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Writing these short stories has been a wonderful challenge.

When I started, I didn’t appreciate exactly what I was setting

myself up for. A brand-new short story every couple of weeks,

and each one had to come in under 1000 words. I can type that

many words in an hour easily—half an hour if I’m in a good

flow. But that doesn’t mean these stories were quick to produce.

There was time spent fermenting ideas, and trying different

things. Then there’s the editing. Most of these stories started out

far longer, some nearly three times the length. Writing the actual

words is probably the shortest part of the whole process.

I’ve tried to keep at least a couple of stories ahead of myself,

for those times when life gets in the way. But there have been

times when I’ve had no stories in the bank, and I’ve had to dig

deep to get one ready for Monday. There have been times when

I’ve been working on novels, and really haven’t wanted to break

off.

But I didn’t want to stop the momentum. If I missed one

fortnight, I’d have an excuse for missing another, then another.

Routines (and promises) are important.

But it’s been worth it. I’ve learnt so much through writing

these stories. I’ve come up with ideas that could well feed into

longer stories at some point. I’ve surprised myself with some of

the words I’ve typed. These stories are a definite improvement on

the earlier ones in the first volume of Millenary.

For these stories, I’ve strayed from the world of Dominions,

and have moved beyond science-fiction. I’m not going to

apologise for that—I stand behind each one of these tales. Over

the time these stories appeared, I gave Dominions a break to work

on the Shadows series, as well as working on a couple of other
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projects, so maybe it’s not too surprising that the scope in these

tales has widened.

So what can you expect over the next 20,000 words or so?

There are tales that reflect different aspects of horror—the

dread of being relentlessly followed in The Tracker, a shock

ending in Invitation To Dinner, and questionable surgery in

Monster. Then there are the despicable acts, in stories like The

Pinnacle and A Little Moment Of Happiness. There are playful

stories like They Need To Learn. I’ve even strayed into fantasy

with Old Bones Burn Strong.

I haven’t totally ignored Dominions. In Clay Caress, I

explore the character of Sertio. In a very early draft of Dark

Glass, I wrote about the troubles he faced because of his dark

past. That felt out of place in the final novel, so there was loads

of good stuff I had to cut. This short story gave me the

opportunity to revisit the character, and has given me ideas for

future Dominions novels.

I’ve also written a story that is set in the world of the

Shadows books—Running The Gauntlet. For those of you who

have read those books, this will give a little insight into how

Brice ended up with Kaiahive. I have a few more Shadows shorts

planned, too.

Then there’s Tradition, this collection’s Christmas Story. I

posted this one on Christmas Day, but I didn’t want to do

anything too predictable. Instead, I played about with the idea of

tradition, maybe stepping close to Neil Gaiman’s take on folk

tales (although I’ve got a long way to go to get anywhere close to

his standard—if you haven’t read any of his stuff, I highly

recommend it).

Many of these stories are sad. I’m not sure why this is

(because I’m pretty happy with my life at the moment), but a lot

of these stories revolve around depressing events. One of these is

Waiting, and this is probably the story in this collection I’m most

proud of.
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I’d be interested to know what you think. If, after reading

these short tales, you have any comments (and as much as praise

is warming, I’m always open to constructive criticism), please

contact me. You can e-mail me at twiain@twiain.com, and I’m

also on Twitter (@TW_Iain).

Like I mentioned earlier, these stories are an improvement on

my earlier ones. But I’m still improving as a writer, and the next

twenty will be better still.

Happy (?) reading.

TW Iain

February 2018
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Her skin smells of the morning, and tastes like freshly cut grass.

His fingers brush her hair to one side, and stroke, barely

touching. He feels her shudder, and a moan escapes her lips.

“You know we can’t stay like this forever,” she says.

“We can make it seem like forever, though.”

The tiny lines around her eyes crinkle, and her lips curl into

a smile, glistening. “You know that makes no sense at all, right?”

“Does it have to?”

Her shoulders shift with the breath she pulls in, and the

fabric of her shirt rubs against his body. When she breathes out,

his arm pulls her tighter, his fingers hooked into the waistband of

her trousers. The black ones with the silver lines running down

the side. The ones that highlight every sinuous step she takes.

“You think it’s going to rain?”

Her cheek is warm as she moves in to him. He follows her

eyes to the window.

Trees sway in a lingering dance, and now that he

concentrates he can hear their sibilant rustling. Like the ocean, he

thinks, or a lullaby. Like the soft sounds to help a child sleep. A

baby in her arms, rocking gently back and forth. She breathes out,

lips parted, her face almost touching milky skin, and those young

eyes can hardly stay open. Tiny fingers clasp round one of hers,

so delicate, keeping that grip even as sleep comes.

And then, she puts the baby down, and pulls the blankets up,

the ones that forever smell of powder and warmth. She stands for

a moment, a silent guardian looking down at the baby, at the

arms raised up by its head, fingers still curled round, and that
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face, so calm, so carefree. She smiles, and there’s a hint of

sadness, and he wants to hold her, to let her know that she is

incredible.

The trees fill the window, silhouettes against the dawn sky.

Lighter patches show through the cloud, but it is not yet light

enough to make out branches. The grass is a dark shadow still.

The clouds roll, tumbling like waves.

“Does it matter?” he asks. And he almost hopes it does rain.

He wants to hear the rapid-fire pounding as the heavens open. He

wants to see those trees whipping back and forth in the squall. He

wants the view to be distorted by water racing down the glass. He

wants to see puddles forming on the grass, growing into a stream,

its surface in constant motion. He wants this to be a huge storm.

Because then, he will have no excuse not to stay.

“I have things to do today,” she says.

“Nothing that can’t wait.” He moves his head, slowly,

because he has not yet shaved. But he needs to put his lips on her

forehead, just above her eyes. Her skin is cool there, and he

warms it with his breath.

She moves in closer. Her fingers reach for his own, down by

her waist, and he thinks of that baby as they entwine with his. He

shifts his hand, and brings his thumb up to caress her wrist.

There’s a small scar, just to one side. She says it’s from an old

accident, but doesn’t give him any details, like it’s not important.

He never hears the story.

It’s a tiny imperfection, but it makes her even more real. And

he brushes it, back and forth, because it’s a part of her. As much

as the laugh-lines and the slight bulge around her midriff, and the

way her elbow bends back sometimes, and a thousand other

things that make her unique. He wants to touch every one of

them, with his fingers, then with his lips. He wants to taste her, to

draw in her aroma, and to be with her forever.
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“You know this can’t last,” she says, but her voice is soft, so

far away, and he wants to believe she doesn’t mean this. He wants

to believe this is one of her games, teasing so that he holds her

closer.

Her hand moves out, and he feels his arm shifting, away from

her body. There is a distance between them now, and he can see

her face clearly.

He doesn’t need to be with her for that. He can see her in

perfect clarity every time he closes his eyes.

“You need to go,” she says, and he cannot answer with

words. She holds both his hands now, and his skin is cold.

He nods, once, and swallows.

Outside, it is starting to rain, and he shivers. She stands in

the doorway, arms wrapped around herself, and he wants to run

back and give her his warmth. But he knows that moment has

passed.

She shuts the door before he’s half-way down the street. He

forces himself to walk on, never looking back. He doesn’t want to

be reminded of the grey stonework, and the patchy, yellowing

grass. He doesn’t want to see a row of identical buildings, all so

lifeless and bland. He doesn’t want to be reminded of his life.

He knows he should stop, that he should fight this addiction.

But he closes his eyes, just for a moment, and he sees her face.

He’ ll be back. When the time is right. When he cannot take

any more.

Because, even though this perfection is only fleeting, what

else does he have?

1 st May 2017

908 words
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She’s not the only one to call me a monster. I’ve heard the insults

and accusations so often that they have become little more than

meaningless noise. But from her, they cut deep.

Is it any wonder I have my laboratory so far out? Is it any

wonder I lock my doors, and employ Fists to dissuade the

inquisitive and the vindictive?

He doesn’t care what I do, so long as he’s paid. I admire his

ability to see the world in such simple terms. I’m lucky to have

found him.

My instruments need a thorough clean, and I know they

should go through the steriliser, but I want to watch her for a

while longer. I want to imagine what will happen when the

anaesthetic wears off.

She looks so helpless on the table. It saddens me, to see her

so inanimate.

I never wanted this to happen, but what choice did I have?

She was too angry. I had to protect myself, to safeguard all I’d

achieved.

Her body, like all bodies, is a wonderful machine, but time

has not treated her well. Or maybe she has not used her time as

effectively as others. I remember when she was proud of her

muscle tone, and when she laughed at what she called ‘top-heavy

eye candy’. I remember when she’d think nothing of an hour’s

hard run first thing in the morning. Now, she’d struggle with five

minutes. She stopped training years ago, when she realised she’d

never be the best.

That’s where we differ. I see second-best as encouragement,

she sees it as failure.
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I worry about her work now.

I tried talking with her. I told her my concerns about that

part of the district, and about the type of people she’s selling to.

She laughed at me—what did a bloody medic-wannabe know of

those streets? Books and reports wouldn’t teach me about real

life, she said.

But she was wrong. I knew the area far too well. I knew

people moved there to disappear, or because they had nowhere

else to go. I knew they wouldn’t be missed.

My work was far from perfect. I knew I would make

mistakes. But I needed subjects. I needed to learn from my errors.

Her face is swollen from the procedure. I had to shave her

hair, and there’s a sharp incision line, where I pulled back the

skin. The scar will always be there, I think, but when her hair

grows back it should be imperceptible. The suturing is some of

my best.

Of course it is. She deserves nothing less. Even after the

things she said.

It’s not like she even cares about the mistakes. She called

them all manner of names when they were alive, those I used and

those she dealt with. She took advantage, sold them what they

didn’t need, feeding an addiction that would keep them coming

back for more. She kept them destitute through the hunger she

supplied.

And she has the audacity to call me a monster.

She never understood. She never appreciated the bigger

picture. And, like so many others with short sight, she jumped to

false conclusions and unfair accusations. Her righteousness

blinded her to logic, and the adrenaline surged through her body.

I had to defend myself. I didn’t realise the forceps were still

in my hand.

Her scream was wild and multi-faceted; a cacophony of

voices. Shrill and deep, it cut into my mind and pummelled at my

heart.
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I didn’t want to leave the instrument in her eye, but she

moved away too quickly. I believe my hand opened through

shock.

When she lunged, I did the only thing I could. I had to stop

her, for her own safety.

She’d interrupted me mid-procedure, and that meant I had

the anaesthetising agent at hand, ready in case the subject woke

too quickly.

He was a fine specimen. Later, I allowed myself to feel

sadness that her interruption resulted in the abandonment of that

procedure. Placing his body in the incinerator was akin to

destroying a masterpiece.

But her procedure is a success, at least so far. The swelling

will dissipate, and the colour will return to her skin. And beneath

her flesh, my work has improved on what nature provided. It is

my best work to date, without a doubt. Her vision will be

incredible, and I know she’ ll be begging me for a second

procedure once the resentment fades. She’ ll yearn to have her

undamaged eye as good as her new one.

Of course, I will give her everything she desires.

And I have to believe that she will finally see the truth.

15th May 2017

785 words
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A man walks into a bar.

Yes, I know—sounds like the start of a bad joke. But

honestly, my life is a joke. Always has been, and now I know it

always will be.

It didn’t help that my parents called me Grim. Guess they

liked the sound of the word. I never got to ask. By the time I

could form those kinds of questions, they were long gone.

Can’t say I blame them for getting out.

Grim—it’s a name you have to live up to. A name like that,

and you can’t be all smiles and friendly quips.

People hear my name, and the moment I smile, they cower.

So, a man walks into a bar. The man’s me. The bar’s just

another run-down dive. The kind where the barkeep hates

everyone, and where the regulars drink themselves into oblivion

every night.

She said to meet her here.

It was late enough to be early, and the barkeep was wiping

down the bar-top with a rag that looked almost alive. Most of the

reprobates in the shadows were slumped over tables, some

snoring. Maybe a couple were bleeding. I didn’t look too closely.

He sneered in greeting. I asked for a drink, and he acted like

I’d asked for the secret to eternal youth. But he poured me a glass

of something dirty and flat, charged me over the odds. I paid and

thanked him.

She sat in a corner, watching me. She didn’t smile.

I asked the barkeep what she was drinking, offered to get her

one. He didn’t say. Just sneered and carried on wiping with that

filthy rag.

I walked to her table.
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“So you’re the one,” she said through unmoving lips.

What kind of an opening is that?

She kicked the chair opposite her, and I took the cue to sit.

“You’re determined,” she said. Her voice was thick as it

poured into my ears, settling heavily in my mind. “You sure you

want this?”

“Nothing for me here,” I answered.

“There are easier ways to escape.”

I shook my head, knowing this was the only way. I could run,

but not from myself. And ending it all? I knew I couldn’t do that,

not even through an arranged accident.

She didn’t try to dissuade me. She sat back, half into the

shadows. I couldn’t make out her features, or her figure. She wore

some kind of cloak, tight around her throat. Maybe she didn’t

need to breathe.

The room grew colder. The door opened, and she told me to

turn and watch.

The man wore dark clothes, a hat obscuring his face. As the

door creaked shut behind him, the barkeep yelled something. The

stranger ignored him, and turned to one of the tables. Two

drunks, slumped in their chairs, cradling spilt drinks.

The man said something then, too quiet for me to hear. Then

he moved, and the drunks were on the floor. Glass shattered, but

it didn’t hide the two sharp cracks. The drunks’ heads hung at

grotesque angles.

I saw the barkeep back away and reach under the counter. I

heard chairs scraping, and saw people rising, metal in their hands.

The man turned to another table and smiled, his teeth bright

in the shadows.

The place erupted. Figures surged, and metal flashed. I heard

cracks, and thuds. I swear there were a couple of soft explosions.

Before the lights went out I saw blood spray across a table.
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I shut my eyes. The thick air swirled, pungent with sweat and

copper. Adrenaline surged, warm and fast, and I have never felt

more alive.

When the light returned, I looked at the carnage around me.

Tables were overturned. Blades littered the floor. Bodies lay

motionless in spreading patches of crimson. Eyes were open, but

saw nothing.

The barkeep shouted, and now he held a vicious, gnarled

weapon, one finger curled round the trigger, one hand trembling

as it held the barrel. The butt rested against his shoulder. Too low.

It would hurt when he fired.

A laugh came from right behind me, close enough to shake

my body.

The weapon boomed, and there was a blinding flash. He

spun with the recoil, sending bottles flying.

Laughter sounded in my head this time. I didn’t dare turn

round.

The barkeep grimaced as he raised his gun, a tendril of

smoke curling upwards. I could smell cordite.

A hand reached forward and grabbed the smoldering barrel. I

caught the aroma of burning flesh as the weapon was yanked

from the barkeep’s hands.

“Who the hell are you?” he said. Another stench rose, the

sharp, acrid tang of his fear.

No reply came.

“What are you?” His voice was quiet, and he looked into my

eyes. His skin was pale, unhealthy. He didn’t have long for this

world.

But he would see the next dawn.

“I’m Grim,” I said with a smile.

The woman whispered something in my ear.

“Run,” I told the barkeep. He didn’t need telling twice.
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I turned to face the woman, pulling the hat down to shield

my eyes.

“That wasn’t what I wanted,” I said.

“You wanted to escape.” She looked both old and young,

attractive and hideous. I knew I’d grow to know her intimately.

“Welcome to your new life.”

The door slammed after the barkeep, and I thought of the

stories he’d tell, and the name he’d spread. This was how legends

started.

I never wanted to hurt anyone, but with a name like mine,

did I really have any choice?

Like I said, my life’s nothing but a hideous joke.

29th May 2017

939 words
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The casket was closed, of course. She’d refused any suggestion of

surgery. To make him look at all presentable, the work would cost

too much. And she hinted that it would be too upsetting to see

him again. She preferred her memories.

So she chose a casket, and one of proper wood. She’d

insisted on that. No cardboard, and no cremation.

The wood was varnished, but her fingers rose over knots, and

she worried about splinters. Ridiculous, she knew, but weren’t all

phobias?

She remembered seeing his first tattoo, and so desperately

wanting one herself. She’d made it to the front door of the parlour

before the thought of the needles overpowered her.

There were other ways, of course. But acid etching was too

expensive. She had to watch the bottom line, especially when the

tests came back positive.

But it had never been a life. Not really.

She couldn’t be sure it was his. So she never told him. Just

made some excuse about coming down with a bug.

She removed her hand, the sleeves of her dress hanging

loosely, the only part of this outfit that didn’t cling to her body.

When was the last time she’d worn anything like this, with every

curve showing and her legs exposed? And there were red marks

where the straps on her shoes dug in. She longed for her usual

leggings and boots, but she had to play this part. The mourner,

the dutiful…

The dutiful what? Friend sounded inconsequential, but

nothing else fitted. Lover? Maybe, for a few brief months. And
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that was more lust than love, on both their parts. Colleague? Too

formal.

For a couple of months, they pretended to be siblings. It still

amazed her how that convinced others to trust them. Those

scams had been so much fun.

The tear on her cheek surprised her. It tasted too salty.

Strange how the fake tears, the ones she could summon on cue,

were watery, yet this genuine one was like an ocean all to itself.

Sharp and bitter. It tasted of pain.

She was used to pain, of course. Her constant companion,

the hunger never far away. But with the proceeds from their

various jobs, the solution was always at hand. She had one of the

vials tucked into the elastic round her waist right now, digging

into her flesh, giving her an illicit thrill every time she moved.

Where else was she supposed to put it? This stupid dress had

no pockets. She’d be better off in a sack. At least that wouldn’t be

so tight across her chest and stomach. At least she’d be able to

move freely. Better than being trussed up like…like that woman

from the Heights job. The one she’d wanted to silence.

But he had been adamant—they were artists, not killers.

He’d knocked her out, and tied her up using her own belts. And

he wore gloves, of course, leaving no trace of their presence.

Only an unconscious woman and an empty safe.

That had been a good haul. And he’d let her keep the ear-

rings. She wore them now, a reminder of better times.

But nothing beat their very last haul.

When he told her of that stash, she said it couldn’t be done.

She said he was a fool to even consider it. But he insisted. And

his plan was perfect.

She just didn’t realise how perfect.

In hindsight, she knew he was growing jaded. His planning

was meticulous, leaving nothing to chance. And the execution
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became routine. Before, there had been uncertainty, and danger.

Every job was a rush of adrenaline, and he was wild, so full of

life. But now he went through the motions like a ghost. Like he

wasn’t really there.

She told herself it was cold efficiency, just another part of his

brilliance.

Strange, how she believed her own lies.

But he said this would be the big one, the ultimate haul.

If—when—they pulled this off, they’d be legends.

Of course they pulled it off, and it was perfect. Even down to

the part where he went out in a blaze of glory.

She shouldn’t be crying. She should be happy for him. He

got exactly what he wanted.

He was a legend. He was the shadows that had achieved the

impossible. He left no clues, only red herrings. Even now, gang

leaders were running in circles, setting up hits on the wrong

people, searching for something they’d never find.

He’d taken that secret to his grave.

He’d explained all this, in the letter. An actual letter, on paper,

folded small and hidden in the pages of the diary he should not

have known about. The words she wrote were a comfort to herself,

phrases that would be meaningless to anyone else.

She’d read his final message, memorised it, and eaten the

paper. Just as his words instructed.

Three weeks. That was how long the chemicals would take to

rot his body. He’d injected himself when he went to the

bathroom, leaving the final preparations to her. They left their

rooms, and she had no idea he was already dying.

Three weeks. Then it would be safe to open the casket. Of

course, she’d have to dig it up, but that wouldn’t be a problem.

His final resting place would be a quiet corner, far from

inquisitive eyes. He’d planned everything.
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When she unzipped the body bag, he’d let her in on his last

secret. He’d give her the location of the stash. More than enough

for her to start a new life. She could be whatever she desired, do

whatever she wanted.

He was gone, but still he looked out for her.

And she wondered if it was possible to love a ghost.

12th June 2017

965 words
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The clay was always cold and clammy when he started, and it

reminded him of the post-arousal moisture on his brow.

His hands rubbed against the soft surface, his fingers

depressing the flesh-like tension to form moist trails. The

contours gave the illusion of motion, heightened by the water’s

dark passage, and he felt, just for an instant, as if he were truly

creating life. But then his eyes would light upon a grey, powdery

ridge, brittle and dry, and he was forced once more to confront

the reality of the clay’s inanimate nature.

Sertio sighed through pursed lips, the rush of air cool on the

back of his hands. Hairs, some of the few on his body, stood to

anticipatory attention as a shudder ran through him. His fingers,

spurred on by the intoxication, squeezed gently, and the urge to

caress his work in a tear-stained embrace was almost

overpowering.

Yet he resisted, instead reliving the process of creation—the

clay tightening, threatening to crack until he massaged it with

more water, easing his fingers and then his palms over the bulge

as it took on form. The work had been exquisite, and he’d truly

lost himself in those moments, his eyes closed to help him see as

his hands transported him into a world of intense sensations.

His throat was dry, and when he swallowed there was a

strong desire to cough, his stomach clenching in sympathy. That

focused his attention on his own body; the uncomfortable heat

deep within, and the phantom movement beneath his work

garments.
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After all these years, such manifest excitement was still a

source of disgust and depression. Where others would worship

such reactions and seek ways to share the ecstasy, Sertio felt only

revulsion, at what he had once been and what he still remained, if

only in echo, despite his best efforts to rid his body of such

stirrings. He would never be free—he’d long ago reached that

depressing conclusion—and so he must retreat within. He must

never force his ugliness on others again.

And yet he was driven to share. What was this exquisitely

drawn-out creation if not an opening up of his innermost being?

Why did he torture himself so unless it were to draw others into

this hell of wonder that blew through his mind and massaged his

heart so terribly?

The clay, unlike flesh, succumbed to his desires and

yielded to his touch. As he caressed and stroked, the substance

underwent a heavenly metamorphosis, a blasphemous

corruption that yielded a fleeting life before the water was gone

and all that remained was an eternal expression of pains and

pleasures, his act of creation no more than a mirror to his

everlasting purgatory.

Then, the birth complete, Sertio would reject this abortion,

and his agent would become the guardian, ready to breathe a

new kind of life into the stillborn monstrosity. Daventree would

extol the virtues that Sertio no longer believed in. His

serpentine tongue would caress the ears of the dealers and the

gallery owners, and through the exchange of moneys they would

become the godparents of a thing that had no deity, because it

had no life.

They would sing Sertio’s praises, and the stroking of his

vanity would drain his stomach, leaving an acid yearning and a

bitter contempt for these blind fools who believed his art was

more than a lump of lifeless clay.
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But still Sertio created, and still he strove for that perfect

expression of the inexpressible. As the sun’s rays bore down

through the skylight, shining on the clay even as it vaporised the

only thing that gave it life, Sertio had to believe that this might be

the one. He saw the untapped form within the material, and his

fingers teased it out, hardened clay cracking on the backs of his

hands as the entwined limbs developed, and the features of the

faces underwent infinitesimal twitches as raw emotions rose to

the surface. The forms became their own things, Sertio nothing

more than a conduit for something greater. Yes, this could be the

one that retained the dread life, and didn’t let the grey dust-

shroud come down to petrify it for all eternity.

Where the potential existed, Sertio must bring it forth, a

slave to the muses he called on daily in his hellish prayer of

supplication.

And so he dipped his fingers in the tepid water, breaking

through the grains that rode its surface. Then he teased with his

fingers, drawing grooves that would form hips, interlocked yet

separate, at one but also disparate.

And the clay was already drying. Where before he had

stroked the smooth, oiled muscle, now there was a pale dusty

coating that was too rough under his fingers. Where the golem

clay had been pliable under his digits, now it threatened to erode

at the slightest brush. Before there had been life, but now that

force evaporated into the ether.

But Daventree would become the reanimator, and those he

called would fall over themselves to devise their meaningless

platitudes. This crime against all that was good would, through

some magic too base for Sertio to grasp, become another success.

That thought left a hollow deep in Sertio’s core, and he heard

the muses laughing at the notion that a mere human could

achieve anything worthy of life.
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And yet, he would continue. This piece was now doomed to

fail, but the next one might work. Already, Sertio could see the

kernel of an idea, the notion of an expression.

Yes, the next one. That might be his perfect salvation.

And then, his life’s work over, he would be free from the

torment, and the muses might finally let him be.

26th June 2017
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Jed felt like he hadn’t slept in days. He rested his eyes when he

could, but sleep was a luxury he dare not take. Not when the

Tracker was after him.

He didn’t know what the Tracker looked like, and Jed knew he

never would. Not until the moment it was ready to take his life.

The Tracker was relentless. Escape was an illusion, nothing

more than a brief respite from the inevitable.

He stumbled through the crowds, and the mass of humanity

gave him no comfort. Yoran had told him how a Tracker was a

master of disguise. It could be anywhere and anyone. The woman

in the severe suit swearing at that urchin. One of the kids

swaggering out of the alley, looking like they owned the place if

you ignored the vacant looks in their eyes. The man leaning

against the wall with his hat pulled down.

With so many possibilities, Jed would go mad if he avoided

everyone. So he walked straight, knocking into those who didn’t

move from his path. But he didn’t apologise. He had nothing to

be sorry for. Nothing important.

His only regret was in ever meeting Yoran.

The screen buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out,

swiping it awake. He’d acquired it yesterday, discarding his old

one when he knew it was compromised. But when he saw the

familiar toothy grin on the glass, he knew his attempt at

subterfuge had been in vain. Yoran still had his claws in Jed.

I’ve always wanted to see the city, the message read.

In the rat-run between the concrete and glass monoliths, Jed

shuddered. He resisted the impulse to spin round, searching for

the man in his high-tech chair. He told himself it was a lucky
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guess, almost logical. It wasn’t like Jed had anywhere better to

go. He’d never survive in the wilds.

The screen buzzed again.

Good choice of companion last night, Jed read. Particularly

fine legs. Although in my condition, that will always be a priority.

One always focuses on what one lacks.

Jed knew that the woman was dead. Everything he touched,

Yoran destroyed.

Maybe that is why I am drawn to Trackers, a new message

said, the letters forming as Jed stared at the screen. So perfect,

and so focused. No weaknesses and no distractions. They are, in

many ways, too good to be true.

He shouldn’t let the taunts get to him, but Jed instantly

recalled all Yoran had told him. Trackers could hear a heartbeat

from a hundred metres. They had three-sixty degree vision. They

could discern an individual’s scent in a crowded room.

When Jed tried to laugh, Yoran continued. They were

experts in weaponry, but could kill with their bare hands. They

had no emotion, but immense intelligence. They lived to track

and to kill. They were relentless phantoms that never ceased.

Jed gripped the blade in his pocket. It never felt right, with

the joints missing on his little finger. A down-payment, Yoran

had called that. Something to act as a reminder. Full payment

would be due when the Tracker caught up with him.

No amount of words could make Yoran understand how it

had all been an accident.

Jed closed the screen and sealed it in his jacket before

walking off, keeping to the middle of the street, feeling the sun’s

oppressive heat as it reflected from the buildings. He squinted

towards an alley, where he could see a figure on the corner, one

knee bent, a foot flat against the wall. A male, from the shape of

his body. In silhouette, it looked like he only had one leg.

The pose mocked Jed. This was the way Yoran would tease

him.
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He slipped the blade from his pocket and prepared to meet

his destiny.

“Hey!” he shouted. The figure looked up, features masked by

the sun’s glare. “You!” The man brought an arm up, shielding his

eyes. The shadow allowed Jed to see them, wide with surprise.

That changed to fear when his gaze dropped to Jed’s blade.

The man spun and ran down the alley.

Jed powered after him, into the shadows and round a corner.

The man moved fast, dodging round a couple of people. Jed

followed, pushing past the old man who was stupid enough to get

in his way, ignoring the grunt and the shout. He stumbled,

recovered quickly, turned another corner.

And stopped.

The alley was empty.

It was cool out of the sun. Jed smelt stale urine and damp

cardboard. A metal staircase ran up the side of a building, and

maybe there was movement a few floors up. But there was no

sign of the man.

Jed was in the open, with nobody around. He gripped the

knife tighter, pushing the shakes away.

Something slapped his back. “Watch where you’re going,

moron!”

Jed spun.

The old man wasn’t that old after all. His eyes blazed, and

the creases in his face were from hard living, not long years. They

spoke of determined violence.

The old man was not as he appeared. Trackers were masters

of disguise.

Jed snarled. He lunged with his fist, and felt the blade sink

in. Warmth flooded over his hand.

The man staggered back, mouth open with a soundless cry.

Hands clutched his stomach, and his eyes opened wide with pain

and disbelief. Not the eyes of a machine. Not the eyes of a

Tracker.
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Of course not.

Jed would never see a Tracker. How could he see a phantom?

He turned and ran.

It was all he had left to do. Run until he could run no more.

10th July 2017
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“The Johnsons have invited us round on Saturday,” she said. She

wiped the fresh blood from the knife’s blade. There wasn’t much

of it—she’d pulled it free before the bleeding started in earnest.

“What excuse did you give them.” He pulled the rope tight,

checking his knots.

“I told them we’d go.”

“You’re joking! You know what it’ ll be like—she’ ll be

gushing about her perfect little angel, and he’ ll drone on about his

ruddy veg patch. I really have to suffer that?”

“They’re our neighbours. We should be friendly.” She

rubbed at the second blade. This one would take more effort. She

still didn’t understand how he made such a mess. And, of course,

she had to clean it up.

“Friendly, my arse!”

“And watch your language.”

“Why? The kids are at home.”

“Make it a habit. I don’t want them repeating what you say at

work.” She poured on some of the cleanser and rubbed again.

The metal started to shine. The bottle was only a quarter full,

though. They’d need more supplies before the next job.

“Can’t wrap them in cotton wool.”

“I know. But they’ ll be grown up before we know it. I want

them to enjoy being kids. You know they were playing families

yesterday? Had their dolls all round the table for dinner. Even had

Floppy snuffling when the food was cold. They had you down to

a tee.”
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“I don’t snuffle.”

“No?” She laughed. He swore he didn’t snore either. Or pick

at scabs. And she didn’t want to start on some of his other habits.

“No. I just don’t like cold food. And playing families is fine,

but what if they start play-acting our work?” He did a little dance,

waving his hands around dramatically. One of them hit the bitch

in the chair, the sound of skin-on-skin echoing sharply.

“They think we work in an office.” The scrawled writing on

the fridge said as much—‘Daddy does sums and Mummy talks to

people and they sell lots of things to make money.’ And above

this, the smiling stick-figure drawing.

“But for how long? What if…what if they say something at

school, and one of their teachers calls us in? Or calls the police,

or…I don’t know…anti-terrorist people?”

She loved his concern. He was so good with the twins.

“That’s not going to happen. We’ve planned, remember?”

She gave a comforting smile. “Wouldn’t help to watch the

swearing, though.”

He shrugged. “I suppose we can always move. It’s not like

we’re tied down with this job, is it?”

Sure enough, he was grinning at his joke, pulling hard on the

rope. The chair threatened to spill over, and the rope must have

bitten into the punk, because she cried out. Although it was

muffled by the rag stuffed in her mouth.

“So you want to do this?” He held the syringe out.

“Payback?”

Her ribs were sore, and she could feel the bruise forming

already. She’d been sloppy, to allow the little runt to get the better

of her like that.

It was tempting to take the syringe, but she shook her head.

“I don’t need vengeance.”

“It’s been too long, dear,” he said. “You used to enjoy this

part.”
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“It’s your role now.” It had been for five years. After having

the twins, she could no longer be mad at someone simply because

they caused her pain. Besides, he needed to see this through,

otherwise he’d be too hyped-up, and he wouldn’t sleep well. “You

do it.” She held up his knife. “Unless you’d rather do clean-up?”

It wasn’t a gamble—she knew him too well. He shook his

head and turned to the chair.

There was no need for her to watch. She scrubbed—yes,

scrubbed—the flesh and blood off his blade, and listened to him

work. She heard his familiar threats, with their quiet aggression,

and the scumbag’s rasping voice when he grabbed her throat.

That was one of his favourite moves. After years of medical

training, he knew how to extract maximum pain with minimum

effort. He was an expert on pressure points. Of course, in their

more intimate moments, that knowledge served a different

purpose.

He was building up a sweat. At least he’d taken her hint and

hadn’t worn that new shirt. He’d only have moaned later, when

the stains still showed. He always said the smell of vomit lingered

too long.

Another of his quirks, making them retch like that. He said it

put them into a weakened mental state. And when they soiled

themselves, they were ready to talk.

But this little bitch wasn’t talking. The intel said she was

tough, and the job specs listed elimination as the number one

priority. They didn’t expect to get anything from her, but he

needed to work off his energy. It was good for him to feel he’d

done a complete job.

The girl’s head hung to one side. There was very little blood,

but she saw—and smelt—the other stains, and she admired the

man who had done such fine work. Others wouldn’t understand,

but he was a perfectionist in his own way, a skilled technician and

a master at his job. And a wonderful husband and father.
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He stepped back and turned, and she saw confusion in his

eyes. “What?” he said.

She realised she was smiling. “Nothing. Just enjoying the

moment.” She wrapped the knife in the cloth and put it in the

bag. “And Saturday? I’ ll make it up to you. Something special

tonight. Any preferences?”

He stepped over to her. “Anything. Whatever you do is

perfect.”

She reached out, and he took her hand in his, warm with

sweat from his work. When he squeezed her fingers, she smiled

again.

“Let’s go home.”

24th July 2017
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Ivan shivered as he unzipped the tent, and he knew it was not

from the chill of the night alone. The sweat on his forehead and

the twisting in his guts spoke of sickness. But he forced himself

to stand tall, taking a deep breath to stay his pounding heart.

Clouds hung low and heavy, an icy mist that shrouded their

camp at the top of the Pinnacle. All Ivan could see were the rocks

where they’d sat last night, and the pile of empty bottles, all but

one finished off by Doritch.

It was like nothing else existed. This place was a limbo, and

Ivan was free to act in any way he pleased.

He’d considered pushing Doritch, faking a drunken accident,

but a body would lead to questions. Then he’d considered poison,

but he could see no way of administering it without arousing

suspicion.

No, this way was best. While Doritch slept, Ivan would

leave. He’d take both packs, abseil off the rock, and let nature

take its course. There was no way the man could climb down, and

it was late enough in the season that his body would not be

discovered until the spring.

Nobody would care that he was dead anyway. The man had

no family, and no real friends. Easy come easy go, he used to say.

Live for the moment. He refused to believe ties were anything but

a bind.

Ivan had practically forgotten his one-time friend until

Doritch had shown up a few months ago. Some of their shared

memories were pleasurable, in the way youthful adventures often

are, but that was behind him now. Ivan worked hard to maintain a
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good standard of living, and it pleased him that Lilla had all she

desired. Ivan had made something of his live, but Doritch had not

grown over the years. Where Ivan was a man, Doritch was still a

child.

But a child who looked too often at Lilla, in a way Ivan

didn’t appreciate. And so when Doritch suggested a trip, for old-

time’s sake, Ivan agreed. He saw an opportunity, and he grabbed

it. This was not pleasure, but business. He was doing what

needed to be done, in order to protect what he held dear.

They set off at first light, Doritch moaning at the early hour. He

did mention Lilla, once, asking if she would be alright on her own.

“Probably have friends round,” Ivan had replied. He could

imagine them, gossipping and giggling like women half their age.

Getting drunk in the steam room, ordering pizza and making

lewd suggestions to the poor delivery boy. But Ivan knew Lilla

would not do anything rash. She wouldn’t risk the house, and

everything she possessed. She had a good lifestyle, because Ivan

provided for her. He trusted her.

It was people like Doritch he couldn’t trust.

They’d reached the rock early in the afternoon, and it had

been dusk when they topped out. They set up their tents, then sat

and rested, eating and drinking. Of course, Doritch had been

doing this all day, and Ivan finally demurred, taking a bottle and

toasting old times, or some such nonsense. The stuff was

foul—and maybe that was why he felt so rough now. But Doritch

downed bottle after bottle as if it were ambrosia.

The man had always abused his body. He had no respect for

anything. Throughout the day, he’d talked of his adventures, of

his conquests, but there was no hint of emotion beyond selfish

lust. He saw his bed-hopping as a source of pride, but Ivan saw it

as an increasingly desperate escape for someone who had no way

of making it on their own.
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At times, Ivan thought of his plan in an altruistic light. He

wasn’t only protecting himself and Lilla, but all those others who

Doritch would prey upon. And, in a way, he was doing what was

best for Doritch himself. The man was trapped, and Ivan was

providing a final escape.

But he should never have accepted that drink. Ivan’s stomach

heaved, and he doubled over. The vomit splattered loudly on the

rock, and he groaned, unable to keep the sound in. The sharp

stench hurt his head.

When the nausea had passed, Ivan turned, a part of him

imagining Doritch opening his tent, woken by the sounds of

Ivan’s unsettled stomach. But there was nothing. Just his own

tent, unzipped, one flap swaying in the breeze.

Ivan couldn’t remember leaving it open. He was normally

fastidious about things like that. But it must be the illness. It was

making him miss things.

Like the fact that Doritch’s tent was not there.

Ivan peered into the misty darkness, but he could only see

one tent.

They had left their packs by the rocks, and these were

missing too.

All that remained were his own tent and the nest of empty

bottles. And Ivan himself.

He staggered, and almost fell. His boot struck the bottles,

and the tinkling of the glass cut through him.

There was a scrap of paper stuck in the neck of one of the

bottles. Ivan bent down, his whole body trembling, and extracted

it. He sat, the rock cold even through his clothing. He pulled a

pen-light from his pocket, unrolled the paper, and read the large

scrawl.

She never really loved you. You gave her

everything but what she really wanted. You treated her
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like a trophy. And now it looks like you’re the one on the

pedestal.

The paper slipped from his fingers as Ivan’s stomach

clenched, and vomit splashing over his boots. He heaved until

there was nothing left to come, and then heaved some more, his

throat ragged and his chest tight.

The dark and the clouds closed in, shrouding him. He curled

into a foetal ball and cried.

7th August 2017

979 words

33The Pinnacle



Story of his life:

Born, no complications, parents split. Brought up by his

mother. She had a couple of partners, but things always fell apart.

No violence or animosity, just didn’t work out. Not an unhappy

childhood, though. School, college, the usual series of jobs. No

real direction. Then a spur-of-the-moment decision, and he finds

himself signing up, off around the world, and he’s never looked

back. Finds a purpose. The service moulds him. Turns him into

what he is today.

But he rejects that story. It’s too normal. There needs to be

more trauma to explain the way his brain is wired.

So, a new version. His mother finds someone, settles down.

The partner has children of is own, but they don’t gel as a family.

He’s the but of their jokes, the foil of their schemes. He retaliates

through frustration, but goes too far. Maybe the red mist, an

indication of things to come. He gets sent away, for his own good.

Grows to resent the system, to hate ‘the man’. Escapes the

institution, lives rough, makes his own way. Drugs, petty

crime—the usual story.

Better. He likes the pent-up twisted anger. Could be his

driving force. But there needs to be a second turning-point. He

needs something to explain who he is now.

A chance encounter. That might work. Yes. He imagines the

scenario, like a movie playing in his head.

A job gone wrong. Breaking-and-entering, but the house isn’t

empty. The occupant is ex-military, still with connections. A

fight, and something inside snaps—no, becomes loose. It’s not a

breaking, but a realisation. He does what he has to do, defends
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himself against a trained foe. But he’s quick. And life on the

streets has taught him to strike hard and fast.

He runs, leaving the corpse. He’s not concerned with DNA

or anything like that, because he knows how to slip through the

cracks. He’s been doing it his whole life. He’s a ghost.

But they track him down anyway. Not police, but military, or

government—the details aren’t important. Black suits, that’s all

he needs to know. They talk, but who trusts suits? He runs. Keeps

running. But they are everywhere. They are legion.

Eventually, the inevitable—they corner him. But he’s killed

once. Maybe more times. He’s not prepared to go down without a

fight.

Against two of them. Of course he doesn’t stand a chance.

They give him a choice. No way he wants to go back inside,

so he signs up. Voluntarily. As if he had any say in the matter.

It’s punishing, worse than being inside. It doesn’t matter that

his bed is hard and the bunk-house cold, because as soon as his

head hits the pillow exhaustion consumes him. There are times

he wants to give up. There are times he wants to fight back. He

comes this close to driving a blade into that smug officer’s

stomach.

But he holds back, channelling his rage. He lets his anger

twist and build, and he learns to control it. And when he does let

it out, when those worthless supposed toughs try to get the better

of him, he makes every move count. He pays back every insult

and threat ten-fold. He makes sure they don’t mess with him

again.

And the suits are there, watching. They wear fatigues now,

but he knows who they are. And, when he is accepted and feared,

when he has shown what he is capable of, they approach him

again. They make him an offer, one he can’t refuse. He fits into

the role like a blade sliding between two ribs. He was made for

this job.
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Yes. He likes that story. It’s perfect. And even the lack of

possible confirmation plays into it. Records would be suppressed,

and authorities would deny any involvement.

And it’s a role he can fill. There is enough truth, enough

parallels with his real life, that he can wear this story light a

second skin.

Because this job is a big one, unlike anything he has

previously taken on. If things go south—and he has to accept the

high probability of this happening—he has no intention of going

out in a blaze of glory. That’s for the romantics, the ones with

their heads in the clouds. He intends to stay grounded. He’ ll stay

alive, even if that means being taken. And if they put him inside,

he knows that a reputation, even a fabricated one, will serve him

well. Especially when he proves that he can live up to it.

Yes, he can make this work. Whatever happens, he will be a

legend. People will be telling his story for years.

21 st August 2017
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Leigh’s sister lay in the small cot-like bed, arms over the green-

tinged covers, a thin tube feeding into the back of one pale hand,

and her eyes closed.

“She’s comfortable,” the man in the white coat said. “And

the prognosis is good. She couldn’t be in a better place.”

Leigh nodded, her eyes never leaving Robyn. They’d done

something to her hair, but it looked wrong. It lacked body. It

stretched over the pillow, falling away from her head. Like it was

framing a corpse.

But Robyn wasn’t dead. Leigh clung to that thought.

“How long before she…” Leigh couldn’t finish the sentence.

The doctor—or medic, or nurse, or whatever he

was—looked from Robyn, to the machines, and then to Leigh. He

smiled, but all that did was make him look young. Barely out of

training.

“How long before she wakes? There’s no way of knowing.

Situations like this, so much is dependant on the patient

themselves. We can stabilise the body, but healing comes from

inside. The will of the patient is the one factor over which we

have no control.”

That felt like a prepared speech, one his seniors had passed

down. And, Leigh noted, he referred to her sister as ‘the patient’.

He never said ‘Robyn’, or ‘Mrs Keppler’, or even ‘her’. To the

flunky in the white coat, she was just another patient, just another

part of the job.

Leigh found his lack of emotional attachment comforting.

“So how long?” she repeated. “Weeks? Months?”

“I really can’t say. But your sister’s a fighter. She’s not giving
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up.” He hesitated, then said, “Maybe you’d like some time alone

with her. I’ ll be just outside if you need anything.”

Leigh nodded, giving him the permission he needed to avoid

any more awkward questions.

When the door closed behind him, she sat on the cheap

plastic chair, her head closer to Robyn. Beneath the medicinal

smell was something floral, maybe from the sheets or maybe

from Robyn herself. It left Leigh feeling uncomfortable, aware

how she must appear, her clothes still crumpled from the flight,

her make-up old and tired, and the dried-in sweat of the too-long

day clinging to her skin.

They’d waited a whole day. Her own sister lay unconscious,

and they only sent a text when her plane touched down. Like she

was an afterthought.

“Why did you do this to me?” she whispered. But Leigh

knew the accident could have happened to anyone. It wasn’t like

Robyn was trying to upstage her little sister’s deal, or the plans

she’d made with Marc.

Of course, there was no way of making that announcement

now, even though Marc was desperate to tell the world. She’d

already called and told him to hold fire, hating herself for putting

him through this.

Then the call to her father, blunt and emotionless as always.

He filled her in on the facts, like he was reading one of his

reports. He said Robyn looked peaceful, but Leigh didn’t see it

that way. She lay too rigid, and the covers were smoothed down,

like she’d been laid out. It wasn’t natural. Robyn should be curled

up, the sheets a tangle around her body. She should have one foot

poking from the covers, last night’s nail polish chipped and

flaking. There should be books and a glass of water by her bed,

and that stupid dancing flower thing she still clung to. There

should be a mahogany dresser in the corner, and the bed covers

should be that rich red satiny material she loved so much.
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Strange how Leigh could picture Robyn’s room better than

her own. Maybe because all of hers had been temporary. Robyn

had chosen one house and made it her home. Even when Greg

moved in.

And their parents had been so pleased at that, hadn’t they?

Everyone had. With Greg’s promotion, and Robyn being head-

hunted by a couple of big-name firms, things were near perfect.

Only the patter of tiny feet would complete the picture.

Leigh’s exams were mentioned in passing. Only a second,

not a first like her sister. And nobody mentioned Leigh’s friend,

the one who’d overdosed and whose life Leigh had saved.

There were no children yet; Robyn still as stick-like as she’d

always been. But Leigh knew her sister would be one of those

radiant mums-to-be, and the extra weight would fall from her

once their perfect baby was born.

Leigh thought of Marc’s son. He’d brought the child round to

their family barbecue last summer—at Leigh’s house, obviously,

because their parents’ garden was too small, and Leigh only had

the flat. Danny was five, and Leigh loved how he ran to Marc,

and how Marc lifted him up high, and how the little fellow

squealed at the tickling. And Leigh’s parents smiled politely, then

turned back to their conversations. Robyn talked to Danny, and

everyone agreed how she’d make a wonderful mother one day.

Greg ruffled the boy’s hair, and everyone nodded.

Nobody helped Leigh when she cleaned up after Danny was

sick. Nobody but Marc.

Their plans for a child of their own, a sibling for Danny,

would have to wait now.

“Don’t die,” she said, brushing away a tear. It probably made

her eye-liner smear. Not that anyone would notice.

She grabbed Robyn’s hand, almost expecting it to be cold.

“You can’t leave us.” If Robyn were to die, their parents would be

distraught. The all-consuming grief would last for months, maybe

years.
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And Leigh would forever be in the shadow of her dead sister.

Leigh thought of Marc, and their plans. Then she leaned in

close, her voice a cold whisper.

“Let me have just one moment.”

4th September 2017
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The man in the old blue coat was still sitting on the bench when

Randy made his next circuit of the park. By Randy’s reckoning,

he’d been there all day.

Randy approached, giving his best friendly smile.

“Afternoon, sir. Can I help with anything?” He always used

‘sir’ or ‘miss’ — he found it put people at their ease.

The man looked up, his eyes glazed. Not like the junkies or

the drunks, but like someone whose mind was elsewhere.

Besides, he didn’t stink of alcohol, and he looked too clean to be

a vagrant. He hadn’t shaved that morning, but it was a holiday

after all.

“Oh, I’m fine. Just waiting.”

“The parade doesn’t pass through here.”

“Aye, I know. Goes up the high street and then onto Lendall

Road.” The man tapped the side of his head. “Got the route up

here. Make sure we get the best spots. Make it a day our Craig

will remember.”

“Craig?”

“Our little ‘un. It’s him I’m waiting on. Well, him and his

mum.” He shook with a ripple of laughter, as if that should have

been obvious to Randy.

“How old’s your son?” That was usually a safe question with

parents.

“Just had his second birthday last week. We didn’t get him

much, but the look on his face! You never know joy until you see

it in a young ‘un. Sheila was near bursting into tears, so she was.”

The man beamed, and his eyes shone with moisture. It couldn’t
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help bringing a smile to Randy’s face, although he thought the

man was a tad old to have a child that young.

“Sheila’s your wife?”

“That she is. Just gone to get us ice creams.” He glanced past

Randy, eyes darting around. “Part of the ritual, having an ice-

cream while you watch the parade.”

Randy thought he was cutting it a bit fine. Things were due

to start in about fifteen minutes.

“They gone to the van on the corner?” he asked.

The man waved a hand dismissively. “Special day like this,

we don’t want that squishy rubbish. No, has to be proper home-

made ice-cream. The real stuff. They do a mean raspberry ripple.

But I know the young ‘un will go for chocolate.” His eyes

twinkled. “And she’ ll get him two scoops, no matter what I say.

Probably a flake and sprinkles too.”

Randy glanced behind him. The nearest place that did home-

made ice-cream was Shlush, over the other side of town. There

had been a place just off the park, Old Denny’s or something, but

that closed down years ago, after some kind of accident. Randy

couldn’t recall the details. It might have been before he was even

born.

Of course, Shlush would be packed by now.

“You seeing the parade yourself?” the man asked.

Randy shook his head. “Got to look after the park. I usually

go, though.” It wasn’t much — a few floats and bands, and a load

of kids dressed up — but it always made Randy feel like the town

was alive. Hopefully he’d hear it from the park.

“Aye, me too. Been almost every year since I were born.

‘Course, we missed it straight after Craig came, what with the

complications. Then last year, he was poorly, so we had to give

that one a miss, too.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Aye. It were the heat.” He shrugged heavy shoulders. “We
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thought we had him all covered, but at twelve months … ah,

they’re so delicate. Fragile little things.”

That confused Randy. He’d remembered last year as being

cold and wet, with doubts that it would even go ahead.

“Still can’t believe how much he’s grown since then. Proper

little man now! And then I wonder what he’ ll be like when he’s

off to school. Doesn’t seem possible.” He looked up. “You got

kids?”

Randy shook his head. The old man waved a hand.

“’Course not. Hardly any time since you were a young ‘un

yourself. But maybe one day, when you find your Sheila. Then

you’ ll understand.” He tilted his head. “Changes your whole

outlook on life, having a kid. Gives you hope for the future.”

His voice trailed off as he looked past Randy again, scanning

the entrance to the park.

“They’ ll be back soon,” he said, almost in a whisper.

The park was already emptying as people made their way to

the start of the parade. Already, Randy could hear a band

practising.

“Well, you enjoy the parade, sir,” Randy said, and walked on,

leaving the man to his thoughts.

“No problems, Randy?” his supervisor asked, as he always did at

the end of a shift.

“A few teenagers playing silly buggers, but I calmed them

down. More litter than normal, like you’d expect. And some lady

fell, bruised her arm. Don’t think it was broken or anything, but I

told her to get it seen to, just in case. Paperwork’s all in your

pigeon-hole.”

“Good lad.” Geoff put a hand on Randy’s shoulder, almost in

a fatherly way.

“Oh, and there was an old man on a bench for the whole day.

Probably still there. Harmless, like, but seemed odd.”

43Waiting



Geoff nodded. “Terry, I think his name is. Keep at this job a

couple of years, you’ ll get used to him.” He pulled a face, like he

was in pain. “Sad story. You know about the incident at Old

Denny’s, right? Couple of decades ago, year of the heatwave. The

place packed with people, all excited for the parade, when that

truck smashes right through the front. Must’ve been going about

sixty. Ploughs in, right up to the counter.” Geoff shook his head.

“Every year since, come parade day, he’ ll be sitting on that

bench, morning ‘til night.”

Randy made a final pass of his park, clearing up the last of the

rubbish. It was cool, especially where the dying sun cast long

shadows. And the old man was still waiting.

18th September 2016
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“Fourth offence.” The Chief rapped one heavy hand on the desk,

a ring clunking against the dark-stained wood.

“Thought it was only his third,” Crosby said. He raised his

voice at the end, turning it into a question.

“Fourth. He did the same to Robinson last week. Four times

in ten days. It’s unacceptable.”

“I agree, Sir.”

“We have to take a stand here. Can’t let them think we’re soft.”

“Tribunal?” That should have been after the fifth minor

infarction, but the Chief pushed things. He said it kept them on

their toes. They needed learn about uncertainty. And to accept

that they weren’t in control.

“The toe-rag would only do it again.”

Crosby nodded, making a mental note not to repeat the

Chief’s words to anyone else. Calling them toe-rags—well, it was

fine within these walls, but the bleeding-hearts outside would be

up in arms. They’d start on with the institutional abuse nonsense,

and call for the Chief’s resignation.

Of course, that wouldn’t happen. His methods were extreme,

and he upset people, but he got results. Nobody could deny that.

And results were all that mattered.

“No,” he continued, “we need to come down hard. He goes

into solitary.”

Crosby coughed. “Isn’t that a bit extreme? It’s only the fourth

time…”

“… only nothing! He’s toying with us. He reeks of rebellion.

We don’t put a stop to this now, it’ ll only get worse. You

remember Pressman?”

THEY NEED TO LEARN



Of course Crosby remembered Pressman. Every time he bent

his arm right back, the wound pulled. And that had happened

straight after the lad’s tribunal.

“But solitary’s…”

“…exactly what the bugger needs!”

“His father won’t like it.”

Crosby knew he was making excuses, but that man was

influential. He had the ear of the governor, and he was well-

respected. Rumour has it he had friends in high places.

“His father’s nothing but a slimy back-stabbing piece of crap.

And don’t look at me like that, Crosby. Get past the smiles and

the handshakes, and you know what he’s really like.”

“He’ ll kick up a fuss, though.”

“While praising his kid’s ‘individualism’. He’ ll make a

noise, but he won’t do anything more.” The Chief smiled then,

and reached into a desk drawer, pulling out a sheet of paper. He

slammed it down in front of Crosby. “Not even his greasy lawyers

could find a loop-hole in this.”

Even with the text upside-down, Crosby recognised the now-

standard consent form, and knew it gave the Chief the legal right

to do what he was talking about. And the father had signed it.

Crosby even remembered some speech he’d made, about how this

would transform the town from the ground up. The usual political

hot air, but it was on record, so he couldn’t deny it. Accusations

of nepotism, even if he argued them away, would stick like mud.

“So how long in solitary?” Crosby thought the Chief might

go for a couple of days. That would be enough to break most of

the hooligans they had to deal with.

Like everyone else, Crosby had done his stint working

solitary. The Chief had thrown out the comfy chairs and the

computers, and left bare walls and hard flooring, with grills

covering the windows. He’d thrown out any notion that it was a

place for ‘cooling off’—solitary was punishment.
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After the first load of injuries, there had been complaints.

Bloody fists and heads never looked good. Some said there

should be padding. The Chief argued that the miscreants could

always choose not to throw themselves around. Others called for

cameras, but the Chief laughed in their faces. Most of the little

runts were after attention, so why the hell would he give them an

audience?

Again, the results spoke in the Chief’s favour. Threaten

solitary, and most of the toe-rags fell in line.

Most of them.

“A week in the hole. That should do it.”

Crosby shook his head. “Too long, surely!”

The Chief raised one eyebrow, the scar on his forehead

peaking. Crosby had seen him use that look on some of the worst

scumbags, and it had worked far better than a show of force. The

threat that exuded from the man was enough.

“I mean, isn’t that a bit extreme?”

“He’s one of yours, Crosby. What’s his influence like?”

Crosby shrugged. “Hangs around with Jameson and Lannard

most of the time. But others look up to him. Probably because of

his father…”

He trailed off, because the Chief was nodding slowly.

“Others look up to him,” the man behind the desk repeated,

stressing each word. “And there you have it. We deal with this too

lightly, and we’re giving a green light for others to follow his

lead. We give them the slightest crack, and they’ ll prise it open.”

He eased back in his chair, the leather creaking. “This isn’t about

one person. We’re dealing with a pack. And we can’t allow

someone like this to lead the pack.” He arched his fingers, and

looked pointedly at Crosby. “You know why we have to do this,

don’t you?”

Crosby nodded, remembering the mantras the Chief repeated

in so many meeting. “Hard love. We punish to teach them. We

come down hard so that they learn to control themselves.”

47They Need To Learn



“We do.”

But deep down, Crosby shivered. He wondered if this was

too much, if the Chief was losing his grip. He wondered if their

wards would come out not the well-adjusted citizens they aimed

for, but bitter, scared ghosts.

His own school days had been nothing like this.

2nd October 2017
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The wolves were coming.

The old man stared across the snowfield that bordered the

dark forest to the south. Few men entered the trees, the tales told

when they were still milk-drinkers frozen in their minds. But

those who escaped the grasp of old stories spoke of how the

wolves were growing desperate.

Just as he predicted, from the flight of the crows and the

heavy moon. But nobody listened to him. Not to El Loco, the

crazy one.

A flurry of ice crystals swarmed down from the rock walls to

either side of him, and he pulled the fleece tighter around his

shoulders. He didn't shiver—such old bones had no more need

for warmth—although he gave thanks for the sheep that had

providing for his people.

He might have argued for the little one to have the fleece, but

she was swaddled already. His remaining son had seen to that.

Cold air rushed into his lungs, and he fought the urge to

cough. He would never see another winter like this, thank the

fatherless gods. They could take this accursed body and free him

from the constant pains.

But he would not go quietly. There was still life in his grey

skin yet. He would make the wolves pay for what they had taken

from him.

El Loco. Maybe they were right.

He looked to the base of the rock walls, where the snow was

disturbed, and where the cords emerged, snaking to the box by

his feet.

ElLoco

OLD BONES BURN STRONG



had been born from fire, a young man who ran at his enemies

with the screams of the motherless gods, a warrior who had

stolen their flames to use against them.

But fire was a cruel beast. Even when his wounds had

healed, he could no longer feel the caress when his bejoined ran

her fingers down the side of his face. She adored his mark of

strength, and in those moments he truly believed he deserved one

such as her.

She had provided two healthy sons, and then the Severer had

seen fit to take her in a winter much like this one.

Two sons, yet only one remained.

Smoke rose over the tree-line, and he understood. The other

villages, the godless ones, had burnt anything the wolves left, in a

desperate act of purification. El Loco would have savoured the

smell of the smoke, inhaling the demise of his enemies. But now,

the wind blew from a different place, and such destruction did

not quench his thirst.

As he watched, the beasts emerged from the trees, black

shapes hunched low in the snow, carving slow tracks as they

crept towards the rock. He counted ten.

He had bested that many before, when the spirits had guided

his blade and the demons had possessed his body. He had torn

their jaws open and pierced their rotten hearts. He had fought

hard, smeared in lupine blood and protected by the amulet of

fangs around his neck.

Yet that was not enough to recompense what they had taken

from him. More must perish before he could face the gods as one

vengeance-free.

More appeared from the tree-line, as he knew they would.

Too many to count now, although he didn't have the gift of

numbers. He had no gifts beyond his refusal to die, beyond his

stubborn existence.
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They started calling him the tough one, El Machote, when

his son’s bejoined produced an angel, and he was able to hold her

in arms that were still strong. They said it was a gift, to see his

own generations like this. They said the fire had sealed his skin

against the demons of age. They talked of his crazy mind, and of

how the Severer was afraid to enter it.

He nodded and smiled, and he held his son’s daughter, so

frail and perfect.

And now she was with all the others, making for the retreat.

The snow had not yet blocked the path, so there was still an

opportunity to escape the wolves’ hunger.

He wondered if his absence had been noticed yet. He

imagined his son praying to the fatherless gods that El Machote’s

passing would be swift, and offering thanks that his own father

had lightened the villager’s load.

His son would not be agreeable to the old man's intent. But

what did the young know?

Once more, he eyed the Incendios, with their demons waiting

to unleash hell. He tapped the box with his foot, knowing that

timing would be critical.

It would not stop all of them. Only a few would fit into the

gully. And he would have to allow some to come closer, so that as

many as possible were crushed by the falling rock.

But he could slow them enough to give his people the time

they needed.

El Machote drew the sword from the sheath by his side. The

leather hilt had been fine once, when he was still El Loco, but

now it was as cracked and as scarred as his own skin. He found

comfort in such doggedness.

A cloud covered the sky, grey with more snow. The old man

felt the gaze of the Severer, preparing to finally take him.

He called to the gods, as if they gave a damn about anything

but their own pleasures. He beseeched them to watch over his
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kin, and he asked them to give him the vengeance he deserved

after so many years.

The wolves were coming. But he would fight them with the

fire he had stolen when he was crazy. He would fight them with

the experience held within his scarred body and old bones. He

would fight them with the heartbreak of a man who had buried

his own son. He would fight until there was no more fight left in

him.

And he would die for the love of his little angel.

16th October 2017
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The door was answered by a thin man with a forgettable face, and

Fiona resigned herself to another dull evening with Steve's work

colleagues.

"Evening, Geoff," Steve said, thrusting a hand out. "We the

first?"

Geoff took Steve's hand and held it limply. “Glad you could

make it. Please, come through. I apologise for the mess.” He

smiled and ushered them inside.

There was hardly any room for mess. An old grey sofa

dominated much of the space. There was a threadbare armchair

by the bay window, a chipped coffee table on the pale carpet, and

a small TV on a stand by a gas fire that must have been at least

thirty years old.

“You didn’t mention what a fine figure your wife had,” Geoff

said, running his eyes over her body. She breathed in, wishing she

hadn’t worn this dress. It didn't fit the way it used to.

“I’m trying to lose a few pounds,” she said, feeling her

cheeks redden.

“Nonsense! I only wish I didn’t look so much like a cadaver.”

He held his arms out, and the word emancipated came to Fiona’s

mind. “Not much of an appetite, I’m afraid, although I do enjoy

the occasional feast.”

“She does for me,” Steve said, and she gave him a look. He

chose to ignore it, grinning as he slapped his own stomach. “And

she’ ll always look smaller against this.”

“Ah, the body of one who enjoys the finer things in life,”

Geoff said. “But where are my manners? But would either of you

like a drink?"
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“You have any whiskey?” Steve was too loud, and Fiona

knew he didn't really like this man. Why did he have to agree to

these ridiculous dinners anyway?

“Laphroaig?”

“Excellent!”

“And for your charming wife?”

“Just a small glass of wine, please. White, if you have it.”

“Of course. I’ ll return in a moment.”

When he left, Fiona turned to Steve. “You promised to watch

your drinking this evening.”

“Don't worry. I’ ll take it slow.” He looked around. “Expected

something bigger, though.”

“Maybe he likes it,” she said, wondering why she was

sticking up for him.

Geoff returned with a tumbler for Steve, and a wine glass for

Fiona. The glass caught the light, and the liquid within glittered.

He had a tall glass of something slightly red, and he placed it on

a coaster on the coffee table before indicating the sofa. “Please,

take a seat.”

They did. Fiona almost expected dust to rise, but the

cushions took her in, and she sighed. Maybe she’d judged too

hastily.

“Your drinks are satisfactory?” Geoff said as he perched on

the edge of the armchair.

Steve nodded, half his drink already gone. “Fine. The others

on their way?” He glanced at the window. So obvious that he

didn't want to be here, she thought. But he'd never been one for

subtlety.

“Ah, yes." Geoff's drink hesitated at his lips. "They called,

barely ten minutes ago. Rashid's youngest is sick, and the

Jamesons are having car problems.” He placed his glass back on

the table. “But I am sure this evening will still be a success. It is

not often I invite people over for dinner. In fact, you are the first

guests I’ve entertained in the year I have been here.”
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“So how do you enjoy our town?” Fiona asked, spotting

Steve's grin and heading off whatever wise-crack was on his lips.

"I find it charming. Although, unfortunately, it appears that I

may not be around for much longer."

"Don't tell me you've been head-hunted already! " Steve’s

voice was too loud again, and his words were starting to slur

already.

"It seems I am not my own master. But I intend to have at

least one decent meal before I go.' His eyes dipped to Steve's

empty tumbler. "Another?"

“Wouldn’t say no.”

Fiona shot her husband a look, but he merely shrugged.

Geoff took the tumbler and left the room.

“You promised,” she whispered, her head swaying when she

leaned closer. She glanced at her own glass, now only half-full.

Geoff returned with a full tumbler. Steve took a sip—not

quite a gulp—and put his head back, his eyes closed.

She gave his ankle a kick. Just enough to keep him awake.

“Please excuse my husband,” she said. “He’s had a long day.”

But it was no longer than hers, and she felt fine. Although this

room was warm, and this dress was too tight.

“He knows what he likes,” Geoff said with a shrug. “I am

pleased that it is having such a calming effect on him. And you,

my dear—you are comfortable enough?”

"Mmm." What kind of answer was that? "This sofa's

surprisingly soft." And she really didn't want to move. There was

a cushion by her side begging to be hugged.

"I don't believe your husband appreciates you, Fiona.' He

leaned towards her, and she only now noticed how black his eyes

were. "You really are a fine body of a woman.' He placed his full

glass down next to her empty one, and his eyes dipped to her

stomach. She couldn’t pull the muscles tight like she had before,

and a shot of nausea rose at the back of her throat.
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There was a snore from beside her, but she didn't turn.

Moving her head seemed an impossible task.

Geoff reached out, a cold hand brushing her arm. Her lip

quivered. “So much better than those meatless stick insects,” he

said, and he ran his tongue over his large teeth.

His hand ran to her neck, his fingers in her hair. His breath,

warm and rank, slid over her cheek as he lowered his head.

“I do so enjoy having people round for dinner.”

She opened her mouth in a silent scream as his teeth came

down.

There was a wet ripping sound, and a biting coldness

consumed her.

30th October 2017
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The doors hissed closed as the last passenger boarded. He threw

himself into the plush seat opposite Bill, and the mono glided

away. Magnets or anti-grav, they said. A smooth ride, whatever it

was. Bill only knew they were moving because of the changing

view through the tinted windows.

The man opposite moaned, closed his eyes and let his head

sink into the headrest.

“Your boy still giving you a hard time, Clive?” Bill said.

“Both of them.” Clive didn’t open his eyes.

“Junior as well? What’s he got to moan about?”

Clive brought his head down and looked across at Bill. His

expression wasn’t harsh, exactly, but it wasn’t an easy face to look

at for too long. Sometimes, Bill thought Denise wanted kids so

she could look at someone else for a change.

“It’s the nonsense he’s studying. History—Workers’

Rebellion and the Work/Life Balance Accord.”

“Pretty important stuff. You saying you never learnt about it

when you were a nipper?”

“Sure. But…well, two sides to the story and all that. Pretty

sure Junior’s edu-system’s biased. This morning, he calls me a

throwback. Says it’s people like me messing up the system for

everyone else. Says I’m complacent. Or complicit. One of them

big words, anyway.”

“Harsh. He ten now?”

“Nine.”
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Bill shook his head. Hell of a good decision, Sam and

himself not having kids. If Clive was anything to go by they were

nothing but trouble. At least you could power a dog down when

you wanted a bit of quiet.

“Got me thinking, though.”

Bill raised an eyebrow, and looked around. Petra and Stan

were both plugged in—and the way they were moving, Bill really

didn’t want to see what was going on in their sick little virtual

hook-up. Filo had buds in, his face turned to the window. And

over the aisle, the mob from Finishing were in the middle of a

card game. From past experience, Bill knew they’d only pack up

once the mono stopped.

“Seriously?” he said, as quiet as he could. “You questioning it?”

“Nah. Just—you know. Thinking. Eight hours, doing the

same stuff every day. And it’s not like anything we make really

matters. Just more crap for those who have too much anyway. I

mean, looking at it logically, what’s the point?

Bill smiled. “Five o’ clock,” he said, stretching out each word,

just like the ads did. “”Leave the troubles of the day behind and

unwind. Learn to relax to the max.”

Clive shrugged. “And then the same the next day.”

“But we have the evenings. You can’t complain about them.

Well, unless you drink like you did at the track. Was it three

boosters the next morning?”

“Four,” Clive said with a wicked smile.

Bill whistled in appreciation. “And Denise—she’s happy,

right? You both get home, your trolley shoves out a decent meal,

and then you can do whatever you want. What more could a man

ask for?”

“But…” Clive turned to the window. “Yeah, I suppose. If I

had more spare time, what would I do anyway? Probably spend

most of it watching the box.”
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Bill shook his head. “Who wants to be a dead-head screen-

junkie? Bit of work, sets you up to enjoy yourself. Pleasure

delayed is pleasure enhanced, right?”

Clive’s reflection smiled.

The words from the ads still singing in his head, Bill looked

beyond his friend’s visage, out to the buildings. Some people sat

out on balconies, waving at the mono, relaxing in their free hours.

Others would be doing their eight-hours, filling their time, keeping

themselves busy. And their homes would be cleaned while they

were out, and a meal waiting for them at the end of the day.

And yet—the buildings always reminded Bill of the few who

were different. The ones on the box, or in the news. The ones

who had stuff to do that wasn’t work. Not in the way Bill and

Clive and all the others knew of it. The ones who didn’t stop after

eight hours, but carried on doing whatever it was they did. He

often wondered when they found the time to relax and enjoy

themselves.

“Junior’ ll grow up,” he said. “Give it a few years, and he’ ll

figure out the way the world really works.”

Clive nodded. “And one day, he’ ll have a kid of his own to

tell him how he’s part of the problem.”

“Same old same old.”

There was a subdued cheer from the card game, and one of

the players—Sian?—sighed as she watched her winnings

disappear. As if money meant anything anyway.

Eight hours—sleep, work, play. Then repeat. The schedule

for a contented life.

The mono slowed. Bill only knew this because the buildings

took longer to pass by now. He recognised them, and knew they’d

pull into the station in a couple of minutes.

“Up to much this evening?” Clive asked.

“Think Sam’s got something planned,” Bill said, making it

sound like any other evening. “Told me not to be late. No drinks

after work.”
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“She wants you sober? Must be serious.”

Bill shrugged. “Must be.”

More serious than you can imagine, he thought. And he gave

Clive a smile. He wondered how the man would react after his

eight-hours, when he sat facing an empty seat.

Yes, Sam had something planned. Both of them did. And it

wasn’t only for the evening.

There was only so much contentment a man could take,

after all.

Bill didn’t think he’d been this excited since he was a child.

13th November 2017
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These seconds of anticipation, when the lights dimmed and

the murmuring from the auditorium faded, were the ones he

savoured. As their eyes turned to the stage, he truly believed

anything was possible.

He stepped into the darkness, knowing that those close

enough would spot his impression in the blackness, and would

start to clap. Sometimes, there was whooping and hollering, but

not here. This audience would be more reserved, and he relished

the challenge of breaking through to them.

He lifted the instrument to his chin, and cast his gaze over

the pedals and laptop, as he did at the start of every performance.

The cursor was set. He reached over and clicked. A light blinked

in time, and he sounded the rhythm internally. He brought the

bow up, tapping it three times against the lacquered body of the

instrument—once for himself, once for the audience, and once

for the connection between them. He rested the bow against the

strings, and let his fingers find the first notes. And then he eased

the bow forwards.

Lights enveloped him as the sound swelled, and the applause

both rose and fell simultaneously. He pulled, then pushed,

tapping the pedals with his feet, keeping the sound an ever-

present wash, sweeping and swirling around the audience.

Enveloping them. Trapping them. Ready for him to work his

magic. For the music to touch them.

And he played.

His fingers found a melody, and he coaxed it from the

strings. The vibrations pulsed into the cable, translated into a sea
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of binary pulses. He tapped the pedals, splitting and morphing

the data, playing the controls as much as the instrument itself,

shaping the sound. He played with air pressure, and it touched

everyone in the room.

The melody was slow and mournful, with a hint of

melancholy. The kind of thing this audience would expect, maybe

even believe they had come here to experience. And so, he fed

into their perceptions, casting his spell in the deep, pulsing

rhythm that was felt rather than heard. They moved with him, and

he brought them down into a dark happiness.

The melody became a refrain as he tapped, trapping the loop.

On each iteration, the signal fed through different algorithms, and

the rhythm strengthened with the sweep and cut of the filters.

He raised his eyes, finding a few faces at the edge of the

light. He nodded to a few, making connections, seeking

touchstones. He would play to the whole audience, but these

touchstones were the ones he would play for.

The young girl with the spiked hair had a wild bitterness

about her, anger at the world that hid a soft heart yearning for

love. He could use that so well. And the gentleman in the suit,

mouth twitching as he analysed the music—he would be the

target for a release, for the soul to burst through the ordered

mind, for the realisation that patterns and numbers are divine

beauty. Then there was the woman a few rows back, secretly

yearning for her lost youth, when she would give herself over to

the music and the night, before the pressures of family replaced

that innocent joy with something different.

These and others, he worked on, making his music for them.

He touched them, and his touch fractalled out, their own

emotions and reactions feeding into the magic he wove.

The young girl broke into a smile, wild and exciting and

intoxicating, and he teased her with his notes, holding off until

she could wait no more before driving them forward. The man
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removed his jacket and loosened his collar, and his limbs

stuttered in syncopation. The woman forgot her family and, for

this one night, she was once more the pretty, carefree thing that

existed inside, and she would remember this for days to come.

The frame for music was time, but now it stretched, losing

sequential meaning in the intimacy of each moment. He pushed

his music against all constraints. It became physical, at one with

the lights and the audience and even the room itself, a glorious

multi-hued symphony that swept into a feedback loop, the

applause feeding the music feeding the applause, a spiral rising to

the heavens.

And then it was done. The crescendo burst, glittering the

audience with vibrations that settled deep within. The lights

dimmed, and he walked off-stage, the audiences appreciation

echoing as staccato pulses.

His shirt clung to his back. His manager said something, her

usual praise. Someone else complimented him. He thanked them

with a smile, and sighed to indicate his need to rest after such a

draining performance. Someone’s hand slapped his shoulder, and

he returned their smile despite the jarring pain.

The backstage room was cold, and when he shut the door the

thump of the DJ’s music sounded like a heartbeat.

He placed the instrument in its case. He’d wipe it later. First

he sat, and he breathed. He savoured each inhalation, as if it were

something he’d never before experienced.

He closed his eyes and tilted his head back.

The audience had cried, inside and out, and at one time this

would have been his reward. Once, he would have cried too, but

he had no more tears left.

He had a gift. He knew that. His gift was his music, but it

was only a gift for others. The magic no longer touched him.

Instead, his music was his burden.
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He glanced down at his instrument, cursing the inanimate

object. He wished it destroyed.

But that would never happen. The strings held him up, and

without his music, he was nothing. It played him, just as he

played the audience.

He yearned for the day the rhythm would cease. He yearned

for the day he would be free.

227th November 2017
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“You ready, Brice?” Reagan asked, resting one hand on his

shoulder. She was still out of breath from her run. She’d triggered

a sensor just short of the second building, and retreated when

lights came on. “Get over half way to the first building, and

you’ve done better than Carew.”

They’d caught Carew as he crossed the open land, a buggy

tearing in from the right, almost like it had been waiting for him.

The guards took him away at gunpoint.

He wasn’t the first to be caught, and he wouldn’t be the last.

A couple of hours in a cell, just long enough to scare him, and

Carew would be dumped at the main gate.

“I’m ready.” Brice crouched down and squeezed through the

gap in the fence. Then he stood, inside the compound, and

breathed.

He’d trained for this. He could do it.

The first building looked like a solid block of stone in the

moonlight, the only windows on the far side. No chance of

someone spying him, as long as he didn’t trigger anything.

Brice waited for the searchlights to cross over, and then he ran.

Carew had gone right. Brice followed Reagan’s route, to the

left.

The ground was fairly even, but he knew to watch out for the

holes the rodents made. Some people said Kaiahive bred them

and let them loose on purpose. But people said a lot of things

about the company—like the stories that they were engineering

some kind of fighting machine.

The compound looked quiet, but that was because the real

Kaiahive was underground, over twenty floors deep. That wasn’t

official, but everybody knew it.
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Brice curved a wider arc than Reagan, but he reached the

building in a shorter time. The concrete was warm, like it was

being heated from the inside. This was supposedly some kind of

storage, so maybe there were things that had to be kept hot.

Maybe their fighting machines breathed fire.

He edged along to the corner. The second building was off to

one side. There was a straight path joining them—the path

Reagan had taken. Brice ran wide to the left, hitting the building

from one end.

The lights stayed off, and his hand pressed against the

concrete. There was clanking from within, and Brice wanted to

listen. But he had to move on. Two buildings down, two more to

go, and then back to the fence.

Apparently one person had managed the whole gauntlet, a

few years back. But most returned after reaching the first

building. If they were lucky.

Brice was better than most. If anyone was going to complete

the challenge, it would be him.

He could see the third building, across a small garden of neat

gravel paths and flower beds. It was too pristine to be

unprotected, but there were trees running along one side of the

garden, and they practically touched the next building.

Brice monkeyed up the first trunk, then scrambled through

the branches, tree to tree, the ground a vertigo-inducing drop

beneath him. But he was having fun. Adrenaline pumped,

exciting him even more.

He reached the last tree, then softly dropped onto the roof of

the building and climbed down metal rungs. He assumed that was

some kind of emergency exit.

As he hit the ground, voices drifted across the still night air.

Brice ducked down and froze. The voices grew—two of them,

talking low. Figures appeared, weapons by their sides.

Brice felt his legs start to shake. He breathed as slowly as he

could, trying to bring his beating heart under control.
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The figures walked to a door in the final building. Bright

light spilt out as they opened it, and another voice yelled a

greeting from inside. They entered, closing it behind them.

Brice didn’t move. He watched the windows, waiting for one

to go dark and another, further from the door, to become lit. Only

then did he run, crouched down, trying his best to ignore the burn

in his thighs.

It was probably seconds, but it felt like minutes before he

touched the concrete of the final building. He rested his head

against the rough surface, taking one long, soothing breath.

Now all he had to do was get back.

The straight route was long, especially with the searchlights.

Maybe Brice could make it, but this close to the end, he needed

to play safe. So he moved at an angle. When he reached this

fence, he’d follow it round to where Reagan waited.

Brice ran. The moist grass glistened in the moonlight. And

there, up ahead, something else caught the light. A line, barely

ankle height, reaching across the grass.

A trigger for an alarm.

Brice measured his paces then bounded over the line. He

smiled—as if they’d catch him out that easily!

There was a cough, to his left. Brice turned his head.

And stumbled to a stop as the two guards brought their

weapons up.

“ID?” one said.

Brice raised his hands, didn’t respond.

“Too young,” said the second. “Just a kid.”

“How old?” One of them flicked a torch on, playing it in

Brice’s face.

“Se…seventeen.” He moved a hand across his eyes.

“You running the gauntlet?”

Brice didn’t know how to answer that.

“All four buildings, yeah? That’s pretty impressive. So you

think you’re in good shape?”

67Running The Gauntlet



Brice nodded. It seemed like the right thing to do.

“Think you could take us on?”

Brice swallowed, shook his head.

The torch dipped to the ground. “Smart, too. Good to see

someone who knows their limits.”

Brice found his tongue. “You going to arrest me?”

One of the guards snorted. There was a click, maybe like a

gun being readied.

“Never seen someone get past the wire before. You did a

good job, kid. So,” and the guard stepped forward, holding

something out to Brice.

His hand.

“You want to join Kaiahive?”

11th December 2017
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The early frost promised a harsh winter. The villagers prepared

—houses were proofed, stores were shielded and saplings were

taken in.

In his first winter, fifteen long years ago, the outsider didn’t

understand this. In his homeland, there was no frost to kill plants.

But after the withering glares and muttered curses, he learnt.

Even though it made no sense, he sought out a fresh new growth

as the weather turned each year. He asked the oak’s pardon and

permission, and he made his promise to the spirits of the woods.

And in return, so the villagers said, the spirits would grant him

safe, fruitful hunting and foraging throughout the year.

Sometimes, he was convinced that the villagers believed this

nonsense. They talked of the gods of the harvest, and the jealous

spirits hiding in the shadows. They waved to ward off the foul

sprites of illness, and they warned of the vengeance wrought

upon those who didn’t live by these ridiculous superstitions.

And so, before the sun broke its feeble light across the land,

he swaddled himself and made his way into the tangle of twigs

and branches they called the wood. It took his two hours to find a

suitable specimen, one that looked so pathetic it was a wonder it

still held life. He sealed it, with a ball of the black clumpy soil,

into his bag, and returned to his house.

He set the sapling on a wooden stand, where it might lean to

the meagre sunlight that filtered through the winter clouds and

the age-frosted window to the right of his fire. He patted down

the soil and watered the weed. He talked to it, because that was

what you were supposed to do, and none of the villagers glancing

through his window would hear how he mocked their childish

ways.
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There was still work to do in the village. The sun's short

reign might make each working day shorter, but the cold left him

drained each evening. He’d make his supper, care for the stupid

twig, and then spend a fitful night as sleep evaded him. He’d

wake with fresh aches, mumble to the plant, break his fast, and

head out into the icy dawn once more.

The nights creaked by. Two days became four, four became

eight, and the days grew longer, and the dark-night festivities

came and went. Two weeks became a month, which became a

season.

The soil became workable, and the outsider knew others had

reunited their saplings with the woods. His own was larger,

already on the second, deeper pot, and the upper leaves almost

reached the beams across his ceiling. He really should replant it,

but whenever he thought of dragging that thing back to where

he’d found it, something else—anything else—would turn up.

Maybe he’d do it tomorrow, or the day after.

Old Man Rocket said warmer weather was soon to break, and

conditions were ideal for returning the spirits' gift. He looked

straight at the outsider when he said that, and then he muttered

something about the spirits being quick to anger when they were

not appeased.

But the warm weather didn’t arrive for weeks. Wind blew

and rain fell, stinging the outsider's cheeks, and the plant curled

its way along his ceiling, to the stairs. Its leaves pressed against

the window, cutting out light to the room, and he was forced to

burn a lamp even during the day.

When the villagers asked, he told them that of course he'd

replanted his sapling, while trying to work out a way to remove

the infestation from his house. Tendrils of green forced their way

into his bedroom now, and he could no longer shut the door.

Often he’d wake with the impression that a hand—or worse—had

been caressing him as he slept.
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The villagers didn’t visit his house, although they did watch

from afar. And they saw the green-covered windows, and the

subtle bulge of the walls. None were surprised when, one

morning, branches appeared through broken thatch. Nobody

commented on the stranger's absence from the work of the

village. There was no need to discuss what they all knew was

happening.

But one boy did enter the house, maybe on a dare, or to

prove himself to some beau. He forced his way between the

branches and climbed the gnarled trunk that pushed up the

stairwell. He made his way along a thick branch, coated in rich

lichen, and later he spoke of the bed that hung there, entwined

tightly in the branches. He spoke of the shape under these covers,

and of how green fronds pinned it down. And of the ones that

forced their way into the still-living man’s mouth.

He never spoke of the way the man’s eyes were wide with

terror and anguish, but that part of the story still reached the

villagers. It became a part of Old Man Racket's newest parable, a

warning of the manner in which the spirits redressed any

imbalance in the natural order of things.

As the years passed, and as winter approached, the children

would beg for the terrifying tale once more. And Old Man

Racket, now half-blind but still with his full sight, would tell of

the crimson-stained oak that grew through a house, and the tree

that devoured a living man.

And the children would rush off to find a sapling that they

could care for over the winter months, and that they could give

back to the wood when the time was right.

And the villagers’ hearts and minds were lifted by the way

their offspring continued such a fine, important tradition.
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He parks the car at the top of the hill and watches the fire burn,

down by the river. It’s amazing how quickly the flames have

taken hold, and already black smoke billows into the air. The

night breeze carries the burning plastic smell, and the ash, his

way. Every so often there is a muffled explosion, and a burst of

orange and red, as another cannister ignites.

Someone told him that fire is the best way of destroying

evidence, but he knows that her bones will remain. The forensic

teams will work out who she was. But there should be nothing to

connect him to the accident.

Off towards Elm Avenue, he sees flashing blue and red, and

the wail of the siren cuts through the stillness. That is almost too

quick, and he thinks how he should have started a couple of fires

across town, as a diversion. But there hadn’t been time. Things

moved too fast.

He shifts in his seat, the gun digging into his waist

uncomfortably. It seemed like a good idea at the time, to get

protection. It cost him a couple of thousand, and he doesn’t know

if this is a good price or not. He doesn’t even know if it has a

safety catch. But he didn’t want to face her unprepared.

He’ ll have to ditch it, just in case, even though he’s still

wearing gloves. Her blood is still sticky on the barrel, or muzzle,

or whatever the proper name is. He’ ll drop it in a river far away.

More sirens, and more flashing lights, this time from

Broadwick. He can’t tell how many vehicles. The wailing merges.
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There’s none of the clear-cut two-tone sirens now. They all rise

and fall on a continuum. Never quite one thing or the other.

Just like her.

And the flames remind him of the cabin, and the good times,

before he realised what she was. The evenings spent in each

others’ arms, the long talks about nothing.

All too good to be true. Maybe he made a mistake in

suggesting they have a break, especially considering her

reaction.

It had taken all his self-control to stay with her, that night she

came to his house all mascara-run face and trembling lip. He

hadn’t made any reference to the redness under her nails, thinking

it only misapplied varnish or something.

Later, when he saw the news, he understood maybe exactly

what she was capable of. And the poor sap who they blamed—he

supposed it was fortunate the lad was already dead.

There is more black smoke now, and he thinks the fire trucks

are doing their thing. He’s tempted to drive closer, but that’s how

people get caught. Like how she kept driving past the club, all

depressed because she’d been there moments before all hell broke

loose, and who would do such a terrible thing?

Of course, he knew. But he didn’t want to see her anger. He

played along, mentioned engagement, and a party. A friend hired

a warehouse a few months ago, did it up for the night, only cost a

couple of thousand. But it probably wasn’t for them. Maybe

something more intimate.

And she loved the warehouse idea. She’d scoped them out,

and when she called of course he agreed to meet and check out

the building. She hinted that they should ‘christen’ it—after all,

nobody else would be around, would they?

He couldn’t miss such an opportunity. He already had the

gun, and the cans of fuel in his car.
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Lights shines in his rear-view mirror, and he shields his eyes.

Then the light turns off, and an engine stops. He hears a car door.

A dark figure walks to his side window and taps, twice.

“Can I help?” he asks when he lowers the window. The

figure wears a sharp suit but no tie.

“Friend told me to give you this,” the man says, and he has

some kind of accent, maybe Eastern European, or maybe from

the north somewhere. He holds out an envelope.

“Friend?” He looks back to the car, and now he sees a

passenger with long hair, her features hidden. Maybe she nods to

the man.

“Read it.”

The man returns to the car and sits in it. The woman says

something to him. They both watch.

He opens the plain envelope and a single sheet of lined

notepaper falls onto his lap. He unfolds it. Letters, cut from a

newspaper, are stuck to it, like an old ransom note or something.

He reads. And his hands start to shake.

The letters make one sentence.

You think that would ever work?

Another siren screeches through the night, but this one is

louder. The car behind blinds him before pulling away, and

further down the hill it passes the blue flashing lights.

He sniffs, and smells petrol. He spots the rag on the floor.

The one he’d stuffed between two of the cans. The one he

remembered dropping in the warehouse.

The police car gets closer, and there’s another one—no,

two—behind it. And more in his rear-view mirror. They screech

to a halt, and officers jump out. With their lights blinding him, he

thinks that maybe they have guns.

And he feels the cold steel in his pocket. His fingers curl

round the handle and he slowly pulls it free.

He doesn’t know if it’s loaded, or even real.

74Millenary 2



But that doesn’t matter, because she’s won.

He thinks of the lad in the bar, the one who was blamed.

Maybe she met him before. Maybe everything has been planned.

A single tear rolls down his cheek as the police yell

something and he raises the gun.
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“Our boss wouldn’t say that.”

Stoughton smiled at the man from Redco. “Of course not, sir.”

“We’re a family business. If someone came across those

words…”

Stoughton raised a hand, silencing the man. “There is no

need to explain. We make no judgement.”

“Of course.” The Redco man’s face reddened. It always

surprised me how many of our clients were embarrassed, as if the

service we offered was somehow immoral.

“So that just leaves the formalities,” Stoughton said, sliding

the tablet along the desk. “If you could thumbprint here…and

here…and check the financial details here…that is all in order?

Yes? Then consider the matter dealt with.”

The man hesitated, rubbing his hands. They looked sore, and

I reminded myself to take a bath when I returned to my room.

Unless Stoughton had used all the hot water, of course.

“And you can really get every single copy?” Many of our

clients asked the same question.

“That is what we state in our literature, sir, and we would not

permit something like that to exist if it were erroneous.”

“Even on private systems?”

Stoughton smiled again. “In my experience, no system is

totally private, sir. Not even personal crypto-encoded ones.”

The man swallowed. “Good. That’s…er…is that everything?

Do you need anything else from me…from Redco?”

“No. We have everything.” Stoughton nodded to the single

sheet of paper on the desk, upon which we had observed the man

from Redco painstakingly write out the words that his boss had

never uttered.

UNSPOKEN



Stoughton extended a gloved hand—he always wore gloves

when dealing with clients—and grabbed the man's hand, giving it

a firm shake that jolted the man’s arm.

“A pleasure, sir. And if you have any other matters that never

happened, business or otherwise, we are always glad to be of

service.”

The man left quickly, eyes to the floor.

“He’ ll be back,” Stoughton said, fingers tapping his console.

“One only has to browse his LifeMirror to get a measure of the

man. Comments like that will easily offend.” He tilted the

console so that I could read the words. “Especially if they reach a

susceptible reader.”

“Which might happen sooner than he imagines,” I said,

because after three months working and living with the man, I

knew how Stoughton operated. The business was on the level, of

course, but there are so many levels, and Stoughton rode the

elevator between them all.

“But for now, we will correct matters for his master. If you

could take care of the firebugs?” He slid the sheet of paper across

the desk to me.

“Of course.” Such a task was second-nature now, and one

that I had grown to greatly enjoy. I loved the idea that, from this

single physical location, I could touch the world through the

firebugs. I loved the thought of such clandestine caresses. I’d

never been one for the physical anyway, and having a job that

kept me separated from others was a joy in itself.

I summoned the fire-farm on my console and primed the

bugs, running my eye over the variables to ensure nothing was

amiss, and that my new code was behaving. The search box

dropped, and I copied the words from the paper, exactly as they

appeared. Then I reached into my desk drawer for the flamer. It

was important to remove all copies of the words, both digital and

physical.
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When the paper was nothing but ash at the bottom of the

flamer’s tray, I tapped the ‘release’ icon on my console. The

firebugs flew off, burrowing their way through networks and

systems, searching for copies of the error to incinerate.

“Instant results,” Stoughton said, looking up from his

console, where he was monitoring my work. “It appears that

these words never happened a great many times.” He rubbed his

hands. “This should earn us a fair credit-rate, my young

colleague. I believe the tweak you made last time is already

playing dividends.”

I smiled. Praise was rare round here.

"And with that, there remains only one more matter before

your training is officially completed.” He tore a fresh sheet of

paper from the pad and wrote on it. “More words that never

existed.”

He slid the paper across the table, face down. I turned it over

and read.

I read it a second time, sure there must be some mistake.

“But…I don’t understand.”

He sighed, and his smile faded. "I hoped you would see the

necessity of this without explanation, but maybe a quick refresher

is called for. Tell me, what is our function?”

Stoughton had drilled this into me, and I knew his words by

heart. “To ensure that certain sequences of words, erroneously

recorded, are erased.”

“And why?”

“Because the truth cannot be hindered by slander, lies and

misunderstandings.” Another quote from Stoughton himself.

“Good to know you’ve been paying attention. Yes, we

remove things that never existed, for the general good. But there

are those who would abuse a service such as ours. There are

those who would put pressure on us, personally, to learn of the

errors we erase. That is one of the reasons why we have our

secure accommodation upstairs, and why it is so important that
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we remain totally loyal to our work. We cannot allow ourselves to

be open to outside influence.

“We must remain invisible, my young friend. The work we

do must never be apparent. The firebugs do not officially exits

and so, clearly, neither can those who wrangle them."

He paused, raising one bushy eyebrow. “You understand?”

I nodded, because I did. And the words on the piece of paper

made perfect sense.

“So if you can run the bugs after that particular error, we can

get to lunch.”

“Of course.”

I looked at the paper one more time, called up the fire-farm

and, when prompted, entered my own name.
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Thanks for reading. I hope you found something to your tastes in

these twenty tales. If I’ve surprised you, or made you think, or

simply entertained you, then this book has been a success.

If you want to read more, don’t forget to check out my

website (twiain.com), where I post a new story every fortnight.

And if you prefer longer reads, I have a few things you might

enjoy. On the following pages, you can find details of the books I

have available on all the major e-book retailers, but I also have a

couple of novellas that are slightly harder to come by.

THANK YOU

If you are not sure what a novella is, it’s basically a short

novel. Mine are between 70 and 100 pages, and should only take

one or two hours to read, so think of them as films in book form.

You can get these novellas for free when you sign up to my

newsletter at twiain.com/join-the-list.

https://twiain.com/
https://twiain.com/join-the-list/


This Millenary project started in 2016, and now numbers a

hundred stories, spread over five collections.These ebooks are all

free downloads—click on or visit the links below for more

information.

MORE SHORT STORIES

Millenary (bit.ly/Millenary_1)

Millenary 3 (bit.ly/Millenary_3)

Millenary 4 (bit.ly/Millenary_4)

Millenary 5 (bit.ly/Millenary_5)

https://dl.bookfunnel.com/obrg6iiqv5
https://dl.bookfunnel.com/kbbm2pcwrx
https://dl.bookfunnel.com/sawwu9k7hr
https://dl.bookfunnel.com/53cte5ssu4


Dominions (dark, Dystopian thrillers)

Dark Glass (Dominions I)

Dead Flesh (Dominions II)

Deep Water (Dominions III)

Riled Dogs (Dominions IV)

Rogue Wolf (Dominions V)

Rebel Rout (Dominions VI)

Gatekeeper (A Dominions Prologue)

Control (A Dominions Story)

Expedient (A Dominions Story)

Animus (A Dominions Story

Errant (A Dominions Story)

Shadows (Sci-fi with a dose of horror)

Shadowfall (Book One)

Shadowsiege (Book Two)

Shadowstrike (Book Three)

Shadowlair (A Shadows Prequel)

Short stories in anthologies

Touch— available in Electromagnetism

The Reason We Run—availabe in It's Behind You

Ghost Stream—available in The Power OfWords

OTHER BOOKS BY TW IAIN

http://books2read.com/u/bzpvan
http://books2read.com/u/bzpg8n
http://books2read.com/u/31geow
http://books2read.com/u/mZwBvl
http://eepurl.com/caJNhT
http://books2read.com/u/mZw6rp
https://books2read.com/u/bxqZXq
http://eepurl.com/caJNhT
https://books2read.com/u/mley1P
https://books2read.com/u/3J8gQA
https://books2read.com/u/3L9L6M
https://www.books2read.com/Animus
https://books2read.com/u/mley1P
https://books2read.com/u/3J8gQA
https://books2read.com/u/brGjBe
https://books2read.com/u/brGjBe
https://books2read.com/u/md0VM5
http://books2read.com/u/38g75Z
https://books2read.com/u/4XZ5Nv
https://books2read.com/u/mYKWLG
https://books2read.com/u/3RNPMp



