into orderly martial ranks behind one another, like a body of Ancient Roman centurions. Suddenly, a single howl split the atmosphere in two, and the hyenas fell silent. It was a short stocky male, his long hair tied back in a pony-tail. When he turned to his troops, Arid saw the huge perma-tatt on his broad back: a wolf, standing on top of a mountain, silhouetted against the moon. The mood had changed in an instant, and Arid saw that those around him were steeling themselves for the bloodshed. The solitary howling of the lone wolf was drowned out by the rest of the full pack as they raised their voices in unison. The hyenas and jackals roared back, gnashing their teeth and snarling, pushing each other forward towards the fight, but as yet unwilling to break away from the invisible bounds which tied them to the fencing on one side of the cages. The noise was deafening and when it seemed like it had reached fever-pitch and could only dissipate, something snapped instead and the gangs of hyena and wolves rushed across the moss-covered clay court and smashed together on the centre-line.
Above the war-cries, Arid could still hear the painful crack of bones as fists met faces. The lines of force spontaneously broke apart into smaller pockets of violence, as pairs of fighters from both sides struggled to draw first blood. From his standpoint at the back of the crowd, he saw a she-wolf ruthlessly swing a baseball bat into the knees of a jackal, who screamed in pain and rolled into a ball on the ground. He watched in horror as she raised her bat high above her head to strike him again, and then recoiled as a hyena pushed a smashed bottle into her unguarded chest. He turned to run, but there was a solid wall of hyena behind him, steadily moving forward into battle, and nowhere for him to go. Flares and bottles sailed though the air above him and he saw another jackal fall to the ground as three wolves set upon him, kicking him in the head and stomach. Something about the action lit a spark in him and his anger flared. Arid ran from the cover of the boys in front to even the score. But in a flash, the skirmishes dissolved, melted away and the battle lines reformed, howling and cheering at one another from across the court. The hyena danced and whirled, jumped on the tips of their toes and laughed raucously. Of the three-hundred young men and women gathered together, only twenty or so lay beaten on the ground, dazed and bleeding, but none were dead. They limped or were pulled back to the safety of their respective gangs and proudly displayed their fresh wounds to those around them, raising their own voices in defiance of the opposition’s best efforts. Yakuba appeared at Arid’s side: he was breathing heavily and rubbing the bruised knuckles of his fists, but he was smiling nonetheless. ‘It will be a good night, brother. There will be no killing here. Just a lot of huffing and puffing from the big bad scum, as usual. And we will teach them a lesson!’ Osaze joined them, pushing through the throng to clap his arm around Arid’s shoulders. He too was panting from effort and excitement. ‘Did you see me? Did you see, Arid? I knocked one to the ground! He came at me and I took him down! Like that!’ and he mimed a stinging jab at an imaginary foe, ‘Bam!’
Arid felt fire in his heart, laid his arm around his friend, and together they added their voices to the hooting and hollering as the crowds dispersed, back to the safety of their own kind, each claiming the prelim victory.



Chapter 28
‘What was that?’ Crystal croaked. They had heard the fighting at Falcon Park from a mile away, and around them the wolves had cheered and howled, as if energised by the echoes of violence resounding in the air.
‘There was a testimony in the paper recently – some gang member who had found religion and wanted to repent – from what I read, the full moon rumble isn’t just a single isolated event. There are rules about exactly how, where and when they’re fought; unspoken agreements, rumours that are passed down through the troops. Nobody wants to get killed, sure as most of these lunatics don’t really want to kill anybody. Look at this lot: most of them are just kids, wearing fancy dress and playing war games. They don’t want to end up in the juvenile clink. It’s a school night, after all.’
In spite of herself, Crystal sniggered and immediately she found herself staring into the stern faces of two overgrown teenage boys.
‘Something funny, bitch?’ snarled the first, cocking his head to one side. Only one of his irises glowed yellow in the moonlight.
‘There’s no trouble here lads’, said Lek, trying to keep his tone light.
‘What if we wanted to make some trouble?’ said the second, his grimace revealing the neon braces holding his canines in place.
‘What the fuck you doing here anyway, square?’
‘Just taking in the… atmosphere, you know?’
‘Well fucking take it someplace else, dickhead,’ snapped the first before turning away with a shrug of his shoulders.
Lek mouthed ‘Sorry,’ when Crystal glared at him, but he was right. Although the threat was there beneath the surface, these were just schoolkids, puffing out their chests and posturing for one another. He tried not to think about the part he had played in ruining so many young lives and the impact on his current circumstances.
They sank back into the crowd, allowing the steady stream of bodies to flow around them as they made their way up North Street and on to Silverthorne Road.
***
The night air was alive, and as Roma ran towards the epicentre of the rumble, she could feel the call of the whole pack in her blood and bones. Her own crew struggled to keep up as she set a dogged pace, moving fluidly across the sleepers in the darkness of the railway tunnels, kicking up ballast dust into the faces behind her. Even Dahlia, usually her equal for speed, could not match her now. They had missed the prelim at Falcon Park while Roma had been writhing in agony in the alleyway, overdosing on rough-cut Bad Moon, and Dahlia knew that she would be keen to make amends to her brethren for their absence. She felt the bile rising in her throat at the thought of being forced to kill. Deep down, she believed without any doubt that she was capable of murder, but not just anybody. It would have to be a righteous kill: either somebody who deserved to die or else somebody whose death would benefit the pack. She thought again of challenging Roma.
***
While the wolves moved through the park for the next meet-up, since they could not deny their natural desire to run across grasslands under the light of the moon, the jackals and hyenas stuck to the streets, since they could not deny their natural desire to scavenge and loot. And so it became over time one of the unwritten laws of the rumble, and allowed the gangs to move freely about the city without fear of too many unplanned attacks. The shop- and store-owners of Battersea Park Road did their best to protect their property, but on nights of a full moon, they resigned themselves to the loss and damage, emptied their shelves, and left the doors and windows open to protect their already extortionate insurance premiums, if nothing else. Some even left unwanted goods out on the pavement for the looters to rip apart. Osaze had procured two soya-cream slices and a Chelsea bun from an unlocked bakery and handed the bun to Yakuba as an offering to his new god. Yakuba thanked him, before throwing it across the road in the style of a baseball-pitcher, where its stale crust shattered on the head of a wolf lying drunk and bleeding in a doorway. The hyenas laughed hysterically: even Osaze, heartbroken at first, couldn’t help but join in. Windows shattered and bins were set on fire. Ulan and Fogo threw firecrackers at one another and sprayed a stolen can of aerosol-cream into their own open mouths. ‘You’re about my brother’s size, here…’ said a stunning jackal girl with emerald eyes, stopping Arid in his tracks and holding a fur gillet against his chest. ‘Perfect!’ she said, stuffing it in her bag. She kissed Arid on the cheek and ran off. He thought the night couldn’t get any better, even before another pack-leader slapped Yakuba on the back, handed him a half dozen lotto-wraps of Joker and told him to share it around, courtesy of the Tooting Dingoes. Arid Dysoned his whole wrap, bump after bump, with the tip of his blade, which Osaze said was the height of machismo. A car exploded behind them as the gang made its woozy way to the Queen’s Circus to rumble proper.
***
The crowd of teenage wolves had begun to thin out, leaving only drunken stragglers behind, those who never intended to fight and were only coming along for the ride. Lek and Crystal held hands and for a moment, it seemed everything would be fine. Nobody on the planet could ever have guessed their location. Lek breathed deeply, and ignoring the pain throbbing behind his eyes, pulled Crystal closer so that they could kiss under the moonlight.
‘We’ve never done this before,’ she said.
‘Which part?’ asked Lek, and he kissed her again, while a couple of wolves whistled their approval. Lek heard the bells of St George Harrison’s Church toll nine.
***
Up the embankment at Ingate Place, the claws of Roma Bruce’s bleeding hands and feet dug into the soft earth as she pushed her heavyweight body through the tangle of brambles and nettles and landed neatly on the other side of the retaining wall in a quiet residential area which was taking shelter from the storm raging on the streets. Her pack were still five-hundred yards behind, but Roma couldn’t stop, couldn’t wait for them, such was her desire to spill hyena blood. She thundered around the corner into Queenstown Road and the smell of the foe was thick in her nostrils. Up ahead, at the intersection with Battersea Park Road, her newly-acquired crisp night-vision picked out a gang of jackals who were waiting for the main event, taking digisnaps with stolen cameras and laughing at one another. Roma closed the distance in a matter of seconds and launched herself at the first hyena within range.
Osaze Mboku may as well have been hit by a speeding Lexus biorg. So powerful was the force of Roma’s attack, he was lifted clean off his feet and sent flying into the base of a streetlamp. His thick neck snapped on impact, but that didn’t stop Roma from tearing at his throat and chest with her bare hands and teeth, leaving his flesh tattered and the panic-stricken onlookers spattered with his blood. Roma turned to face them and instinctively the hyenas backed away, for they could see that there was rabid madness in her eyes and too much poison in her veins. She barked ferociously, raised her head to the skies and howled, calling her pack to her side; but still she could not wait. As the crowd came to their senses and began to form a circle, she spun around, howled again and sprinted off towards Queen’s Circus to rumble. A single scream split the ensuing silence as Arid Bomani ran to kneel at the body of his fallen friend. In his heart he already knew he was dead, but still he went through the motions of feeling for a pulse in his wrist, looking into his eyes for any flicker of life and telling him between sobs that ‘everything will be alright’.
Yakuba came and knelt at his side, laying his hand on Arid’s back. His face studs sparkled in the moonlight. ‘Your brother has gone, my friend. True. He was a brave soldier. True again. Did he not say himself that he knocked a man down tonight? And now you will do the same. You must avenge his death. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.’
The horrified screams and shouts from the hyenas standing on the nearby street corners reached a new pitch as four lean wolves, three males and a female, darted into the crossroads and stopped dead as they tried to make sense of the scene before them.
It was more than a killing. It was a slaughter, unlike anything they had seen before. Ronnie and Reggie were dumbstruck, and could only watch as Dahlia headed straight for Osaze’s body and Arid weeping next to him.
‘What happened here?’ she asked, staring at the mixture of emotions on the faces of the surrounding hyena.
‘One of your bitches went berserk,’ said Yakuba, ‘she killed an innocent.’
‘Nobody’s innocent, blud,’ replied Zevon smartly, and no sooner were there words out of his mouth, than Yakuba had grabbed him around the throat with a sinewy hand. In a move which he must have practiced a thousand times, Yakuba swept Zevon’s legs from under him, and slammed his body against the tarmac in the middle of the street. He pulled a knife from his back pocket and held it fast against Zevon’s windpipe. Ronnie and Reggie found themselves unable to make a move – they were surrounded by an angry mob of hyena, baying for their blood.
‘Stick him!’ somebody shouted.
‘Not I,’ said Yakuba and without taking his weight off Zevon, he flipped the blade and held it out to Arid.
‘A tooth for a tooth?’
Arid stared at the knife for what seemed like an eternity, then he shook his head wearily, as though there were simply no other course of action, and reached out for it.
‘Wait!’ said Dahlia, unsure of what she was about to do. She stood up, wiped Osaze’s blood on her shorts and found her voice.
‘My name is Dahlia Ortega. I run with the Brixton Wolves. I... understand that you are angry. Our alpha – the boy’s killer – will be challenged...’
‘What are you saying?’ croaked Zevon, and Yakuba squeezed his hand tighter around his throat.
‘Let the woman speak. What are you saying wolf?’
‘I am saying,’ Dahlia began, and the words almost choked her, ‘that we will punish our own.’
‘But what of our loss? What of our fallen brother?’
‘Accept this as a gesture of our good will and respect for your comrade,’ and she pulled Domino’s bag from her vest and threw it to Yakuba.
When he unzipped it, he was unable to hide his astonishment at the number of Hyenarc vials inside. He tipped them out on to the street so that everybody could see. ‘There must be two thousand creds’ worth....’ Yakuba said to nobody in particular. ‘What was your name again, wolf?’
‘Dahlia Ortega.’
‘Go well, Dahlia Ortega of the Brixton Wolves. Right the wrong within your pack. We have a truce until you do. You feel me?’ And with that, he took his weight off Zevon, pulled him upright and signalled to the rest of the hyenas on the corner of Battersea Park Road and Queenstown to let them pass.
Ronnie and Reggie, Zevon and Dahlia huddled together to discuss their options.
‘What have you done?’ said Zevon.
‘What have I done? I saved your life, shithead. You could start by thanking me. I saved all of our lives. What could I have done? The hyena are killers - they may not always seem it with their constant laughing – but make no mistake Zevon, they will kill to protect what’s theirs.’
‘Roma is out of line,’ said Reggie.
‘She’s out of control,’ said Ronnie, nodding in agreement. ‘That kid is only, what? Fifteen, maybe sixteen. Beatlemania,’ he whispered.
‘So what now?’
‘I’ve made a pact. I have to challenge her,’ said Dahlia.
‘It’s not your place to challenge.’
‘I just bought your life, Zevon, or have you forgotten? I own you now.’
Zevon bowed his head in reluctant acquiescence.
‘But it’s all moot anyway. We have to find her first.’



Chapter 29
Though the crowds had dispersed and Lek and Crystal had been left alone on the streets, they could tell that something had changed. As they moved further north, away from Clapham and nearer to Battersea, they became aware of the orange glow of fires burning in the darkness. The boisterous shouts and chanting of earlier had turned to screams and cries of pain, and they saw more young men and women retreating now from the action, many of them wounded and crying. The further they walked the more destruction they saw on the roads: smashed windows, overturned cars and recyclo-bins on fire. Crystal looked worried and asked Lek if it might be worth taking the back streets instead, but he didn’t like the idea of getting lost - or worse, cornered - in the tight network of dead end roads. ‘Plus,’ he said, ‘we’re heading straight for Chelsea Bridge – this is the most direct route.’
‘It just seems like we’re walking into the middle of it.’
‘Maybe we are, but the clock is ticking. The train leaves in forty five minutes and we’ve got to get the money before then.’
‘Fine. Whatever. Where are we anyway?’
‘I think we’re about five minutes’ from Queen’s Circus.’
***
The news of the killing had spread like wildfire through the gangs, and the entire mood of the night was changed within minutes. Banter and bravado became barbed insults and thrown punches. Violent scuffles had already begun to break out between the wolves and hyena gathering at Queen’s Circus, before the official commencement of the rumble. By the time the first gunshot echoed through the night, there were bodies from both armies lying face down in the gutter. Word had spread that Brixton Roma was on a killing spree, that she had already slaughtered a boy on the street and scattered a pack of jackals shooting-up in a looted pawn-shop. Outnumbered four to one, but tearing at them with her claws she had managed to rip the femoral artery of one before the others managed to beat her back with chains. She was overdosed, they said. She had ‘turned animal’.
It was all true and the hyena were incensed: just as Osaze had predicted earlier that day, they fought hard. If the prelim had been a relatively mild affair, this was an all-out street-war, the likes of which hadn’t been seen in years. Here, now, knives were drawn, and the sound of shots and the smell of cordite filled the air. Roma had tasted blood and wanted more: she felt she could run forever as she bounded into the thick of it, slashing at any stray jackal separated from his pack. As the rumble began to take on a life of its own, her presence only served to fuel the fire. The former order of the wolves was split apart as she moved at random, knocking down and biting anybody in her path. A group of wild hyena rounded on her, slashing at her with flick-knives, but she smashed her way through them and continued unharmed on her rampage, pouncing on the back of a boy who was brandishing a machete. As he fell, the blade was forced into his own chest and tore its way out through his shoulder. His screams sounded like a sheet of metal being ripped in two. Roma did not hear them, but moved on pitilessly to her next victim – a young girl with emerald eyes, who was swinging a weighted bag to defend herself. Without breaking her stride, Roma barrelled into her flank, and before the girl had hit the ground, Roma had sunk her teeth into her scalp, and had pulled away a bloody chunk of flesh and hair.
Meanwhile, the hyena fought on bravely, redressing the balance against lesser wolves. Yakuba’s men, fresh on the scene, chased and cornered a pack-leader, beating him to death with their fists as he cried out for help from his gang. Arid was there too, in body, if not in spirit, watching without seeing, as they tore away the plastic seats from a Credibus shelter and flung them at a tight knot of wolves. He saw a jackal whirl a bleeding boy around by the wrist in a parody of a dance move, and heard the cheekbone smash when it connected with a hyena’s raised claw-hammer. He saw the hyena’s back explode as he was shot at point-blank range in the chest. He saw the horror in the shooter’s eyes as a knife was plunged into her neck.
Roma had completed a full circle of Queen’s Circus roundabout, killing at will and notching up a chilling tally of hyena casualties and fatalities. The exertion was finally beginning to take its toll when she approached the Queenstown Road exit, and she drew breath for a moment in the middle of the battle and focused on the people milling around the edge of the rumble. There, amongst the cowards and the spectators, she noticed somebody: a woman, and the part of Roma Bruce which was still human registered a fleeting memory, a spark of envy for the woman’s beauty.
‘I want a trophy,’ she growled.
***
Lek paled at the scene in front of him. What had started as a rumble was now a war, raging like an inferno across a square mile. The dead were strewn everywhere, others sat at the edge of the crowds, grey with shock and nursing horrendous injuries, but still there must have been four hundred youths brawling on the street and on waste-ground in the centre of the roundabout.
‘What have we done?’ said Crystal, horrified. We’ve got to go back; get a later train, anything! We can’t go through this. It would be suicide.’
Lek cursed their luck. He felt his escape slipping away from them, and the very idea of trying to survive for another hour - or maybe more - in this city brought tears to his eyes. He struggled to remain in control, realising he couldn’t let Crystal see him like this. ‘But we can’t. We can’t,’ he said to himself, knowing that they couldn’t stay where they were, couldn’t afford to wait, couldn’t carry on.
They were weighing up the options when something in Crystal’s peripheral vision caught her attention. Before she had even turned her head, her subconscious screamed at her to move and she grabbed Lek by the wrist and yelled at him to run.
Twenty yards to the end of the road at full pelt. Hand in hand, Lek and Crystal sprinted into the darkness of the Kidholme Housing Estate, screaming for help: the residents knew better than to open their doors to anybody on the night of a full moon, but they still peered out from behind their curtains at the strange couple fleeing across the courtyards. Crystal let out a cry when she heard the deep howl echoing off the walls around them and she knew they were being hunted.
‘Who is it?!’ shouted Lek. ‘What is it?!’
‘It’s the psycho who mugged us in the car. It’s the girl!’
Another howl resounded in the deserted yards.
‘That isn’t a girl.’
He pulled Crystal along a row of squat houses, moving as fast as he could and trying to keep low. They darted across a pampas grass verge and found themselves at the foot of a staircase leading up to the high-rise flats towering above them.
Roma Bruce was barking somewhere in the network of housing rows and they could hear the sound of her footfalls as she followed their scent and closed the gap.
‘The lift!’
‘The doors won’t open! Curfew! Keep moving!’
Crystal began to run up the steps, but Lek dragged her back. ‘No, she’ll trap us! This way!’ and they turned left and ran back in the direction of the main road, hoping to lose her in the crowds there. The estate was like a rabbit warren: a maze of walled gardens, underpasses and stairwells. The pair ran through a covered recyclo-bin shelter and into another courtyard, banging desperately on the doors they passed, in the hope that somebody, anybody, might take pity on them. It was useless.
Roma Bruce could smell their fear and it drove her wild. She summoned the reserves of her own human DNA. ‘Barbie-doll,’ she sang, ‘Barbie-doll!’ ‘Where are you baby? You never… introduced me to that… fella of yours. I just want to be… friends,’ and she cackled hoarsely and the sound carried though the underpasses and sent a chill down Crystal’s spine.
‘There!’ called Lek suddenly. He pointed across the yard, but was already pulling Crystal in his direction. He could see the flames of a burning car on the corner of Nine Elms Lane. When he saw that their path was blocked by a padlocked iron gate, too high to climb, he swore bitterly. In his desperation to be in the open space, drawing out the distance between themselves and the monster, Lek made his mistake. He turned down a blind alley.
Together Lek and Crystal ran into the shadows, into the darkness of the dead end. Lek slammed the palms of his hands against the brick wall and cursed. Twelve feet above him, the razor-wire glinted in the moonlight. He scrabbled desperately at the wall, hoping to find any crack, any foothold, knowing that there would be none, and that he had no chance of climbing it. Crystal frantically searched the ground at her feet for anything that would pass as a weapon. She only found an empty coke can and tossed it aside.
Roma Bruce sloped into the courtyard. She picked out the two figures at the end of the passageway, seeing them as clear as day, and she laughed cruelly again, knowing that there was no way out for them. She gave a low growl to announce her presence and felt a shudder of excitement as she saw their heads snap up in fear. Roma Bruce wanted to hold that pink hair again, wanted to know how it would feel against her own skin, wanted to rip it from the scalp of that smug bitch with her model good looks who had never in her easy life had to touch an ounce of Bad Moon to get a man’s attention. She stepped into the alley.
Lek breathed deeply. He had an idea but didn’t like it. He needed time to consider the implications. But there is no time, he told himself, stop thinking like a scientist!
‘This... girl. She’s going to kill us, right?’ Lek already knew the answer. ‘And there’s no way out of here, is there?’ He put his hand inside his pocket. If Crystal replied, he didn’t hear her. ‘If we stay, we’re dead. And if we miss that train, we’re also dead’. He pulled out a handful of extracts and a hypo. ‘OK then, let’s do this.’ Lek looked down the alley – fifty yards away, he could see Roma’s yellow eyes glowing in the dark. He spun around and held the first vial up to the moonlight. ‘Octopus,’ he cursed, and held up another, ‘Arctic fox... no,’ and then another ‘Moose.’
‘Lek! Do something!’ hissed Crystal.
‘I AM!’ Lek shouted and held another vial up to the moon, ‘Got it!’
He clipped the vial into the hypo, took another deep breath and rammed the needle into his own neck.
‘Lek! Lek! What did you just give yourself?’
Roma took a few paces forward, sniffing the air. Something wasn’t right.
Lek was having trouble breathing. He leant forward, choking for air and thought he was about to vomit. His chest was on fire. He swallowed hard and forced out a single word.
‘Grizzly.’
Lek only created the formula for scions. He was the scientific mastermind behind the operation. In his tiny high-rise lab, overlooking the river – the apartment he would never see again – he made up a tiny amount of the drug from his vast collection of replica bases, mixed it with appropriate levels of weak alkaline solution and alcohol to increase its uptake, and tested it on a mouse. Tigranol, for example, contained a number of animal extracts, carefully mixed to balance out the effects of pure tiger DNA. After all, nobody really wanted to share their bed with a tiger. But a tiger with his claws clipped and his fangs filed down, with extracts of dolphin or spaniel – that was another matter. When he was sure that it was clinically safe enough for the streets, he passed his workings on to a group of chemists, none of whom knew one another, working out of a number of separate company-owned laboratories throughout the city. Each chemist was given a part of the formula to make into a functioning element of the final drug. Vast quantities of these elements were then delivered to the ‘cutter’ – a paranoid schizophrenic named Barry Krantz who sat happily all day in his flat in Bethnal Green mixing the packets as they arrived from the four corners of London, with common low-tox, low-effect agents: extracts of Golden Labrador, Jersey cow, and so on, as well as baking soda and talcum powder. There was no point in flooding the market with one-hundred percent pure product when users were happy to take drugs which were only sixteen percent shark, or gorilla, or wolf. When this part of the operation was complete, a sample of the end product was bicycle-couriered back to Lek for final testing and the circle was complete. As much as he was a scientist though, Lek also believed himself to be something of an artist, and he liked nothing better than to sit under the cherry-trees in Finsbury Park, or the olive groves around Camden and create another masterpiece, another scion symphony from the bases he always carried around in his briefcase and test it when he got home to his lab. So it was that he had been able to administer a pure shot of sloth extract into the unsuspecting Delić that afternoon, and how now, in a dead-end alley in the Kidholme residential estate in Battersea, with his lap-dancer girlfriend by his side, facing down a young woman who had overdosed on one of his own creations and in doing so had permanently crossed her own DNA with that of a wolf, Lek Gorski had imbued himself with the brute strength, the savage power and the ferocity of an Alaskan grizzly bear.
‘Lek! LEK!’ screamed Crystal, ‘You’re dying!’
‘N..No’ Lek stammered.
‘What then?’
‘Ch…changing. Grafting.’
‘Ringo Starr, Lek! She’s coming!’
Roma was moving stealthily down the passage, smelling the change in her prey. The female reeked of fear and she could see that the male was doubled over in agony, but there was something new in him….
‘Get… behind… me!’ Lek managed to say, and Crystal heard his voice lower an octave over the words.
‘How long will it take to work?’
‘SecONDS!’ bellowed Lek, as Roma lowered her head and charged at them.
Lek felt like he had been reborn. Anybody looking at him, standing there with his beautox parlour haircut, bloodstained face and XXL sports suit hanging off his lean frame would have seen a madman, but inside, Lek’s muscles were charged with electricity and his bones felt like reinforced steel. Why didn’t you let me out years ago? screamed the Grizzly in his head and Lek was lost for an answer. He wasn’t big, by any standard, but even an average man forced to work out in the Dynagym for an hour every day had fairly decent muscle tone. Lek pulled himself to his full height, stretched his arms back behind him, and roared like a beast as Roma launched her attack. In a move which reminded Crystal of a man crashing a pair of cymbals together, she saw Lek catch the wolf with both hands in mid air, before throwing her back against the ground. With a strangled yelp, more from surprise than pain, Roma scrambled to her feet, gathered herself and came again, rising up on her hind legs to slash at Lek’s chest and neck. ‘Get BACK!’ yelled Lek and clouted her in the muzzle with a stinging blow. Her head cracked off the wall and for an instant, Lek saw more than confusion in her eyes. Crystal screamed and clung to his back for safety and without thinking, he twisted in his rage and knocked her to the floor. Roma seized the opportunity his momentary distraction had afforded her and darted forward to close her jaws around his leg. She sunk her teeth down to his shinbone - Lek roared out in pain and instinctively kicked her away. She hit the edge of a steel ash-bin and felt a rib break. In an instant, Lek threw his weight on top of her and the two rolled around in the alleyway, like animals, each trying to pin the other to the ground. Roma was fast and vicious, rabbit-kicking him in the stomach and groin as they grappled, catching him with her claws and ripping his skin, but the bear felt only bramble-scratches and fought on furiously. Lek had the weight advantage and shifted his bulk, rolling her over and headbutting her with all his might. Roma was stunned and Lek saw his moment, pulling her towards him by the shoulders and smashing her head down against the cobblestones again and again. He tried to hold on to his humanity, but the bear in him would not be restrained and released all of Lek’s anger in a torrent of violence. Years of pent-up aggression and frustration, two decades of living in fear of his life, and the last cherry-on-the-cake day he had spent running from Delić, Vidmar and Pechev, Pechev, Pechev poured out of Lek Gorski and he cracked Roma’s head on the ground with such rage, he heard her skull fracture and she finally gave up the fight and lost consciousness. Lek leaned back, throwing out his chest in victory and then lowered his head again to bellow once more in Roma’s grotesque face, blood and spit running from his bottom lip. He rolled off her then, and crouching like a man who had been stabbed in the stomach, limped a few paces down the alley on his wounded leg, before collapsing in a heap against the wall.
Crystal ran and threw her arms around him. There was still fire in his eyes, but Lek was there too and he held his shaking hands in front of his face and whispered gruffly, ‘What did I do?’
‘You saved us, Lek. You saved our lives!’
‘My leg!’ he said through gritted teeth, when he saw the crooked rows of puncture wounds bleeding through the tattered fabric of his trouser leg. Crystal tore the sleeve off his sports suit and having absolutely no clue about first aid, fashioned a makeshift tourniquet around his shin.
‘We’ll have to get that looked at. And you’ll need a shot,’ she remarked crisply, trying to sound like a nurse.
‘I c..c.. can’t stop sh…shaking,’ whispered Lek.
‘It’s shock.’
‘N.. no. It’s the dr..drugs. Reacting with m..my adrenaline.’
‘Just lie down for a moment,’ Crystal said.
‘No time,’ said Lek, and with one hand on Crystal’s shoulder and the other on the wall, he forced himself into a standing position and together they hobbled back through the courtyards.



Chapter 30
In the smoke filled air of Battersea, in the middle of a wild pack-clash, it seemed as though the smell of Roma Bruce suddenly blossomed in the night air like the aroma of wild jasmine in Harlesden, and her pack looked at one another, bewildered by the bizarre phenomenon. Only Dahlia Ortega understood its true meaning, and she led the pack back around the Queen’s Circus, dodging the missiles and avoiding the skirmishes, through the side streets of Battersea without questioning herself. Their pace slowed and the trail led them to a brick wall outside a housing estate. One by one, they leapt up and over the razor wire and dropped gracefully into the alley below.
While the Twins cowered in the corner of the alley, unsure of what to say or where to look, Zevon ran to be at Roma’s side and was the first to touch her. Blood had pooled behind her head. ‘Don’t speak Roma. We’ll get a doctor. We’ll get you to a hospital. I don’t know. Just, just stay with me.’ He had known her demise was inevitable, having already outlived the average lifespan of a pack leader, and even though he had begun to resent her control over him, in all aspects of his life, he was still crushed. Here she was, his childhood friend, the wolf he had served under for six years – stealing, mugging and even killing at her command. To see her fallen made him question his own mortality. He felt like a part of himself was dying with her and his eyes flooded with tears. He stared down at her battered face and asked through choking sobs, ‘Who did this to you?’
Before she could even try to answer, Dahlia told Zevon to step away.
She knelt down and turned her cold eyes on Roma. Her voice was like ice. ‘Roma. I cannot challenge you now, but know that your actions tonight have brought disgrace on the name of the Brixton Wolves.’
‘How… dare… you?’ whispered Roma, but all the venom of her voice had already died, and she sounded beaten.
‘The boy you killed was an innocent. A no-mark. You broke the agreement of the prelim and now you’ve started a war. It will take a strong leader to right your wrongs.’
‘Zevon,’ croaked Roma.
‘No, you have forfeited the right to choose your successor. Besides, I paid for Zevon’s life in drugs and now I own him. Zevon will not replace you. I am the leader of the pack. I am Alpha.’
Roma’s eyes narrowed slightly, and she bared her twisted fangs at her lieutenant’s insolence, but Dahlia only stood up, rolled the muscles at the base of her neck and placed her foot on Roma’s windpipe. She took a long look into the eyes of the three males before pressing down with her full weight.
‘The Queen is dead. Long live the Queen.’
***
What had changed? Everything and nothing. Arid Bomani was still fifteen; still the son of a shipping merchant and a school inspector; still a schoolboy himself. In the morning, he would be sitting in a classroom. Osaze would not. Where was his body now? In a hospital? Or a mortuary? Arid didn’t even know how such arrangements were made. His brain struggled to cope with the idea of returning to the life he had known earlier that day, his life before the rumble. And where were his new friends now? Those who had been so keen to share their drugs and to laugh and speak of their war, and the new revolution. Ulan and Fogo? Yakuba? Gone. Back into their holes. In a daze, Arid placed one foot in front of the other and walked around the Queen’s Circus, until his emotions got the better of him and he broke down and cried again for the loss of his friend. Arid Bomani was a good boy.
***
Queen’s Circus was deserted. The chilling silence was fractured by the sound of a siren to the east. The only evidence of the all-out war which had been raging not fifteen minutes earlier was the smouldering recyclo-bins, smashed glass and burnt out Credibus shelters. All the bodies had been removed, either carried off by the gangs themselves, or taken away by the authorities who had appeared as if by magic when the violence ended and the cease-fire was called. The only figure still on the scene as Lek and Crystal made their way over the roundabout was a young black kid, sitting on the kerb with his head in his hands.
‘We’re not going to make it,’ Crystal said despondently.
‘We have to,’ Lek snapped, ‘we’ve come too far to give up now. We’ve got seventeen minutes to make it to Victoria before that Smarte Locker opens.’
‘Forget the money Lek. I’m thinking about the train.’
‘Forget the money? Are you kidding? That’s our ticket out of here.’
‘A hundred grand? How long do you think we can survive on that?’
‘It’s enough to keep us under the radar while we make our escape. Besides, Pechev controls all my money. I just used to send him the bills.’
‘He really did have you in his pocket,’ Crystal said with a touch of animosity.
‘And I suppose your lap-dancing for Calabas paid well?’
Crystal lowered her eyes and said nothing.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Lek, ‘that was a cheap shot.’
‘I worked hard Lek. And I never complained. Even though I hated every single minute of my life in that shithole, did you ever hear me complain?’
‘I’m sorry. I was out of order. I suppose I’m just feeling a bit... grizzly.’
Crystal tried not to smile, but she couldn’t help herself. ‘You’re an idiot,’ she laughed, but Lek’s mood had darkened once again. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘That girl in the alley. Do you think I...? Was she...?’
‘Listen, it was either her or us - she was going to kill us. Pure and simple. You did what you had to do and baby, I for one am glad. You can’t think about it now. Come on, let’s just get there.’
Lek ignored the pain in his leg and managed to maintain a steady pace through Battersea. The flagship Dynagym, which had once been a power-plant before the turn of the Millennium, shone like a lighthouse in the darkness, as gym-junkies worked through their share of the nation’s energy debt, with digi-boxing mitts clocking each of their jabs and dyna-rowers monitoring their every stroke. Lek looked at the palm trees planted in each of the four chimneys and gave a hollow laugh. How long could the UK survive like this? Hiding behind this facade of success? On the surface, everything seemed to be working well, the population was thriving, the engine was still ticking over; but scratch beneath that surface and you saw a Government which was at best inept, their public services failing to meet the low standards which they had set themselves. The United Kingdom had become a rusting infrastructure which could not cope with its own heaving masses, the violence on the streets, the drugs...
‘Whatever happens,’ said Lek, ‘we have to catch that train.’
They hurried over Chelsea Bridge, while a coal-barge slipped silently through the slick green waters beneath them. It felt like a huge weight had been lifted from their shoulders when they reached the other side. The nightmare of the full moon rumble was behind them, but Lek was suffering badly with the pain in his leg and the debilitating effects of the come-down from his own drugs. He leant against a wall and vomited weakly. Crystal had never seen him in this state and she began to have her doubts about his chances of making it to the station at all.
‘I’ll be fine,’ said Lek, sensing her tension, ’I just needed a moment.’ And he staggered to the nearest water fountain and drank deeply. ‘Let’s keep moving.’
He had lost a lot of blood and was deathly pale. ‘We’re nearly there. We’ve only got to get along this street and we’re there. Victoria’s five minutes away, max.’
‘Let’s nab a taxi? Or a rickshaw?’
‘I doubt anybody’s going to... pick me up... in this state.’ Lek was slurring his words. Suddenly, Crystal lost her grip on his waist as he slipped away from her and swayed precariously towards the kerb. She screamed his name and tried to grab on to his wrist, but his weight pulled him away from her and he fell like a drunkard into the path of an oncoming car. Lek whirled around trying to maintain his balance, but he could tell neither up nor down and could hear Crystal calling his name from the bottom of a well. The car screeched to a halt on Buckingham Palace Road and the driver leaned on his horn as Lek spun one-hundred and eighty degrees once more and rested his hands on the bonnet. The driver, a short Asiano wearing a lot of jewellery, jumped out and began swearing furiously in his own language. As Lek raised his hands and stepped away from the car, the driver noticed his injuries in the light from the headlamps and switched to English.
‘Ringo Starr, brother! What happened to you? I didn’t do that to you, did I?’ he looked around and shouted louder, ‘I didn’t do that to you!’
‘No, no,’ said Lek. ‘It’s ok. Me and my lady were attacked on the other side of the bridge.’
‘Man, you’ve got to get to a hospital or something.’
‘Actually, we’re just trying to make it to the police station in Victoria. We want to report it first. Do you think you could help us out?’
‘Shit man, course I can!’ said the driver with visible relief, ‘just don’t bleed on my seats.’
He helped Lek into the back, and even ran around the other side to hold the door open for Crystal, while behind him, a string of cars blared their horns at the delay.
He swore again in his own tongue, made a gesture which would have been understood in any language, before jumping in and gunning the engine.
On the back seat, Crystal turned to Lek to see if he was feeling alright.
‘Never better,’ he replied with a sly wink. ‘I told you I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.’
In a matter of moments, they pulled up outside the station. Lek gave the driver the last of the cash which Roma’s gang had missed, ‘for his troubles,’ and thanked him.
They stumbled up the steps to the IKEA Victoria International Station at ten minutes to ten. The beggar that Lek had seen that morning, exactly ten hours earlier, was still sitting in the same place, still holding out his paper-cup for spare change.
‘We’ve even got time for a coffee,’ joked Crystal, pointing at the LED.
‘Money first...’ said Lek and with an arm around her shoulder he limped towards the bank of Smarte Lockers on the far side of the concourse. Halfway across the empty hall, Lek suddenly made a sound like he had been stabbed in the lung and the life seemed to drain out of him. Crystal struggled to hold him up. ‘John Lennon, Lek, don’t die on me now!’ she gasped.
‘It’s not that,’ said Lek, ‘It’s him. On the benches over there. It’s Delić.’ And in that moment, the skin-head in the raincoat turned and looked into the eyes of a man he had killed earlier that afternoon.



Chapter 31
Delić thought he was seeing a ghost, and his stomach rolled over. The man before him was Gorski, it had to be - something about the set of his shoulders and those high cheekbones - but he looked like he had been attacked by a crazed beautox therapist and her dog. And his woman was next to him – it had to be them – she was sporting a pink wig and a black eye. So many questions fired in the slow synapses of Delić’s brain: how is Gorski still alive? Who did I shoot dead in The Shangri-La? Are they her real tits? What the fuck is going on? Without an answer to any of them, Delić did what he did best. Instinctively, he stood up, crossed his arms over his torso and drew his weapons like a Wild West gunslinger.
‘It’s all over,’ said Lek, and in spite of the multitude of adversities he had managed to overcome that day, his only thought was of the embarrassment of being shot dead in a XXL sports suit. He briefly considered making a run for it, but the concourse was empty and there was no chance of making cover. ‘No more tricks left.’ His eyes flicked to the lockers, and Delić saw Lek’s expression change to one of surprise and horror as the cred limit on the storage expired and the small door sprung open with a satisfying clatter of metal on metal. Delić turned and ran, and in spite of his wounded leg, Lek sprinted after him, unsure of what he was hoping to achieve. Delić was still sluggish from the sloth-extract – he felt like he was running through treacle - but he was first to the open locker. His eyes darted over the contents in a split second. He saw the doctor’s bag full of money stuffed in tight at the back, he saw the stack of old bills and papers, but there, sitting right in front of him was a battered black spiralled notepad – it had to be the recipe book. He grabbed it with his right hand and spun around to point the gun in his left on Lek, but instead he met the charge of a wild-eyed tramp, who had covered the distance from the Starbucks picket lines in a flash. The tramp flung himself into Delić’s naked midriff, driving the wind out of his lungs and sending him skidding across the polished floor, the pistol flying from his hand. Before Delić had a chance to get to his feet, he was mobbed by the same vagabonds he had abused earlier that evening, and they stood over him and kicked him viciously with their bare feet, raining heavy fists down on his unprotected face. Delić tried to defend himself by curling into a tight ball, but there was no escape from the punishment. He clung on desperately to the recipe book, until somebody tore it from his grip and ripped it into pieces out of spite. ‘NOOO!’ screamed Delić, but his cry was cut short as another of his attackers smashed an empty Juniperus bottle over his head. The pigeon-eater stole his shoes and an open packet of goji-berries.
During the melee, Lek calmly pulled the doctor’s bag from the locker and closed the door. He looked inside the bag, just to be sure, and breathed a sigh of relief. When he looked up, his eyes met those of a tramp, but Lek merely pointed to the bag in his hand and then pointed to his own chest. The tramp nodded his assent. ‘Finders, keepers,’ was the only law of the popped lockers the tramps understood.
Crystal ran to his side and kissed him full on the lips. ‘I thought you were a dead man!’ she breathed, when she let him up for air.
‘So did I,’ said Lek, clutching the bag to his chest as though his life depended on it. ‘If I’m honest, I never thought I would see this again,’ he smiled.
‘So this is us. We’re home free?’ said Crystal, beaming.
‘Looks like it. Just got to catch that train.’
A couple of stern-faced Terror-Guards arrived from a steel portacabin near the platforms to investigate the commotion. They sent the tramps off with threats of eviction from the shelter of the station and turned their attention to the unconscious man lying face down on the floor. One of the guards rolled him over with the toe of his boot and noticed the holsters strapped to his chest. A quick search of his pockets uncovered some drugs, two knives, another gun and most interestingly, a severed thumb.
‘You know anything about this?’ the second guard asked Lek gruffly, when he noticed him staring.
‘No officer,’ Lek said emphatically, shaking his head and feigning wide-eyed innocence.
‘What’s your story then?’ the guard replied, unconvinced.
‘We got caught in the middle of the wolf-hyena rumble in Battersea. They beat us up pretty bad just for being there. We’re just trying to catch a train.’
‘Fucking idiot kids,’ he cursed. ‘Come with me, Mr...?’
‘Gorski. I’m afraid I can’t, officer. The train’s leaving any minute. I don’t really have time to make a statement.’
‘Just come with me sir.’
Lek reluctantly agreed, walked over to the portacabin and waited outside as instructed. The guard emerged a few seconds later with some black overalls and a small disposable first aid kit.
‘You look like you need these.’
‘Ah officer, you’re a lifesaver. Thank you.’
The Terror-Guard nodded curtly and returned to his work. Lek thought better of saluting.
Crystal and Lek made their way hand in hand to the Europatrans terminal, smiling and laughing like a pair of honeymooners but looking like a couple of violent offenders. They thumbprinted through the security checks, drawing some odd looks from the staff members and passport control officers and made their way towards the International platforms. The Europa Silver Bullet, the 22.05 to Paris, was humming gently when they stepped aboard and found their table-seats.
‘You bought these tickets this morning?’ asked Crystal.
‘Yes.’
‘What made you think I would join you?’
‘Just a hunch. It was either going to be you or Delić.... but I thought that I could make you an offer you couldn’t refuse.’
She kissed Lek on the cheek and he grimaced as pain shot across his face.
‘Why don’t you go and get changed? Spruce yourself up a bit. You’ll feel better for it.’
‘Good idea. I’ll be back in a minute.’
Lek shuffled down the carriage to the bathroom. Once inside, he locked the door and turned to face his reflection. It was a wonder that Delić had managed to recognise him; Lek could barely recognise himself. With the events of the past few hours, he hadn’t had time to fully take in his transformation at the hands of Ursula, but most striking was his broken nose, the bridge of which was still heavily swollen and seeping blood. Both of his eyes had blackened and there were streaks of dried blood covering his face.
Lek filled the sink with warm water and gingerly lowered his face into it. Then he pulled off his sports suit top and used it to pat himself dry. He opened the first aid kit and applied some antiseptic cream to the cut on his face and stuck a fibrin-mesh plaster over it. He pulled off his tattered trousers, washed and disinfected his leg and wrapped a bandage around the puncture wounds. ‘Fucking psychopath,’ he whispered under his breath. He popped a couple of Codinol into his mouth and swallowed them with a handful of water from the tap. Finally he pulled on the clean overalls, which smelled of paraffin but fitted at least, and after taking a moment to gather himself, he walked back to his seat, feeling better than he had in hours.
He caught Crystal’s eye as he walked through the sliding doors into their carriage. ‘Is everything alright?’ he asked, ‘You look worried.’
‘I’m fine, just... glad it’s all over, I suppose. You look better.’
‘I feel better, I’ll say that much.’ Lek flopped into his seat and closed his eyes, as the Bullet began to pull away from the platform. ‘Are we moving? Or is that just my head swimming?’
‘No, we’re off. At last.’
The train began to pick up speed. The engine hummed and the signal lights rolled by. The wheels rumbled over the tracks and the carriage swayed gently on its axels. ‘... serving a selection of cold drinks, hot beverages, beer, wine and spirits, snacks, sandwiches....’ Lek was already dozing off when he felt Crystal wrap her arm through his and lean her head against his chest.
Lek dreamt of better things. He dreamt of Paris in the morning. He dreamt of walking easily again through the cobbled streets, to a cafe he knew near Montmartre. Croissants and coffee. Spending some money. New clothes. Sleeping with Crystal in a hotel bedroom, and making love to her between fresh sheets. He dreamt.
When he woke with a start, Lek found himself lost for a moment in a fog of déjà vu and in complete darkness. The carriage lights were flickering as the train made its descent into the tunnel under La Manche. He gently rubbed his bruised eyes and was comforted by the feeling of Crystal sleeping next to him. How could she still smell so wonderful? he asked himself. The lights flashed on again briefly, and Lek noticed in that instant that they had company: somebody was sitting across the table from them. In the darkness, he heard the shuffling of the pages of a newspaper. Again the lights flashed on, long enough for Lek to make out the headline on the front page: ‘London Club Owner Shot Dead,’ and ‘England Bids for 2052 World Cup’ on the back. Darkness once more. The sound of the engines echoed in the tunnel and the lights came back. That was the moment when Lek realised that it had all been for nothing: that all was lost and he would never escape. The gentleman reading the newspaper in the seat opposite was missing the middle finger of his right hand. The lights flickered again and a voice in the darkness whispered, ‘Tell me, is this seat taken, Doctor?’
THE END
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