
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

BERMUDA



[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

BY ROBERT ENRIGHT










[image: image]


For you, Dad,

The most creative person I know.
Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Epilogue

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]


Each tick from the clock echoed against the bright, white walls which surrounded the metal table. As the seconds shouted out to him, Franklyn Jones sat, anxiously staring ahead at the door which was painted into the wall. The whole room stank of government, with his recent escape surely the reason for his incarceration.

Just what the hell was going on?

How did they find him? How was he free?

For his entire life, Franklyn had seen them. The creatures that lurked in the shadows, their dark eyes following his every step. Since he was a child, curled up under his duvet, he’d known the moment he pulled it back, the creature that perched on the end of his bed would pull back its lips, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. He’d tried to tell his mother; her drunken dismissal was that all children saw monsters.

His deadbeat dad wasn’t around to tell him otherwise.

As life had continued on its mundane journey, he’d pushed it to the fringes of his mind, convinced that he was just like everyone else. Occasionally he would see a shadow move, a dark blur whip by at the end of a shopping aisle.

Tricks of the mind.

That was the healthy way to look at it.

Throughout school he kept, like those creatures, to the corners and the edges of the world, avoiding the inevitable bullying, and shunning any notion of friendship. He was an outsider and felt it was easier to just run with that than reveal to them the truth.

The truth that we were not alone.

Now sat, encaged in this migraine inducing white room, he realised he truly wasn’t alone. Life had been hammering him from day one, making him tear at every fibre of his sanity and question everything. Throughout his early years he was ignored, dismissed as an odd child with an overactive imagination.

They dealt with it by removing sugar from his diet and giving him a packet of crayons.

As the years passed, he soon fended for himself, getting himself ready for, to, and from school while his mother lost herself to the bottle. The welcoming stench of cigarettes and wine greeted him every afternoon when he returned, the habit eventually catching up with him.

What he wouldn’t give for a cigarette and a pint of Doom Bar right now.

Mother would be so proud.

Franklyn looked away from the clock and its mocking clicking and down at his wrists. There were no shackles binding him to the metal desk, just the blinding gleam of the halogen light on the smooth, metal surface. Opposite was an empty chair.

A manila folder lay neatly in front of it.

Who the fuck were these people?

A draft filtered up the leg of his white, hospital issued trousers, the coldness snaking around his bare feet and causing his toes to ball. The ill-fitting white T-shirt hung from his body, the endless days locked in the cell had at least helped him build muscle.

For a man who had a twenty cigarettes a day and four pints a night habit, he’d never done so many push ups.

The door opened, a slender figure glided over the threshold and towards the table. Its skin was a pale grey, pulled tight across a skeleton which was certainly not human. The arms were slightly longer, the hands meeting under the large sleeves of its dark robe. Its skull protruded up, elongating its forehead, the skin pulled to almost translucent tightness. Its eyes were light, with no sign of a pupil.

As Franklyn sank in his seat with fear, he noticed that it didn’t walk.

It glided across towards him.

The door closed slowly behind it and it approached the table calmly.

‘Do not be afraid.’ Its voice was calm, its eyes were caring.

Franklyn leapt backwards, sending his metal chair clattering to the floor, the sound hammering off the walls like an upturned toolbox. He backed towards the wall, the creature before him cast a long shadow from the piercing light above.

It wasn’t like the other creatures.

This one was human-like. It spoke.

But it wasn’t human.

Without moving, the creature cleared its throat.

‘Is there anything I could retrieve for you while you wait?’ The creature tilted its head. ‘Perhaps some water? Or a coffee?’

‘Coffee?’ Franklyn scoffed, his back pressed against the unforgiven concrete wall. ‘You’re offering me coffee?’

‘Quite.’

‘This place doesn’t strike me as a Starbucks.’

The creature showed zero reaction to Franklyn’s smart mouth. Its eyes searched Franklyn’s face, looking for anything other than fear. When he found none, his gaze ventured to the fallen chair.

‘This must be a very confusing time for you, Mr Jones.’ The creature glided gently around the table before extending a long hand towards the steel. Its fingers were stretched and thin, like pale Twiglets. ‘But I assure you, we wish to help.’

Slightly edging around the wall, Franklyn looked to the door. It was shut, with no handle.

He was locked in.

With this creature.

‘Where am I?’ he eventually asked.

‘You are at our headquarters.’ The creature gently placed the chair back at the table, turning it slightly in offer. ‘You shall be processed soon enough.’

‘Processed?’ Franklyn asked, his voice shaking as his mind filled with anal probes.

‘It’s a nicer word than interview.’ With a noble elegance, the creature slid across the floor back towards the outline of the door. ‘You humans don’t seem to enjoy interviews.’

‘Interview? What the fuck?’ Franklyn’s face scrunched in confusion as he sat back down. A hiss shot from the sides of the door and it slid back, revealing the metallic corridor outside. ‘Hey wait?’

The creature turned, its face was unsettlingly welcoming.

‘Yes?’

‘What’s your name?’ Franklyn asked, a million questions fighting for prominence.

‘Vincent.’ The creature nodded. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you finally.’

With that, Vincent disappeared, and before Franklyn could leap from his seat, the door closed, locking him in his bright white tomb. Memories came flooding back, the last few hours had been a blur. He looked at the clock, but the old, analogue hands couldn’t help him gage the time.

Just that morning, he’d been sat in a room similar to this once, the walls a slightly softer, more terrifying padding. The doctors had stopped using the jacket on him, allowing him the freedom of his arms when they realised he wasn’t a danger to himself. They still thought he was to them.

To his wife.

To his daughter.

His chest lurched forward, his heart jack-knifing with guilt. He’d met his wife Angela at the tail end of university, the three years spent in Derby were some of the best of Franklyn’s life. While doing his level best to set a new record for lack of attendance, he’d not only met his best friend, Brett, but he had fallen in love.

He and Angela eventually became an item in their early twenties and suddenly, the haunting life of mysterious creatures and dangerous shadows didn’t matter. 

She was a striking woman, her face was a perfect, symmetrical collection of sharp cheek bones and piercing green eyes. After a whirlwind romance ended in a young marriage, the hour glass began to empty along with her patience.

As the darkness of the other world began to spread through Franklyn’s life, Angela began to push herself away.

As their relationship strained, and he resigned himself to losing her, Franklyn was struck silent when she announced her pregnancy.

He was going to be a father.

When Angela gave birth to their daughter, it was the closest he’d ever felt to the world. The connection he felt with her was stronger than any magnetic pull. Determined to be the father he’d never had, Franklyn promised Angela he would do everything to shield her from the darkness.

From the creatures that appeared to him and him alone.

His Chloe.

Just thinking of her beautiful face caused his throat to dry, regretting not taking the bizarre Vincent up on his offer of a drink. Chloe was rapidly approaching her third birthday, her angelic face lined with soft, blonde hair. Her blue eyes always radiated joy, her small, pearly white teeth stretched in a beaming smile.

She was the greatest thing to happen to him.

He closed his eyes, his body arching forward until his forehead pressed against the cold table surface. His brown hair flopped forward, a few strands swinging down and tickling the beard that lined his face. Franklyn didn’t know what the hell he was interviewing for as Vincent put it, but he would have murdered a shower and a shave.

What would Chloe think if she saw him?

Again, his heart twisted with sadness, the memory of saying goodbye to her in the reception of the hospital still as fresh as a morning frost. Refusing to beg, he turned away from Angela, instead kneeling in front of his daughter, her innocence lost in confusion. He was going to be taken any moment, but he told her to be brave. To not listen to what they said about her.

He told her he loved her.

He always would.

As the two orderlies, at the order of the doctor and the heartbreak of Angela, wrestled him to his feet, Franklyn promised his daughter he would do whatever he had to, to keep her safe.

She screamed for him, terrified as these medical men dragged her father through the doors, her mother holding her tightly, her face awash with tears.

That was the last time he’d seen her.

Franklyn Jones had been a patient at the high security hospital, locked away inside his padded cell for what was deemed his and other’s safety. For over four months he’d sat, day after day, the world convinced that he was crazy, that he spoke of monsters and moving shadows.

They had decided he was unfit to be a husband.

Too unstable to be a father.

Back in the white room, he gently lifted his head and let it drop, gently colliding with the table. He knew no blow to the head would shake away what he could see, but his impatience was goading him to try. Each gentle tap on the table echoed around the room, the mysterious creature yet to return.

What the hell did he mean by interview?

Was it about what he could see?

Or how he escaped?

With his head pressed against the table, Franklyn took a deep breath, trying to figure out what the hell had happened earlier that day. It had started like any other, the days blending together to create one endless passage of time. The orderlies had politely brought him breakfast, their threats of the jacket never too far away when he offered them a smart comment.

After the morning exercise, which consisted of an escorted walk around the grounds, he found himself back in his cell, with no possessions, or mementoes of a life that he’d been pulled from. No clues or links to his daughter.

Nothing that attached him to anyone.

The only positive of the whole experience had been that he’d not seen a single creature. He told that to the guards, trying to convince them that the mental home had been a miracle cure and he was ready to leave.

They rewarded his mockery with two days strapped inside his straight jacket.

But that morning, like all the others that had been before it, was coming to an end with him laid on his bed, staring up at the padded ceiling, wishing for a chance to see his daughter again. His arms ached from another set of push ups, the passing of time helped by the hourly intervals of strength training.

Just another day.

When suddenly a burning sound crackled to the side of the room and a black line slowly began to burn itself into the padding. Slowly, the hole grew, fanning out, and slowly dropping down like the glaze over a cake. Panicked, Franklyn had dashed to the door, banging as hard as he could as he screamed for help.

With none coming, he’d turned, pressed against the wall with his heart leaping against his ribs. Shaking, he reached out to the wall to steady himself as the one before him burnt opened.

A crude doorway had emerged, the edges sizzling, with grey smoke filtering up, the allure of the other world calling to him. After a few moments of silence, he pushed himself off the wall, the curiosity of this phenomena taking a stranglehold.

Through the dark opening he could see the feint remnants of smoke, what looked like a thick fog that encased wherever he was seeing.

A world encased in smoke.

A world of ash.

The rattle of metal behind him caused him to jolt, and the keys turned in the lock. The doctor, with his henchmen masquerading as orderlies, entered, furious with the commotion Franklyn had been making.

The three men stood before Franklyn, their arms folded, and their eyes judging. He looked beyond them to the wall and when no words were forth coming, he realised it was just for him.

The darkness had finally come to collect.

As the doctor began running through a list of his indiscretions, Franklyn burst forward, pushing the men to the side, and darting towards the wall. To them, he must have looked insane.

Moments later, he had vanished.

As the clock in the room ticked mundanely in the back of his mind, he tried to remember what had happened when he’d passed through.

The ground beneath his bare feet had been cold and hard, a thin layer of dust being swept along by a howling wind. All around him had been smoke, thick, and dark like he was encased in a rain cloud. Everything was slightly scattered, the edges of his vision blurring and refusing the idea of clarity.

All he saw were eyes.

Red, demonic eyes.

As more pairs began to shine through the ethereal fog before him, he turned to run, his legs not budging. With his feet feeling like they were encased in quick sand, he resigned himself to a gruesome fate, the darkness of the world slowly overwhelming him, and he lost consciousness. As the final moments of his life ticked by and visions of his absent daughter danced through his mind, he suddenly felt himself moving.

Not of his own volition but moving still.

The world before him ripped open, he was launched through, his body colliding hard with the shoddy brickwork of the building.

He was back on Earth.

Back in his world.

The sun was beaming down, the heat latching onto him, refusing to let go. As the beads of sweat ran down his face, he looked around in a frenzy, the narrow, stone streets were lined with merchants and traders, their goods displayed on rugs and tables. The street was alive with activity, the inhabitants scurrying over each other like an ant’s nest.

Shaking with fear, he found a space on a wall on the outskirts of the city and waited, not knowing where he was, or the language being spoken.

All he knew was that he was alive.

That he had somehow made it back across.

Only moments later, two men dressed in expensive suits approached, calling him by name, and informing him that he was in Taroudant, a small city in Morocco.

Morocco.

What the fuck was going on?

With his thoughts lost to his bizarre escape from the mental home, Franklyn was reeled back into the room by a cough. He sat bolt upright, looking with surprise at the man that sat opposite him. He had been so consumed by his thoughts, he hadn’t heard the door open or this stranger enter and take his seat. The man was old, his soft, white hair floated above a wrinkled forehead which, to Franklyn’s amusement, helped lodge a monocle in place.

The expensive three-piece suit only added to the allure of the elderly gentleman who sat nonchalantly on his chair, the manila folder open before him and the few papers dotted before him.

‘Mr Jones.’ He didn’t look up, his words eloquent. ‘Can I get you anything before we begin?’

‘Begin?’

The man looked up, his warm, friendly face bending into a welcoming smile. His eyes radiated warmth. His posture radiated authority.

Was he in charge?

A steaming mug sat to the side of the folders, and with a well-manicured, wrinkled hand, the man grasped it, and took a satisfying sip. With a deep sigh, he looked back at Franklyn, who sat in complete confusion.

‘Mr Jones, I’m Lord Felix Ottoway III, the chairman of the BTCO.’ The words were lost on Franklyn. ‘I bet you’re wondering what happens now?’

It had been a long day.

Franklyn had a feeling it was about to get longer.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Franklyn Jones sat anxiously, watching as Ottoway flicked through some of the pages. A few scoffs now and then, but he never looked up, devouring the information in mammoth portions. Franklyn was sure it was his medical records, and that Ottoway was going to arrest him for escaping his cell.

Through the wall?

As the memories of the morning began to overwhelm him once more, he was snapped back to the room by Ottoway closing the folder and slapping it hard against the table.

‘Well this is all nonsense.’

To Franklyn’s shock, Ottoway pushed the folder off the table, the pages spraying out like a spilt tin of paint. He turned back, the senior smiling, his eye gleaming behind his monocle.

‘But ...  isn’t that why I’m here?’

‘What? Because the world thinks you’re crazy and decided to lock you away?’ Ottoway chuckled heartily. ‘No, my dear boy. You are here because of how you got out.’

His heart sank as he dropped his head into his arms, sprawling across the table and expecting to be sent back to the nuthouse, or worse, prison. With the idea of seeing his daughter again giving him a sudden cause for fight, he straightened up.

‘Look, I had nothing to do with that. I just—’

‘Just what, Mr Jones?’ Ottoway interrupted with calm authority. ‘You are going to sit there and tell me that this morning you were not incarcerated in Maudsley Hospital, diagnosed as mentally unstable? Are you also going to tell me that you didn’t push past a doctor and guards before disappearing into the wall only for us to retrieve you merely hours ago from a small village in Morocco? Now I’m no pilot but I know it takes a little more than ten minutes from London to Marrakech. It’s hardly popping to the shops is it?’

Franklyn slumped in his chair.

‘No, sir.’

‘Quite. See, Mr Jones, there are so many things about all this that don’t add up. Your records tell me you see monsters, then out of nowhere, you effectively teleport from one continent to another. Yet, here you are, sat in front of me. My staff found you in seconds and we brought you in.’

Despite the man’s soft, caring tone, Franklyn knew when he was being dressed down. He stared at the table as he feebly mumbled his response.

‘It’s not good, is it?’

Ottoway slammed his hand on the table with glee, the sound bouncing off the walls like an errant pinball.

‘My boy, it’s fantastic.’

Raising a bemused eyebrow, Franklyn looked up, confusion spread across his unkempt face.

‘Excuse me?’

‘You passed across to the Otherside and returned. Unharmed.’ Ottoway shook his head in disbelief. ‘Truly remarkable.’

‘Wait ... the where?’

‘The Otherside.’

‘What the hell is the Otherside?’ Franklyn asked, refusing to rule out anything after his ‘escape’ earlier that day.

‘My boy, there is so much you do not know.’ Ottoway cleared his throat. ‘Before we start, can I get you anything? This may take a while.’

‘I’d like a coffee. And a fag.’

‘This is a non-smoking building.’

‘Well, I’m not a non-smoking person.’ Franklyn barked back, his nicotine craving taking the wheel.

Ottoway held up his hands as a gesture of acceptance and slowly lifted himself from the chair. His suit, clearly expensive, snuggly fit his pudgy body, the years of expensive tastes and good food apparent. His hand wrapped around the handle of his cane as he slowly hobbled towards the door, his Italian leather shoes, polished to an impeccable sheen, clicked across the tiles.

The door hissed, and he was gone.

Franklyn Jones sat uncomfortably, nervously fidgeting until his buttocks ached against the cruel steel that welcomed them. His fingers drummed against the metal without rhythm and he anxiously searched the room. Unlike the police interrogation rooms he saw on TV, there was no fake mirror, with rows of smarmy detectives listening to every word.

No CCTV.

No recording.

‘What the hell is this place?’ he muttered, crossing his arms across his chest and slouching in his seat. The door hissed again and Ottoway returned, his cane leading him back to the table as the strange creature, Vincent floated tentatively by his side. Vincent watched with care as Ottoway lowered himself down, offering his strange companion a thankful nod. Vincent turned to Franklyn, his eyes boring a hole through him and he placed a piping hot mug of coffee in front of him, along with an ashtray, lighter, and a packet of cigarettes.

‘This a non-smoking facility.’ Vincent stated coldly.

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Franklyn put a cigarette to his mouth, lit the end, and let the sweet smoke filter through to his lungs.

Tutting like a librarian, Vincent turned and slid back towards the door, Franklyn unable to tell if there were legs beneath his robe.

The door slammed shut.

For a moment, the only noise was the burning of the cigarette and the ticking of the clock. The paperwork was still spread across the floor like lily pads on a pond surface.

Ottoway removed his monocle, his brown eyes staring with intent as he scrubbed the glass lens with a cloth before popping it back under a thick, grey eyebrow.

He turned to Franklyn and smiled.

‘Shall we begin?’

****
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BY THE TIME OTTOWAY had finished, so had the packet of cigarettes. The ashtray, overflowing like a neglected garden, leaked cigarette butts, and ash across the metal surface. The white walls seemed closer, like the world had closed in upon him and Franklyn Jones wondered just how damn crazy it all was.

Ottoway had explained that for centuries, the world had known of another, one that enveloped our own, known to humanity as ‘the Otherside.’ This world had begun to breach our own, their feral creatures crossing the divide but not within the view of humanity itself.

Only a few.

Those who possessed ‘The Knack’.

Ottoway had explained it as a genetic defect, an anomaly within our DNA that allowed a small percentage to view the creatures that kept to the shadows. By his explanation, Franklyn had been right all along. The monsters he saw as a child, the creatures that stalked him ever since.

They were real.

While these creatures could be seen by such humans, their genetic makeup made them impossible to touch. They could live in our world but they couldn’t interact with it.

Upon this discovery, humanity realised that the threat level was low and that in exchange for their research, they would allow these creatures to exist if they stuck to the shadows.

As long as they hid in plain sight.

Eventually, many years ago, humans who came forward with this ability to see the Otherside eventually formed a small organisation to monitor this other world and the creatures that passed through the gateways. These people could see the truth.

They saw behind the curtain.

Thus, the Behind the Curtain Organisation was born.

The BTCO.

As Franklyn sat in disbelief, Ottoway spoke of the advances of this other world, how more creatures passed through with varying levels of intellect and manners. The creatures would soon be labelled the rather derogatory name of ‘Others’. The feral, dangerous ones were soon hunted down by cooperative creatures, who joined with the BTCO and formed a truce between the worlds.

Their knowledge and resources led to breakthroughs in human medicine, with Ottoway even crediting them with the cure for the plague, in exchange, they were allowed asylum. The stories of their world were ones of horror and pain, which from his own hazy memory of his morning venture to their world, Franklyn could corroborate.

Soon, the Otherside began to develop, too, their hatred for our world based upon our neglect and disrespect of their kind. Eventually, the technology to create a ‘latch stone’ was born, a trinket which allowed an Other to interact with our world.

Soon people went missing.

Many of them died.

The BTCO took a sterner approach, even enlisting the cooperative Others to join them full-time and hunt down these creatures.

The truce was breaking.

Sometime in the future, Ottoway feared a full-on invasion.

As the threat level increased, the BTCO shut down many of its registered gateways. The UK had once housed fourteen secret portals between the worlds, all of them well marshalled from both sides, with every immigrant accounted for.

Now they were down to one.

It was downstairs, a few floors below where they sat.

Franklyn found himself shaking as Ottoway drew his explanation to a close, the revelation that not only was he correct, but that the entire world was in danger, shook him like a baby’s rattle. As Ottoway finished, he sat patiently, the shell-shocked reaction of Franklyn was obviously nothing new to him. As the final cigarette burnt to its conclusion, Franklyn leant forward, and stubbed it.

‘So, let me get this straight. You guys monitor the other world?’ he asked, smoke accompanying his words.

‘The Otherside. Yes.’

‘Where there are creatures called Others?’

‘Correct.’

‘Except for the ones that work with you. Like Vincent.’ He nodded to the closed door. ‘You call them—’

‘We call them ‘Neithers’. Ottoway interjected.

‘Christ, this is confusing.’ Franklyn ran his hands through his hair, tucking the rogue strands behind his ears. ‘And they can’t touch humans?’

‘Only the creatures who possess a ‘latch stone’, which links them to our world.’ Ottoway explained softly. ‘All of our registered Neithers have this issued to them.’

‘But the wild ones, they shouldn’t have it?’

‘No. It is illegal. While an Other with a latch stone won’t be seen by a human, they can still interact with them, allowing them to attack, or even worse.’ Ottoway shook his head. ‘Revealing the truth to a human is the second worst crime an Other or Neither can do.’

‘What’s the first?’

‘Killing a human.’

The silence followed the obvious answer and Franklyn suddenly felt his back muscles aching. The time had vanished during the wonderful tale that Ottoway had told, but the unforgiving, coarse metal of the seat had dug into his spine.

‘So you guys stop them?’ Franklyn eventually asked.

‘We try to. We live by a strict creed here at the BTCO.’ Ottoway spoke with pride. ‘Two Worlds. One Peace.’

The mug that once contained the piping hot coffee was now empty, smears of coffee stains surrounding the inside. Franklyn yearned for something stronger. The two men sat, with Ottoway clearly keen for him to ask more questions.

Franklyn obliged.

‘So, am I going back to the nut house?’ he asked. ‘Because if I relay to people what you’ve done to me, the white van will be parking up within seconds.’

‘You are a free man.’ Ottoway declared proudly. ‘Your gift should not lead you to be incarcerated.’

‘My curse.’

‘Your gift. So as of now, your medical records have been expunged courtesy of the BTCO.’

Franklyn leant back in his chair, his eyes squinting with caution.

‘What’s the catch?’

‘We want you to enrol with us, become an agent here at the BTCO and help maintain the truce. We will offer you all the support we can, will endeavour to provide you with a generous remuneration and above all, give your life a sense of purpose.’

‘I already have a purpose, mate. Her name’s Chloe.’

Ottoway sighed, gently sitting back, and facing Franklyn with an understanding look.

‘Your life has lead you to a path where your family locked you away. I’m sorry, but that’s the lay of the land.’ Ottoway leant forward, his eyes twinkling with excitement. ‘But I can offer you a different path. One where you can pull back the reigns and take control of it again. Rebuild that life but also stand for something. You can help breach the gap between these two worlds. You can help save them.’

Franklyn sat in quiet contemplation when suddenly, the door hissed loudly, and once again, Vincent ghosted across the threshold. Ottoway greeted his companion with a pleasant grin before turning back to the confused newcomer.

‘Or you can leave. The choice is yours.’

Without a word, Franklyn pushed himself up from the table and marched to the open door, not even acknowledging the bemused Neither who stood by the old man. He rushed into the corridor, surprised to find a young woman, pretty, and smartly dressed, ushering him to an elevator. Accepting the invite instantly, Franklyn leapt into the elevator and hit ‘G’. To his surprise, the elevator shot upwards, revealing to him that he’d been underground in this secret facility.

The BTCO.

Franklyn ached for the sunlight as the elevator shot towards freedom.

**** 
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BACK IN THE WHITE ROOM, Vincent extended his bamboo-like fingers, helping his dear friend to his feet.

‘I don’t understand.’ Vincent’s words verged on curt. ‘You were adamant you wanted him recruited.’

‘Oh, he’ll be back.’ Ottoway chuckled. ‘He just doesn’t know it yet.’

With a gentle pat on the shoulder, Ottoway moved past his Neither and headed towards the doorway, awaiting the return of Franklyn Jones and the beginning of what should be an interesting partnership.
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CHAPTER THREE
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It didn’t take long for Franklyn Jones to realise he was in trouble. Once that elevator had hit the top floor, he was shocked to find himself opposite the gift shop of the Shard, the magnificent building that shot out of London’s skyline like a giant, middle finger. The beautiful building, ninety-five floors of twinkling glass, was one of London’s biggest attractions, with thousands of tourists taking in the wonderful viewing platform on the seventy-second floor, allowing them a view of the nation’s capital city from over eight hundred feet.

Franklyn had wanted to take Chloe up there for a while, but by the time the platform had opened for the public, his freedom had been closed off.

Now, he was trying his best to get out of the building.

It only took a few moments for eyes to latch on to him, the public, rushing past the building to reach the neighbouring London Bridge Station casting a judgemental eye over him. He gave them the benefit of the doubt.

An escaped mental patient tended to look exactly like an escaped mental patient.

Shivering in the bitter chill that dusted the air, Franklyn scurried down a side street, looking for anything that could keep him warm. Rounding a corner, he stumbled over two black bags, tied tight, and bundled against the front of a charity shop. The shutter was pulled down, the lights behind were dead to the world. Judging by the darkness, slowly spreading across the buildings like the sun had its own dimmer switch, Franklyn assumed it was shut for the night.

Having no concept of time or day was unnerving, but he ripped into the bags and found a pair of loose fitting chino trousers and a stained, black jumper that hung loosely from his frame. The other bag, thankfully, had a number of pairs of shoes, one of them, a well-worn trainer, fitting his size nine feet.

With the biting elements slightly at bay, Franklyn made his way back to London Bridge Station, searching for a map of the city. He needed to get to Mitcham, to where he, and Angela had shared their two-bedroom house.

Where his Chloe was.

Sticking to the main roads that cut through the labyrinth of London like veins, he eventually made his way to the A23, passing through Herne Hill, and Stratham, before making his way to the outskirts of Surrey. The quaint, suburbs of Mitcham had been their dream; to live, and raise a family in a wholesome town, just far enough from London to not be caught up in its rat race, but not too far away that they were cut off from humanity.

Franklyn had brief recollections of his job as a web designer, squashing himself into unnatural gaps on the packed train that hammered quickly into Charing Cross.

Those memories were blurred, as were many.

Ever since he crossed to the Otherside.

Ever since he’d returned.

After walking for over eight miles, the night sky loomed large behind him as he finally turned onto his old street. The road was lined with expensive cars that matched the houses, all of them basking in their own success, a trait Franklyn had always found detestable in humans. 

He could feel his feet bleeding, the makeshift shoes had long since given up on their responsibility of comfort. Each step caused him to wince as he hobbled past the quaint gardens and well-maintained hedges. Every step was worth it.

Just to see her again.

Franklyn knew that he wasn’t there for Angela. During the breakdown of their marriage, she’d told him openly that she no longer trusted him, filing for a divorce that was finalised while he sat in his cell. She’d found someone else, a man without the extra baggage of seeing monsters.

Ian.

Franklyn had never met the man but had taken an instant dislike. Who wouldn’t? His side of the bed hadn’t even changed temperature before Ian moved into the house, arousing suspicion that their romance blossomed before his marriage had died. Regardless, from the few visits he’d received from Angela pre-divorce, she’d told him how good Ian was with Chloe.

How he was playing the role he never could.

With his hands clenching into a frustrated fist, Franklyn stopped in front of his house. The garden was the same, only the autumn had stripped it of its colour. The brick was still white, the upstairs shrouded in darkness. His eyes were drawn to the front room, where through the gap in the curtain, he could see her.

Chloe.

Instantly, tears streamed from his eyes, his heart refusing to beat while he gazed at her. Dressed in a pink, strawberry covered onesie, she sat contently on the sofa, snuggled into Ian’s side. They looked like a hallmark card.

A shining example of parenthood.

Rested across Ian’s lap was an iPad, undoubtedly the two of them were sharing a story or game together. They were sharing the moment.

All the moments that he would miss.

As he stared, open-mouthed at the image of his daughter’s love etching towards someone else, the front door opened, and Angela’s hissing voice broke him from his heartbreak.

‘Franklyn. What the hell are you doing?’

‘I just want to see her.’ His words stuttered, choking on his sadness. The wind picked up, a few speckles of rain slapping against his unshaven cheek.

‘You look like a mess.’ Angela scolded, her bare arms crossed, and her brow furrowed with anger. ‘The hospital called. They said you escaped.’

‘Not exactly.’

‘What the hell is going on?’

‘I wish I knew.’ He offered meekly, his eyes returning to the window. There was no one on the sofa.

‘You can’t be here, Franklyn. The judge ordered you to stay away. From me. From my daughter.’

‘Our daughter.’ Franklyn’s voice rose, immediately breaking as the door flew open. There on the step, with the cold whipping around her, was Chloe. She looked anxiously towards her mother, nibbling at her nail with her small, pearly white teeth. Franklyn felt his heart melt, the air leaving him, and threatening never to return.

‘Chloe, go back inside.’ Her mother demanded, spinning back to Franklyn with a look of devastation on her face. ‘You can’t be here, Franklyn. You just can’t.’

At that moment, Ian stepped out, hoisting Chloe up to his hip and turning to put himself between her and any potential danger.

Like a real parent should.

Swallowing his sadness, Franklyn watched his former wife march back to the home they’d shared together, snatching their daughter from her new lover’s grasp, and stomping back into the house. Ian, still in his smart shirt and trousers, offered Franklyn a useless shrug of apology and turned back to the house.

The door slammed shut.

Franklyn was no longer welcome in their lives.

Time passed. At what rate, Franklyn didn’t know but by the time he’d returned to the real world, the house before him was cast in darkness. All the houses were. Lost in his pity, the night had shifted on, the world had gone to sleep, and the temperature had dropped further. His breath plumed like a faint cloud of smoke, instantly activating his craving.

He would gladly smoke himself to death now that he couldn’t be with his daughter. All duties of protecting her had been passed over to Ian, who would soon be her stepdad. Franklyn had noted the ring on Angela’s finger, the thick jewel replacing the modest one he’d placed there many years ago.

As the rain began to pour down around him, he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his ill-fitting trousers and turned on his heel, ready to head off into oblivion, wondering how long it would take to reach his sister’s house. Charlotte, who he affectionately called Charles, was a few years younger than him but had always been the sensible one of the two. Franklyn put it down to her having a different father, but the two of them were close.

She’d visited him regularly while he was locked away. He knew there was a bed and a hot meal waiting. He just needed to figure out how the hell he’d get to St Albans with no money or sense of direction.

He took one step and then stopped.

On the wall opposite the house, the creature sat, staring at his daughter’s home. Its skin was a dark, powerful navy that blended with the shadows around it. No more than four feet tall, it hunched over, like a gargoyle on a gothic church. Its arms rested over its knees, each finger tipped with a razor-sharp claw. Its eyes, grey and shining in the moonlight, slowly met his own.

It drew back its lips, revealing a row of sharp teeth that would tear flesh from bone.

With nothing left to lose, Franklyn decided to do one last thing for his daughter and defend her from the creature. As he made a beeline towards it, the creature growled with fear, before scurrying away into the shadows. Franklyn watched it gallop down the street before losing itself in the darkness.

As the rain fell from the sky, he arched his head, and looked back up to the window of his house. The curtain had been pulled back and resting on the window sill, was Chloe. She stared at him, her hand pressed against the glass, a look of wonderment on her face.

Franklyn loved her with all his heart.

He could still protect her.

He could still be her father.

As the moments passed, and the rain pressed his overgrown hair down against his head, Franklyn waved to Chloe. She didn’t respond, slipping away from the window as the light in the room burst to life, a concerned parent undoubtedly entering the room.

Franklyn marched back the way he came.

The pain in his feet subsided, his mind focused on returning to London. As the miles fell from the journey, so did his sense of worthlessness. Whatever the hell was happening in the world, whether anyone would ever believe him, there was still a role for him to play.

He still had a purpose.

Without even realising it, he rounded the corner, and the strikingly sharp point of the Shard came into view, the glass littered with rain drops that shimmered like fireflies in the moonlight. As he marched past London Bridge Station and onto the concourse, he scoffed to himself at the figure stood by the revolving door of the building itself.

Vincent.

The Neither, still wearing its heavy robe, was soaked through but unmoved in his stance.

‘Vinny.’ He offered as he approached. ‘Did they not even offer you an umbrella?’

‘The elements have no effect on me. Moisture is purely decorative.’

‘Sure. Hang on, how did you know I would be coming back? How long have you been out here?’

Vincent pressed his badge against the lock mechanism and the revolving door buzzed to life. The lights to the reception illuminated, casting their glow across the marble floor and impressive, rounded desk.

‘I’ve been waiting as long as it took.’ Vincent calmly ushered him to the door. ‘Lord Ottoway is waiting for you. Enjoy the view.’

Franklyn shuffled through the door and strode across the large, open plan entrance towards the lifts. One of them was open, a small creature stood in the doorway like a bizarre, monstrous bellhop. Once he’d entered, the creature turned its key, booting the lift into life, before slithering around the corner like a snake.

Franklyn shuddered.

This new world was going to take some getting used to.

The elevator shot upwards, with Franklyn’s ears popping as it flew to the sixty-ninth floor at over six metres per second. As it finally came to a stop, the robotic voice welcomed Franklyn to floor sixty-nine, with him immaturely noting that would be a great name for a porn film. The corridor, which offered some spacious toilet facilities, was dimly lit, a few bulbs bursting from strategic points in the flooring, casting everything in an upward shadow.

With measured steps, he walked towards the large panes of glass, his jaw dropping at the stunning view before him.

The beautiful city of London was aglow, the numerous tourist attractions, and iconic land marks bathed in both light and majesty. Big Ben shot up, neighbouring the breathtaking Houses of Parliament which towered over the River Thames. The well-known river arched through the town like a giant eel, the city surrounding it was alive with colour and activity.

From both worlds.

As he lost himself in the beauty hundreds of feet below, he heard the click of the cane and turned, the generous Ottoway approaching slowly.

‘Welcome back.’

Franklyn shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. Ottoway finally approached, extending a hand which he shook gratefully.

‘Sorry about before.’ He offered, unable to take his eyes off the city. Ottoway followed his gaze.

‘Stunning, isn’t it? You can see everything. From Battersea Power Station to Wembley Stadium. And everything in between.’ Ottoway fell into what Franklyn assumed, was a pre-written speech. ‘This city is a heartbeat for this country. Millions live here, but they are not alone. The Otherside is on every street, an Other slithers through every shadow. For the most part, they are like us. They seek a peaceful existence and a safe haven. A place to call home.’

Ottoway slowly turned to Franklyn, offering him a smile.

‘Tell me, Mr Jones. Why have you come back?’

For the first time in his life, Franklyn was lost for words. The heartbreak of his life came flooding back to him like an overrun bath tub, the final images were of his daughter in her window just hours ago. The pain in his feet roared from the miles he’d walked to find what he’d been looking for. He turned his gaze back to the wonderment before him.

‘I’ve spent my whole life being terrified of the things I saw. The creatures, or Others, that followed me. That ruined my life. That took my daughter from me.’ He gritted his teeth. ‘I grew up without my dad, and although I can’t be there for my Chloe, I can at least do something. I can keep this world safe from the things they don’t know about.’

Ottoway straightened, flicking open his blazer, and taking a quick glance at his pocket watch. Franklyn run a hand over his face, wiping away the last of his pity.

‘I’d like to join the BTCO, sir.’

Ottoway grinned and extended his hand.

‘Then let’s get started.’

The two men turned and headed back to the elevator, ready to plummet deep underground to the heart of the organisation. Franklyn stole a quick glance back over his shoulder, wanting to view the beauty one more time before his life changed forever.
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A 6.00 a.m. call came via a thudding fist on his metal door and Franklyn slowly stirred on the bed. It had been the same for the past ten days, the BTCO putting him through a gruelling regiment of early starts, healthy eating, and basic training. While he should commend them for taking his health into consideration, he cursed them for disrupting his sleep.

An early bird he was not.

The modest chambers they’d accommodated him beat his original plan of a shop doorway, the white room equipped with an adequate bed along with a table for his minimal belongings and a wardrobe filled with black trousers and black T-shirts. Shuffling out of the bed, he entered his en suite bathroom, splashing water against his face before slipping his clothes off and stepping into the shower cubicle. The shower burst forward with an ice-cold frenzy before gently calming him as it warmed up. After a few minutes of hard scrubbing, he slipped out, a towel wrapped around his waist, and he scrubbed his teeth vigorously. He looked at his pale body through the steam of the mirror, the ten days of training already beginning to show.

After spitting out the excess tooth paste, Franklyn ran a brush through his short hair, the BTCO affording him a neat haircut and a fresh set of razors. His brown hair, now cut short and brushed into a neat side parting, topped a stubble covered face. He looked and felt human again, which was important when his days were dominated by creatures not of this world.

He turned off the tap, wiped his mouth on the hand towel and left the bathroom with a gentle chuckle.

A crude sketch of a penis drawn into the steam on the mirror.

Moments later, he was walking down the bright corridors, thirty feet below the entrance to the Shard. It amazed him just how much the world didn’t know. While only a select few people knew of the Otherside, the thousands of tourists who would flock to the Shard that day would have no idea the work being done below them.

The fate of two worlds being managed beneath their excited feet.

After stopping into the staff canteen for a measly bowl of porridge and passable coffee, Franklyn made his way towards the Training Hub, the rooms designed to prepare and teach the new recruits how to marshal the other world and the best ways to maintain the truce. Franklyn had found the first ten days tough. Never the most natural of students, he found the continuous number of rules and laws to be overbearing, especially as authority had always been something he lacked. But he respected what the BTCO was trying to project.

A true sense of right and wrong.

That’s what the worlds needed.

Vincent, who had taken a keen interest in his learning, had scheduled a one-to-one session for what felt like the rest of Franklyn’s life, their twelve-hour sessions ranging from the history of the truce to the limitations of the latch stones. As Franklyn begrudgingly walked through the corridor, he passed the two iron doors that reached from floor to ceiling, slammed together with a powerful grandeur.

The Archive.

Yet to be given the full tour, all he knew was that was the heartbeat of the operation. Behind those doors, lived the very essence of the Otherside, the pulse of the BTCO and a tapestry of information that stretched further than the Great Wall of China. It would make one hell of a holiday read.

Franklyn rounded the corner, his mind wandering to the last time he’d been on holiday when his shoulder collided painfully with the oncoming agent. The air turned blue, with a strong French accent.

‘You fool.’ The handsome man yelled at Franklyn, gesticulating wildly with his hand. Hugo LaPone was one of the BTCO’s finest, with the good looks to match the arrogance that clung to him like a bad smell. His Neither, Marco, slithered beside him, his reptilian nature causing Franklyn to shuffle uncomfortably to the side.

‘Sorry, mate.’ Franklyn offered, placing a hand on Hugo’s shoulder to steady them both and immediately having it swiped away.

‘Don’t touch my jacket.’ Hugo spat, squaring up to Franklyn. ‘What the hell are you smirking at?’

‘Nothing. Well, nothing of any consequence.’

Hugo snarled, taking another step towards Franklyn, trying his best to intimidate.

‘Do you know who I am?’

‘You’re obviously some sort of arsehole.’ Franklyn offered, watching the Frenchman’s eyes light up with fury. The Neither took a few slinking steps forward, provoking Franklyn to lash out.

He did.

A firm fist caught the Neither between its beady, black eyes, causing it to scurry back and scale the wall slightly. Both it and Hugo looked on in shock and Franklyn immediately held both his hands up in apology.

‘Woah. Sorry.’ Franklyn took a step towards the shocked creature, only to have his pathway blocked by Hugo.

‘What the hell did you do?’ His French accent dominating each word.

‘Look, I’m sorry.’

‘How did you do that?’ Hugo demanded, envy pushing his temper to its limit.

‘Do what?’

A loud cough interrupted the stare down and the agent and trainee both turned to find the authoritative figure of Vincent standing at the end of the corridor. The sleeves of black robe overlapped, his hands clasped beneath them like a holy man.

‘Monsieur Vincent.’ Hugo nodded.

‘Vinny.’ Frankly followed.

‘Enough. I will not have our agents desecrating our hallways with their differences. Put this behind you and walk on.’

Franklyn nodded and turned back to the snooty Frenchman, extending a peace offering hand. Hugo barged past him, their shoulders colliding again, and Franklyn raised his eyebrows to Vincent. Vincent gently shook his head and floated down the corridor, urging Franklyn to follow him.

Marco looked at Franklyn with deep hatred before slithering around the wall, making a big effort to distance himself from his attacker.

‘Sorry about the punch.’ Franklyn feebly offered, instantly regretting it. Marco ignored it anyway, scurrying off after his arsehole of a partner.

‘Jones.’ Vincent’s voice echoed down the corridor, its urgency bouncing off the halogen lit hallways.

Franklyn scurried up the corridor, catching up with the senior Neither who sharply turned a corner, heading towards the Training Hub. Each room of the Hub was designed to create a realistic rendering of a real-life situation. While there were several small classrooms, Franklyn had been aching to venture to one of these simulations.

The legendary Denham ran the centre, but Franklyn hadn’t been introduced yet.

The rumours that spread through the underground complex had prepared Franklyn for his own, personal Full Metal Jacket experience. Denham’s reputation proceeded him. A former soldier who crossed the divide, he’d spent decades as a field agent, partnered with an Agent Morris who was no longer alive. Denham was now the one they sent the new recruits to.

If you could survive him, you could survive the job.

Franklyn couldn’t wait.

As they strode towards the centre, Franklyn turned to open the door to the library where they’d been studying, ready for another one of Vincent’s stimulating, multi-hour lectures. Surprisingly, Vincent continued forward, bypassing the door, and heading towards the barracks. Confused, Franklyn chased after him, his feet the only sound hitting the floor.

‘Where are we going, Vinny?’

‘It is time for your next stage of training.’

The calm words caused Franklyn’s words to catch in his throat, a comical gulp betraying his nerves.

They were heading to Denham.

‘But you said there was still too much for me to learn. You even insinuated that I wasn’t up to scratch.’

‘Up to scratch?’ Vincent queried, his eyes still set dead ahead.

‘That I wasn’t learning enough. That I wasn’t ready.’

Franklyn found it fascinating that he wasn’t the only one learning. Vincent stopped at the mighty, iron door to the training rooms and turned to face his student. His stretched skin pulled tightly across his rounded skull. His piercing eyes cut through Franklyn, the lack of eyebrow only adding to the ghostly image.

‘You are not ready.’ Vincent placed his long fingers and palm across a glass box, the light beneath scanning it before a green bulb shot to life.

The iron doors creaked open, the heavy metal over a foot in thickness.

Nothing but shadow beckoned Franklyn in.

He turned back to Vincent with a plea in his eyes.

‘Look, if this is punishment for hitting that thing back there, I’m sorry.’ His eyes flashed to the blackness beyond the door.

‘Good luck.’

Franklyn took a deep breath and stepped into the darkness, the iron doors slamming shut behind him. Vincent waited in place, his eyes staring at the rigid, iron markings that crossed the door before him. Behind him, he could hear the gentle repetition of fine, Italian shoes slapping against the tiled floors. Mixed with the steps was the gentle click of a cane.

‘Sir.’ Vincent spoke, turning with respect.

‘Vincent, we’ve been friends for over sixty years. If you call me ‘Sir’ ever again, I will introduce you to the pointy end of my cane.’

‘Quite’.

Ottoway fixed his Neither with a warm smile, before turning back to the door.

‘Little bit soon, don’t you think? I mean, I have full faith in the lad, but Denham isn’t exactly one for niceties.’

‘Sink or swim I believe is the phrase.’ Vincent retorted, drawing a raised eyebrow from the BTCO chairman.

‘He isn’t ready though, is he?’ Vincent shook his head in response. ‘Is it punishment? For striking Marco?’

Vincent turned to his superior with surprise. In the six decades they’d worked together, he was shocked at two things. The way Ottoway spoke to and treated everyone with complete respect. And the fact that nothing happened without him knowing about it.

The man saw everything.

‘It is not a punishment.’ Vincent finally responded.

‘No?’

‘No. It is a reward.’

Now it was Ottoway’s turn to be dumbfounded. Vincent turned to him, the light casting his long, thin shadow to fall across Ottoway’s portly frame.

‘A reward? For striking a co-worker?’

‘Marco wasn’t wearing a latch stone.’

Vincent turned and with a noble nod, began to move back down the corridor. Ottoway stood in place, the information processing slowly in his mind like a washing machine set to spin. The fast track hadn’t been to teach the unruly Franklyn a lesson in respect.

It was to test just how strong he was.

Never in the recorded history of the truce had a human crossed to the Otherside and returned. Every human who had been crazy enough to make the journey was reduced to ash. The atmosphere deconstructing the human genome and burning its way through their body.

Franklyn had returned.

Unscathed.

While tests had been inconclusive as to what had changed within his genetics, he still required careful monitoring. His volatile personality and smart mouth had seen him fall foul of Agent LaPone and his Neither, his conduct would certainly lead to a reprimand. Without question, LaPone would be headed to Montgomery Black, the Head of the Committee who ran the BTCO with an iron fist wrapped in a sand paper mitten.

The meetings and red tape he would have to go through to keep Franklyn Jones in the organisation was already solidifying as a headache within his skull.

But for now, he broke into a smile.

Denham would test Franklyn to his limits and he was sure he wouldn’t break.

No human had returned from the Otherside.

Even more exciting, no human had physically interacted with a creature without a latch stone.

With a gentle chuckle, Ottoway nodded his best wishes to Franklyn beyond the door, before turning back to follow his dear friend with a spring in his step.

Franklyn Jones was special.

The question was, how special?

With the doors locked in place and the young man making the lonely journey through the dark towards Denham, the BTCO were about to find out.
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Each step echoed against the stone walls, the dread slowly filling up inside Franklyn as he passed through the darkness. His heart was racing, hammering against his chest like a pneumatic drill. Although his eyes had adjusted, the cold, empty darkness continued to swallow him like a starved animal.

Where the hell was he going?

Already thirty feet below the ground, Franklyn felt the walls closing in more as he ventured deeper into the heart of the organisation. Denham was waiting, the legend preceding the creature was that Franklyn was just a small dog on his way to the vet.

He was about to have his bollocks removed.

With his fingertips gently gliding across the cold, concrete wall, he ventured around another corner, the texture changing completely.

Wood.

Then books.

Rows upon rows of books.

Like a firework erupting in the sky, the lights burst above, the entire library bathed in the glare from the halogen bulbs. Rows upon rows of book cases welcomed Franklyn, their leather-bound sides all pressed together like too many sardines in a tin. As he slowly ventured into the library, Franklyn felt a twinge of guilt that he wasn’t an avid reader.

Reading is one of the world’s greatest gifts.

A shite sight better than the one that had lead him to this damn library.

‘Hello?’ Franklyn called out, hoping for any sort of guidance.

All he got in response was what he expected. The room was as quiet as a library, without a stern, bespectled woman to annoyingly hunt down any trace of noise.

A low rumble echoed behind the book case near him. A few books rocked on their seams and he took a step back, a cautious eye scanning the nearest exit route. After a few moments, it returned, rocking the bookcase, the books shaking violently, and beginning to loosen. Slowly, one book began to push forward, enticing Franklyn forward.

What was the book?

A black, clawed hand ripped through the books and slashed at him, causing him to scream, and leap back, his legs hitting the table and sending him rolling back over the wood and crumpling into a pile on the other side. The wind left his lungs as soon as he struck the hard floor, the pain shooting up his back and hitting his brain like a ‘test your strength’ game at a circus.

The only prize for winning was Franklyn turning the air blue.

As he slowly rolled in agony, Franklyn pushed himself up. A booming laughter echoed through the library, each mocking chuckle ricocheting off the pages of the books in his direction.

More lights flickered on and the sound of an engine powering down juttered from the bookcase. As Franklyn pulled himself to his feet, he glared at the shelf, the black arm hanging limply, attached to the book case by a metal crane and a number of wires.

It was fake.

Booming footsteps, like someone swinging a sledgehammer at the hard floor, stomped towards Franklyn, and he turned.

His eyes widened in horror.

Never had he seen a creature quite like it. The Neither was clearly a humanoid, similar to Vincent. It had arms and legs, but its skin was a deep shade of brown, like a freshly polished oak table. Its sheer bulk was magnificent, its arms like tree trunks ripping the sleeves to breaking point. Its chest looked like it was made of solid granite, its shoulders leaping up like a triangle. Its head was bald, the light skimming off the skull and bouncing off in a striking gleam.

A leather eyepatch wrapped around its head, the left eye covered by the thick, black leather.

A war scar, no doubt.

Worn like a trophy.

Both hands, wrapped into fists that resembled bowling balls, rested on his hips, as his deep laugh hammered out of his chest.

Denham couldn’t stop laughing.

‘Damn.’ His voice was coarse. ‘You scream like a bitch.’

‘Well I’m pretty sure I pissed myself, so, thanks.’

Denham chuckled, the black, BTCO T-shirt struggling to contain his giant frame.

‘You’re welcome. Jones, right?’

‘You must be Denham.’

Franklyn extended his hand, which Denham cast his only eye over. He stepped past Franklyn, ignoring the handshake, and addressing the room.

‘I like to call this simulation ‘The Angry Librarian.’ Denham announced proudly, leading Franklyn through the make-believe library. ‘Do you know what this achieves?’

‘Soiled underwear?’ Franklyn offered, receiving a generous grin.

‘No. This simulation puts the trainee in a mundane situation where at any moment, my world could reach through and take you.’ Denham stopped and smirked at Franklyn. ‘Plus, I enjoy scaring the shit out of fresh meat.’

A few metres further and the library morphed into what looked like a food court in a shopping centre. Franklyn watched with bemusement as holograms of humans sat, a lifelike interpretation of a busy Saturday afternoon where the consumerism of humanity feasted upon convenient junk food. The lights flickered, and an ear-piercing scream shook the room. Franklyn stumbled backwards, through an imitation of a pregnant lady as a spider-like creature swung down from the ceiling.

As he tried to catch his breath, he heard a hearty laugh come from ahead, the sadistic drill sergeant leading him through his house of horrors. Soon, the food court bled into a war zone, soldiers lying dead, and a creature slithering between them.

Franklyn kept close to Denham, refusing to partake in this one, as machine guns rattled in the background and something swam beneath the fake deceased.

Denham turned, playing tour guide.

‘This one actually happened.’

‘To you?’ Franklyn asked, immediately wondering what the BTCO’s involvement was in the Second World War.

‘No. Not me. Ottoway.’

Impressed, Franklyn nodded his approval as the harrowing rendition of mankind’s darkest days slowly faded and they entered what appeared to be an armoury. The walls were lined with different blades, numerous swords ranging in size and shape.

All of them lethal.

A metal cabinet sat at the far end, two heavy chains latched across it like a bow. Whatever was stored in there, Franklyn clearly wasn’t on the right pay grade to find out. As they continued through the corridor, a selection of large windows appeared, providing a view to the training within.

A few creatures were huddled over a table, their long, multi-fingered hands frantically pulling apart a metal contraption.

‘Our scientists are constantly looking for ways to evolve technology. This side and the other.’

Franklyn didn’t even respond to the explanation, blindly following his tutor with his mouth hanging open in bewilderment.

The next window showed two humans, both wearing lab coats, huddled around a third. This man, military looking, was strapped into what looked like a backpack. He clicked the switch on the remote in his hand and the entire room burst into a white light, as if the moon fell out of the sky.

They moved on before Franklyn saw the outcome.

At the next window, he stopped.

Denham strode on, his voice echoing as he pointed out some other need to know fact that Franklyn had no interest in.

His feet had planted.

His hands pressed against the glass as he watched.

Inside the room, the Neither moved with a ferocity he’d never witnessed before. Standing almost seven-foot-tall, the creature’s skin was a dark brown, its hair cut to the scalp and a small, black box beard ran around its heavy-set jaw.

It looked human.

Almost.

Wearing armoured trousers, its torso rippled with muscles that Franklyn didn’t even know existed. In its hand was a large blade, and before it, three-armed creatures that swung with brutal intent.

The creature deflected each strike, its movements mesmerising, and its authority final. Manoeuvring with the poise of a ballet dancer, it countered each strike, its expert skill drawing a gasp from Franklyn before it sent its opponent crashing to the ground with a well-timed boot to the chest.

As the three-armed creatures laid sprawled on the floor and trying to pull themselves up for the next round, the giant warrior turned, its grey, pupilless eyes locking onto Franklyn’s.

The two stared at each other.

Franklyn swallowed with nervousness, before nodding a hello.

The creature nodded back, stood to attention, and ready for battle.

‘Hey, rookie.’ Denham’s voice bellowed down the hallway, his hulking frame filling out the doorway at the end of the corridor. ‘Move your arse.’

Snapping back to his training, Franklyn scurried off down the hall, ignoring the bizarre creature that was hanging from the ceiling in the next room, and the female agent who smiled broadly, a smaller, childlike Neither with a nest of messy hair stood beside her.

As he shot through the door, Denham hauled him by the back of his T-shirt.

‘Don’t get distracted. Not by anything from your world or mine. The second you take your eye off it, the shadow moves. Got that?’

‘Sorry. I just, I’ve never seen something fight like that before.’ He responded, arching his head back to the corridor.

‘Forget him. He’s not worth your time.’

‘Who is he?’

‘His name is Argyle.’ Denham’s voice was laced with malice. ‘I don’t wish to discuss him. Believe me, you won’t want me to lose my temper.’

Franklyn agreed and kept quiet and Denham offered him another cold, metal chair before perching his considerable frame on the table before them. The metal creaked.

‘So why the fuck are you here, Jones?’ Denham stared at him. ‘It’s not for the food. I know that much.’

Franklyn chuckled. Despite possibly being the scariest creature he’d seen in his thirty-one years of life, he liked Denham.

‘I want to keep my daughter safe.’

‘Then buy her a pepper spray.’

‘I can’t. This ability you guys go on about, it’s wrecked my fucking life. My wife. My daughter. Gone. But if I can keep her safe without her knowing, then that’s enough for me.’

Denham pulled his lips together, nodding slightly.

‘Fair enough. Personally, I think whatever reason you have don’t mean anything.’ Denham smiled, clapping his hands together. ‘I’ve lived longer than you could ever know. I’ve seen both worlds burn. I know what lies on my side of the gateway, the darkness that consumes every creature. But I’ve seen this world do the exact same. Cities reduced to ash at the click of a button. People sentenced to death by the will of a jury. I’m here, because we can at least maintain a balance. Now over the next few weeks, I’m going to find out just how badly you want to save your daughter. And make you piss your pants some more. Questions?’

Franklyn sat still for a few moments, allowing the prep talk to sink in before leaning forward, pointing at Denham’s patch.

‘You sure you saw all that? Or just some of it?’

Silence.

Denham glared at Franklyn, his lone eye burning a hole right through the human before him. Franklyn squirmed with regret, wishing he could recall the comment like an errant email and next time peg a terrifying, battle hardened Neither as a sensitive soul.

Eventually, a massive smile spread took control of Denham’s face and spread like an unstoppable disease across his jawline.

‘I think we’re going to get on just fine.’

The small office suddenly came alive with noise, as a rasping bellowed through the tiny, intercom speaker that hung from the corner like a spider’s web.

The unmistakable voice of Vincent crackled through.

‘Denham. Please report to The Archive urgently.’

The muscle-bound soldier sighed, holding up a finger to Franklyn urging him to wait. He hoisted his giant frame off the table and headed to the door, the metal rocking on its frame as he slammed it behind him.

The door slowly creaked open.

Franklyn looked around the dingy briefing room, there was nothing anywhere.

Just another table and chair.

Suddenly, he felt transported back to his first meeting with Ottoway, the eccentric old man who had signed his dark past away like a blank cheque.

Who had given him a purpose.

Refusing to sit still, Franklyn followed Denham out of the door, watching as his huge trainer scrambled down the corridor like an underground tube shooting out of London Bridge Station.

Keeping his footsteps quiet, Franklyn followed, eager to learn more about the Archive, the forbidden room that Vincent resided in. A few people walked past with a sceptical eye, Franklyn raising a finger to his lips and urging silence.

The massive, iron doors to the Archive roared open, the thick metal yawning loudly. Denham disappeared through, swallowed by the secrets beyond. Just as the impenetrable entrance was about to slam shut, Franklyn slipped into the heartbeat of the BTCO.

As the doors slammed shut behind him, he realised what a mistake he’d made.
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A catacomb of bookshelves lined the entire room, turning sharply into each other, creating a maze of knowledge and wonder. Each shelf was packed to capacity with large, leather-bound books, all of them filled from corner to corner with the scrawlings of another world.

Another place in time.

Meandering through the lines of fine, polished desks, each one fitted with a viewing lamp and an ink pot, Franklyn reached towards the shelf, praying a mechanical arm didn’t shoot out and cause him to piss himself. With considerable effort, he carried the heavy book to the nearest desk, laying it out, and blowing the cover. A cloud of dust rose like a sand storm, dancing through the dim lights that bore down from the curved, white ceiling.

The leather cover of the book bore a symbol that Franklyn had never seen and with both hands, he hauled the cover over, revealing the first page of the book. The paper was thick and rugged, with the entire sheet covered in a criss-crossed pattern that blew his mind.

Every page.

A language from a world beyond.

After flicking through for a few more moments, a voice echoed faintly in the distance, beyond the far wall of book shelves that lined the horizon. Franklyn stepped back between the desks and headed towards it, stepping as lightly as possible as he approached. In the far corner, a strange looking creature without a face sat deeply invested in the book, Franklyn was doing his best to locate its eyes.

‘Slow down, Frenchie. Remember your place.’

The unmistakable voice of Denham leapt over the bookcases like a launched fishing rod and reeled Franklyn in. As he crept towards an opening in the book cases, his eyes widened with a mixture of horror and astonishment.

Laying in four separate pods were four bodies, each one of them nude and featureless, their skin a pale blue, the colour of peppermint. Their skin shimmered like freshly polished marble, the lights of their pods bouncing off them. Connected to their limbs was a plethora of wires, wrapping around them like vines. Each wire wriggled its way upwards to an expanse of computer systems and monitors, with lights flickering, and a backing track of high-pitched beeping.

Franklyn stared at the closest creature, taken aback by the sheer bizarreness of what he was seeing. It was only after a few moments that he realised his mouth was open in awe.

What the hell was this place?

The computer hub was separated into four quadrants, with each creature in their own dedicated corner, strapped to their own controls. In the far corner, Franklyn saw the bulging stature of Denham, the lights casting his shadow across the room like a skyscraper. To the right of him, staring intently at the screen was Vincent. Beside him, that arrogant prick, Hugo, and his Neither, Marco, whose face was beginning to swell. From the way Hugo stood, as if he was stupid enough to go toe to toe with Denham, he clearly wasn’t happy.

‘He should be kicked out.’

Even with the thickness of the French accent, Franklyn knew Hugo was talking about him.

‘Why? Because your boy here can’t take a punch?’ Denham pointed a meaty finger at Marco. ‘Do you have any idea what he is?’

Franklyn shuddered, the idea that he was something other than human tap danced down his spine.

What did he mean?

‘He is not fit to be an agent.’ Hugo’s voice raised in anger.

‘Jealous and French. That’s two strikes against you, Hugo.’

‘Quiet. Both of you.’ Vincent’s voice sliced through like a sharp blade, the authority killing the confrontation instantly. His pupilless eyes darted across the screen, a bizarre arrangement of colourful lines interlinking and apparently relaying a message. He shook his bald, elongated head.

‘I believe we will need to intervene.’

‘Damn.’’ Denham offered with a sigh, his arms folded across his chest.

‘It could be a good way to see just how he does.’ Vincent offered, turning to Denham. Instantly, a sneer ran across the perfectly symmetrical face of Hugo LaPone.

‘This is an outrage. I will take this case.’

‘Like I said, remember your rank.’ Denham’s voice boomed with menace, his hulking frame dwarfing Hugo. ‘It isn’t up to you who assigns the cases. It’s up to Vinny.’

‘Not this time,’ Vincent said, still staring at the screen. Denham and Hugo both turned to him, their eyebrows raised in confusion. For a few moments, all that could be heard was the beeping of the four machines, each one chirping its own rhythm that Franklyn was sure was synced to the bizarre, lifeless figure it was attached to.

‘Then who?’ Hugo eventually asked.

‘Franklyn.’ Vincent instantly snapped his head to the small gap between the shelves, his eyes snatching Franklyn like a bird of prey. Denham and Hugo both turned as well, his angry adversary scowling while his new mentor just shook his head with disappointment. After a few moments of staring, he realised he was holding his breath. With a feeble smile, Franklyn stepped from the bookshelf and into the most bizarre situation he could have ever imagined.

‘Hey, guys.’

‘This is what I’m talking about.’ Hugo spat venomously. ‘He has no right to be in here.’

‘Nice to see you too, buddy.’ Franklyn stepped forward, refusing to be intimidated. ‘Herman, right?’

‘Hugo.’

‘Whatever.’ Franklyn turned back to Vincent, flashing a quick raised eyebrow to Denham, searching for approval. A single eye rolled. ‘First off, what the hell is this place?’

‘This is the Archive, Jones. Had you obeyed Denham and sat tight, we wouldn’t need to be having this conversation. However, this is where I spend most of my time. This here, is the heart of the BTCO.’

‘Right ... and you guys are running some weird tanning salon?’

Denham sniggered then immediately regained composure, towering over all four of them. Hugo glared at Franklyn, as did Marco. How to make friends and alienate strange creatures! Vincent ignored the joke.

‘Each one of these creatures is linked to my world, tapped into the very fibre of its being. They relay our movements, our activity, working in tandem with each other to map out what is happening in the shadows and where we need to be.’

‘That’s pretty cool.’ Franklyn feebly offered.

‘It is, yes.’ Vincent stared at the screen, sliding two fingers on one of the screens, enlarging the image, a blurred, black, and white picture of the woods. ‘We call them the Oracles.’

‘Three over here has picked up something.’ Denham directed a meaty thumb in the direction of the prone creature.

‘It is my next case.’ Hugo butted in, trying in vain to establish his masculinity. Vincent turned, his face an emotionless mask.

‘Not exactly.’

‘Excuse me?’ His accent strengthened with anger.

‘The reason I called Denham here is because I feel it could be a good idea to ‘test’ out our newest recruit.’

All eyes fell on Franklyn, who slowly looked at all three of them.

‘Yeah, I don’t think I want to.’

‘Fuck him, this is my case.’ Hugo rashly interjected.

‘Whoa, buddy. Let’s just calm down here.’

Hugo turned and shoved Franklyn with a firm palm to the shoulder, sending him back a step. Denham, with his arms folded watched with interest.

‘Don’t push me.’ Franklyn warned, a wry smile on his face. Hugo angrily ran a hand through his perfect, shiny black hair, and glared at Vincent.

‘This is a mistake.’

‘As a senior officer, I’m telling you to take a walk.’ Denham took a menacing step forward, engulfing the furious agent in his shadow. Hugo’s eyes jumped from creature to creature, begging one of them to back him up. Franklyn stood to the side, recomposing himself.

‘Bullshit.’ Hugo snarled, before turning, and barging past Franklyn, ramming him full force with his shoulder. Franklyn smirked again, as Marco slithered by, his swollen face twisted in a hate-filled scowl. As their footsteps bounced from the book cases and echoed around the giant hall, Franklyn turned back to the strange creatures.

‘He’s a nice man, isn’t he?’

‘Don’t worry about it, Frankie. He’s just jealous,’ Denham replied, turning back to Vincent, and the multiple screens.

‘Jealous? I thought he was the top agent.’

The two creatures ignored him, Vincent suddenly lowering his voice to a firm whisper, the edges of each word just falling short of Franklyn’s ear. As they muttered, Franklyn couldn’t help thinking he was the subject of their conversation, especially as Denham threw his singular gaze in his direction. After a few moments, they heard the large, metal door yawn loudly, before slamming firmly behind Hugo. After a few more awkward moments, Denham sighed.

‘Vinnie, you know I prefer not to go into the field, right?’

‘It is a direct order.’

‘Goddamn it,’ Denham muttered. ‘I don’t like this world nor the people in it. You know the drill, I scare him shitless here and then you assign him a babysitter.’

Franklyn took a step forward, meekly lifting a hand.

‘If it helps, I don’t really want to go either.’

‘It would be a good chance to test him,’ Vincent spoke, ignoring Franklyn again with what was becoming a frustrating regularity.

‘I get it. You’re excited about what he can do.’ Denham jerked his shiny head in Franklyn’s direction. ‘But this ain’t a test simulation. I’m not on the other end of the panel, making him shit himself. This creature finds him, it will kill him.’

‘Whoa.’ Franklyn interjected. ‘Just as a note, I don’t think I’m ready either.’

Vincent glanced quickly at Franklyn, dismissing his contribution to the discussion.

‘You will protect him. I know it.’ Vincent’s skeletal face ruptured into a smile. ‘Besides, it will be good for you to get some fresh air.’

‘Fuck you.’ Denham retorted, a respectful grin solidifying a friendship that Franklyn was sure had spanned decades.

‘You will need to get him some armour. This creature won’t hesitate to kill him.’

Franklyn stepped forward, making a ‘T’ shape with his hands, a look of concern spread across his face.

‘Okay, time out.’ Both Neithers turned to him. ‘This really sounds like a shit idea. Also, why the hell would this thing want to kill me?’

Vincent answered with extreme clarity.

‘Because seven humans have gone missing in three days and I would hazard a guess it wasn’t a game of hide and seek.’ 

‘Cool,’ Franklyn said, his lips upturned as he weighed up the situation, his head nodding slightly. ‘I vote we send Hugo.’

‘I agree.’ Denham added, his arms crossed, and his one eye locked on Vincent.

‘Enough.’ Vincent’s tone rose with authority. ‘You may not realise it Franklyn, but you have an important part to play here. Denham, I expect you to do what you did for many years with distinction. Solve the case and bring this creature to banishment. Now, make your way to the armoury and sign out whatever you may need.’

‘Armoury?’ Franklyn asked, his eyebrows leaping with surprise. Vincent, ignoring his outburst, kept his focus on the hulking trainer.

‘I will square it with Ottoway.’

After a few moments of silence, Denham released a defeated sigh, his enormous chest collapsing like a roof panel caving in. With a resigned nod of the head, he patted Vincent on the shoulder, accepting his orders before turning back to his protégé.

‘Looks like we’re going on a field trip.’

‘Goodie,’ Franklyn responded, following his mentor towards the gap in the maze of book cases, their oak shelves crammed with knowledge he would never comprehend. Before stepping through the leather-bound labyrinth, Franklyn shot one last glance over his shoulder, committing the wonder before him to memory. Never had he seen such a sight, the four creatures twitched in their pods as the wizardly Vincent glided between them, understanding the myriad of statistics racing across the screens.

Their world speaking to ours.

The enormity of everything began to fall upon him. He had seen behind the curtain, realising now that the BTCO wasn’t just a clever name. The world he’d lived in before was only a half truth, yet he’d known since day one what was truly lurking in the shadows. The world was not alone, both sides of the divide needed to be protected and helped and that was what he’d been assigned to do. He thought back to when he watched his family disappearing down the corridor as he was carted off to his padded cell.

The heart-wrenching moment a few weeks prior as he stood in the rain, his daughter giving him one last wave before being pulled away into her new, stable life.

Franklyn realised then that he wasn’t just aware of the truth, he was now a part of something bigger.

That after watching the world turn its back on him, he would now dedicate himself to protecting it.

And the world would never know.

With a shake of the head, he followed Denham to the exit, ready for his first case.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER SEVEN
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Franklyn flicked his left hand upwards, clicking the indicator up, and pulling into the fast lane. It had been a while since he’d been behind the wheel of the car, but old habits die hard and his body gave a little shudder of excitement when they gave him the keys to a company car.

A sleek, black, Mercedes C-Class.

Thundering up the A11, Franklyn overtook the family car that was stuck to the middle lane, passing a driver who clutched the wheel with both hands and was clearly terrified of the motorway. After successfully overtaking, he chuckled as he pulled back in front and shot forward across the empty tarmac ahead.

The motorway was one of the safest places to drive. 

Nothing could catch you by surprise.

Franklyn was cutting through Cambridge at eighty-two miles per hour, headed towards Elvedon Forest where his first ever case awaited him. The forest itself housed the popular Centre Parcs, an overpriced chalet experience complete with forest cycling and a large swimming pool. Despite the extortionate cost, he’d dreamt of taking Chloe there when she was old enough to ride a bike, lazily cycling through the woods like the models in the brochure.

The perfect family.

Franklyn clicked the button for the window to slowly retract, the whipping air filled the car with a freshness, the pressure wrapped around his body like a sash. The sun was out, the August afternoon was awash with sunshine that painted the surrounding fields in a wonderful glow. He lifted a cigarette to his lips and popped the in-car lighter down to heat up.

When he’d been handed the keys, a faceless suit and tie went over the ground rules of borrowing the vehicle, handing him a policy he instantly tossed back onto the desk.

Apparently, it was written by a Montgomery Black.

It forbid smoking in the car.

Franklyn lifted the lighter to the tip of his cigarette and let his lungs, and the car, fill with smoke, before exhaling with a loud satisfaction and metaphorically wiping his arse with the policy. Although he wasn’t necessarily heading towards the Midlands, the journey reminded him of the man he had taken during his student days, his mind shooting back to those evenings at Derby University, sat in his dorms with his best friend, Brett Archer. While they smoked as much tobacco and weed as their lungs could handle, his friend never once questioned his sanity.

If anything, he envied Franklyn’s ability to see the truth.

Franklyn took another pull, making a note to contact Brett now that he was out of the nuthouse and working as a secret agent. An agent who was headed into the woods to try to find missing people, all of them probably taken by a creature from his darkest nightmare. After a few more puffs, Franklyn flicked the cigarette through the window, allowing the wind to carry it to its oblivion while he wondered just how Brett would react to the recent changes to his life.

Probably with a big grin and the clinking of a pint glass.

After passing a sign for Thetford, Franklyn pulled off the motorway, slowly making his way towards Thetford Forest Park, the huge woodland area that housed not only Centre Parcs but a few other attractions such as a luxury spa and a Go Ape experience, which consisted of crazed people strapping themselves to wires and swinging from trees. Franklyn, not one for heights, decided hunting a potentially deadly monster through the midland woodlands was a more appealing option.

He was to drive to the Centre Parcs car park, but then take a sharp right, which lead to some private cabins. There he would meet a Mr Kenneth Rowe, an elderly gentleman, and former groundsman. According to the file, he knew the woods like the back of his hand but now, after many years of retirement, spent his twilight years with his wife, Tabitha.

Denham would meet him at the property, but Franklyn ran the show.

Kenneth wouldn’t be able to see Denham.

See the truth.

With a sigh, Franklyn eventually pulled onto the Elveden bypass, following the signs directing him to the resort and his first dance with another world. The drive from London had been surprisingly quick, with the daytime traffic a pale comparison to the horrors of rush hour. With the sun beating through the windscreen, Franklyn pulled into the Centre Parcs car park, before turning sharply, and steering the Mercedes over the bump onto the coarse, beaten track towards the private estates.

The luxury car jolted uncomfortably, the uneven, stone ground making a mockery of its expensive design. Carefully guiding the vehicle through the high, over bearing trees, Franklyn passed several chalets, the exteriors rendered to look like log cabins. An old lady, muttering incoherently as she tended to a row of plant pots stared at him. The dead weeds hung over the edges of their ceramic prisons, reaching for freedom.

Sure enough, as he rounded the corner, the impressive bulk of Denham was waiting outside the final building. The sun cut through the trees like a guillotine, bursting behind Denham, and casting a mighty shadow. The Neither was dressed in a black gown, which hung over a grey, re-enforced body plate. The handles of two swords poked out the bottom of his cloak, easy access which Franklyn felt a flicker of gratitude for.

Denham would protect him.

Despite his overbearing and belittling nature, Denham’s loyalty was clear.

As he slowly brought the car to a stop, he thought about the majestic warrior he saw training weeks previously. Never had he seen a creature move with such speed and conviction, moving the blade within its hand like a cheerleader whirling a baton.

Argyle.

Could Denham protect him from Argyle?

The car came to a stop and Franklyn pushed open the door, stepping out onto the dried mud. Wearing black Converse, blue jeans, and a black polo shirt, he looked less agency, and more like a holiday rep. He slid his sunglasses over his face, before turning to address the mighty warrior beside him.

‘Howdy.’

‘Nice drive?’ Denham asked, his one eye peering beyond Franklyn to the curvaceous sports car behind, almost with envy.

‘Like a dream.’ Franklyn lit another cigarette, politely fanning the smoke away from Denham who chuckled.

‘Son, do you think second hand smoke can harm me?’

‘I’ll be perfectly honest with you, mate. I haven’t got a fucking clue about much anymore.’ Franklyn offered with another long drag. ‘But we live and learn.’

‘That’s the spirit.’

A cool breeze danced between them, followed by the delicate chirping of a distant, hidden bird. He turned to the chalet before him, the front lined with logs to give off the design of a genuine log cabin. The well-maintained porch  was lined with potted plants and a few ghastly gnomes, everything in its correct position. It made a mockery of Franklyn’s quarters back at the Shard, with his method of tidying being little more akin to a grenade going off. After a few more puffs, Franklyn felt his stomach tighten, a small twinge of fear spasming through his body.

‘So, err ... what do you think it is?’ His words stuttered, his voice box shaking with fear. Unexpectedly, Denham reached out one of his mighty hands, wrapped in leather straps, and placed a reassuring palm on his shoulder.

‘I’ve got you.’ Denham spoke softly. ‘And you’ve got this.’

Franklyn took a deep breath, nodding as if to convince himself. He took a long puff of his cigarette and then flashed another glance to Denham, who offered a reassuring smile.

‘Who are you talking to, sonny?’

The words whistled through a toothless mouth and Franklyn’s attention snapped back to the cabin. Standing in the doorway was an elderly gentleman, his skin wrinkled, and covered in liver spots. A welcoming smile spread across his face, drawing the skin into thick lines around every crevice. The file said that Kenneth Rowe was eighty-three years old, but he looked surprisingly fit for a man of his age. Despite the training with Denham, where Franklyn had started to see some muscle definition when he glanced in the mirror, he was still pretty sure Mr Rowe could beat him in a race.

The cigarette that he took a final drag on, surely wasn’t going to help.

‘Mr Rowe.’ Franklyn offered, before looking around for a place to dispose of his smoke. ‘Agent Jones.’

‘Please, call me Ken.’ A strong, wrinkled hand extended with an ashtray which Franklyn stubbed his cigarette out on.

‘Thanks, Ken.’ Franklyn turned. ‘And this is my partner ...’

He turned to Denham, who’s one eye rolled in its socket with disappointment.

‘Partner?’ Ken chuckled as he stared into the blank space beside Franklyn. ‘You sure that was a normal cigarette, sonny?’

Franklyn felt his cheeks blush, the embarrassment burning inside him. Literally the first sentence and he’d already fucked up. The ‘normal’ people couldn’t see the Otherside. A lifetime of being called insane or being gazed at sceptically should have hammered that home. Flicking a cautious eye towards his hidden partner, he searched his brain for a get out of jail free card.

‘My partner is this beauty of a motor.’ He directed the old man’s gaze to the Mercedes that glistened in the sun like a game show prize. ‘I’m going for a whole Knight Rider type of vibe.’

‘It’s a fine motor.’ The man agreed with a nod, ignoring the reference. ‘Not practical for these parts.’

‘Well I don’t live in the woods.’

‘I imagine not.’ A groan could be heard from within the house, attracting both Franklyn, and Denham’s attention. The old man snapped into panicked action. ‘Please come in.’

Ken scuttled back through the door, not even holding it open as he rushed into the cabin. Franklyn trotted up the steps onto the wooden decking and caught the door before it slammed shut, holding it open, and suppressing a giggle as the hefty Denham shuffled over the threshold, his chest scraping the doorframe.

‘Don’t you dare laugh.’ Denham commanded as they ventured into the welcoming living room, his single pupil burning a hole through an obviously amused Franklyn. They both turned their attentions to the living area, an unwelcoming space, overwhelmed with clutter. Piles of clothes lay scattered in random piles, the table was a sea of unwashed plates and empty mugs, all of them stained brown from a caffeine memory. A thin layer of dust sprinkled atop the entire room like a fresh, morning frost.

‘He’s messier than you.’ Denham uttered, his eyes scanning over the photos that sat disjointedly over the faux fire place. Franklyn ignored the jibe, instead following the sounds of movement that echoed from the back room of the chalet. As he approached the door to the hallway, he could hear Ken’s voice, calmly reassuring someone. To the left, Franklyn glimpsed the kitchen, the overload of cutlery was creeping over the sink, with little threat of being washed.

A small toilet and bathroom was ahead of him but cautiously, he gently wrapped on the door to the right.

‘Come in.’ Ken’s voice responded. The door opened silently and the reason for the neglected house became clear. Ken sat on the edge of the bed, welcoming Franklyn with a sad smile. Between the sheets, the crumpled body of a frail old woman lay, her limbs twisted like someone had scrunched her in their palm. Her face lay at an irregular angle, her eyes vacantly looking towards the wall. Her blue tinted hair wrapped around her head like a cloud, a hearing aid clamped onto her ear.

Ken wrapped his hands around her unmoving fingers.

‘Tabitha.’ His words were soft, full of resounding loss. ‘We have company.’

She didn’t move. Whatever her condition, Franklyn could see it was serious. Ken was in the middle of a vigil, a refusal to leave his wife or let nature have its way with her. Franklyn admired it, the true love that he’d begun to realise had never existed between him and Angela. While he loved her dearly and still wore their wedding band around his finger, he knew she wouldn’t sit at his bedside. She’d watched, as pain stricken as she may have been, as they tore him from the world and locked him away.

She didn’t fight for him.

Denham, who had wriggled into the room, coughed gently to draw back Franklyn from his heartbreak.

‘Sorry.’ Franklyn smiled warmly, stepping forward. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Rowe.’

Nothing. Her gaze turned to the corner of the room, locking onto where Denham stood. The mighty Neither looked at her, then back to Franklyn with a shrug.

‘She doesn’t talk much.’ Ken spoke, more to himself than anyone. ‘Hasn’t for the past week.’

‘What’s the matter with her, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘I don’t know. She was right as rain about a week ago. Then I came home one day and she was gone.’

‘Gone?’ Franklyn asked, his eyes flashing to the motionless body on the bed. Ken tapped the side of his head.

‘Gone up here. Can’t walk, talk, move. Nothing.’ His voice slowly began to break. ‘My Tabitha, the life, and soul. Reduced to this.’

Franklyn shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. Ken dabbed at his eyes with a tissue and pushed himself to his feet.

‘Don’t worry, sonny. She can’t hear you.’ He pointed to a box of hearing aids by the bed. ‘None of them work. The batteries are dead.’

‘I’m sorry about your wife, Mr Rowe.’ Franklyn reached out and rested his hand on the man’s shoulder. The grieving husband smiled his thanks.

‘You didn’t come here for this. You needed some information about those missing people, is that right?’

Franklyn nodded, flashing a quick glance to Denham who seemed to approve of his caring nature. He smiled at the old man.

‘Just a few questions, yes. Some hikers have gone missing in these woods and my bosses say you’re the man to talk to.’ Franklyn flicked open his notebook, trying to re-read the messy notes he’d made before he left. 

‘I would have been.’ Ken’s words were steeped in dejection. ‘It’s been a long time since I worked in these woods. I was a groundsman for many years, for the park. But it’s been a long time and my memory isn’t what it was.’

Franklyn drew his lips tight in frustration, the stale smell of the chalet beginning to take prominence. Before he could respond, a loud clutter echoed behind them and the box of hearing aids hit the floor and burst forward, the defunct apparatus fanning out with reckless abandon.

All eyes shot to the box, with only Franklyn observing Denham cautiously trying to step by wearing a worried expression. To Ken, the box had somehow launched off the bedside table to the floor. To Franklyn, his giant partner had been a little clumsy.

‘Let me get that.’ Franklyn offered, crouching down, and shovelling the debris back into the box with his hand.

‘Things like that keep happening,’ Ken murmured, venturing towards the war zone that was his kitchen. ‘Feels like this place is haunted.’

A shiver ran up Franklyn’s spine. Something that didn’t sit right. 

What had he noticed? 

What was it that felt out of place?

As the sunlight outside was slowly beginning its grand finale, he knew that the window of opportunity to search the grounds for any sign of the Otherside was drawing thin.

Tabitha lay motionless on the bed, her eyes staring into the abyss.

As Franklyn lifted the box and returned it to its table, he looked around the room, replayed the scenario of what he was hunting in his head, and wondered if Ken knew that it wasn’t just his house that was haunted.

It was the whole damn world.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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The fallen twigs and leaves crunched under his foot with each step as Franklyn slowly wandered through the mighty trees. They shot up from the ground like rockets, their thick, impenetrable trunks fastening them to the ground. Their first branches didn’t reach out until at least twenty feet above, blocking out the sun and washing the new agent in a deathly shadow. With a click, his torch shot to life, a beam of light propelling itself forward, before splashing against the surface before him.

The ground was warm and stiff, while the air carried the warmth of a cool summer evening. That, and a waft of nicotine as Franklyn drew another cigarette to his lips and let the greyish smoke filter behind him like an echo.

Denham strode purposefully behind, his leather, fingerless gloves clasped around his meaty hands, neither of them more than a few inches from the handles of his blades.

They had been walking the woods for over an hour, the senile groundsman keen to send them on their way and return to his rapidly declining wife. He had suggested they head north, upon which Franklyn looked to Denham who rolled his eye, nodding to inform his new recruit that he knew the way. Since then, not a word had been uttered, the two of them casually strolling through the woods, the flick of the torch lighting up the increasingly regular dark pockets.

‘You ever seen The Blair Witch Project?’ Franklyn asked with smoky words, not turning back to his other-worldly mentor.

‘There was a creature known as the Fair Witch who roamed the distant plains of my world. She would capture, skin, and then dissect creatures both feral and free. She would try to incorporate them into her medicines, the outcome of which lead her to become feared and hunted.’ Franklyn had stopped in his tracks and was staring at his partner in disbelief, the cigarette hanging lazily from the side of his mouth. ‘It was a memorable day when I slid my blade through her spine.’

Silence hung like death between them, with Franklyn directing the light of his torch right into the fearless, scarred face of his superior.

‘You’re a terrifying creature, you know that?’

Denham flashed a row of pearly teeth before Franklyn returned to his search, stubbing his smoke out on the trunk of the nearest tree and letting it drop to mud.

‘So, what do you think?’ Denham asked, his hands clasped tightly behind his back, pressed against the base of his spine.

‘I think you’re a fucking scary dude.’

‘Not about me. About the case?’

‘Well, I will say I don’t envy that man. As sweet as he was, that cabin smells of death and it must be terrible to see your other half deteriorate so fast.’ Franklyn felt his heart clench, realising his other half was to marry someone else.

‘The human condition is weak and pathetic.’ Franklyn stopped and turned to the mighty Denham. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken. Although I’ve never heard of a disease or anything that would render someone as disabled as that poor woman. Something from your side?’

Denham shook his head decisively.

‘Not a chance. Our world and its diseases are too complex for your genetic makeup.’ His lone eyebrow rose. ‘Well, maybe not yours.’

‘What do you mean?’ Franklyn spoke, peering into the darkness that brushed the edges of his torch. The sun had faded, bathing the woods in a haunting, empty blackness.

‘You really have no idea?’

Before Franklyn could respond, his torch flashed across a black figure which rapidly began to climb the trunk of the nearest tree. Screaming for it to stop, Franklyn shot forward, accelerating into the darkness. Stopping at the base of the tree, he shone the torch up. Four creatures perched on the branch, their clawed hands, and feet wrapped around like a chimpanzee. Their skin was a deep grey, scaled like an alligator. They had no eyes, their entire face was like a polished stone, except for two slits across the front like coin slots. As Franklyn peered at the creatures with amazement, the heavy footsteps of Denham slowly encroached behind him.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Denham spoke, a seriousness to his tone.

‘Look.’

Franklyn scanned across the creatures again, the two larger ones huddled around the smaller ones, like protective parents. Were they a family? Franklyn realised he hadn’t given much thought to the inhabitants of this other world. While a few of them had come across as varying species of human, such as Denham, Vincent, and the legendary Argyle, there were those such as these and the one perched opposite his daughters house that were distinctly feral. They were wild animals that more resembled beasts of prey than they did humans. The largest creature reared its lips back, a stretch of thin, razor teeth shone beneath the slots.

‘Maybe they took those people?’ Franklyn mused, shining the light back, and forth across the four of them.

‘Unlikely. We call them Sticks. They may look vicious, but they are fairly docile. They feed on your avian species.’

‘Birds?’ Franklyn offered.

‘Avians.’

Franklyn sighed and returned to the creatures above.

‘Maybe they saw something?’

‘Unlikely.’ Denham slapped him powerfully on the shoulder, knocking him slightly off balance. ‘Even I upstage them in the vision stakes.’

Franklyn chuckled, before taking one last glance at what appeared to be a terrified family. With a click of the torch, the entire vision of the tree became entrenched in darkness, the Sticks disappearing forever into the night sky. Franklyn turned and followed Denham, the moonlight cracking through the branches and illuminating random pockets of shrubbery.

‘Where are you heading?’ Franklyn asked, hurrying his pace to walk alongside his gargantuan trainer.

‘I say we call off the search, head back, and feast.’ Denham patted his stomach, the powerful muscles pushed forward like a body builder. There was no fat on the paunch, just a ball of pure muscle. Franklyn, who had started to notice the definition appearing in his own stomach due to the weeks of training, compared Denham to a brick wall.

You couldn’t run through either.

‘So we’re just giving up?’

‘No.’ Denham continued walking. ‘We are ending it for the evening.’

‘Those people are missing and if a creature from that other fucking world has taken them, I’m going to find them.’

Denham stopped in his tracks, turning with a reluctant sigh, his mighty hands on his hips.

‘That “other fucking world” happens to be my home.’

Franklyn smiled sheepishly.

‘Sorry.’ He offered meekly.

‘Don’t be.’ Denham waved it off. ‘It’s a shit hole.’

The two trudged through the darkness in silence for a few moments, with Franklyn wondering if Denham had kept track of their route. Caught up in the excitement of hunting down this body snatching creature, and the discovery of the strange, eyeless family that lived in the trees, Franklyn had forgotten leave a trail of bread crumbs. All he’d discovered was that the old groundsman lived a life beyond torture, watching his wife slowly wither like a flower out of time. The wife, crumpled, and broken in the bed, not understanding her body shutting down. The hearing aids that Denham had knocked to the floor a tribute to her rapid decline.

Something still didn’t sit right with him.

Something that was strange, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 

‘You seem troubled.’ Denham’s one good eye was casting a concerned look over him.

‘I just don’t like the idea that this forest is like some strange Bermuda Triangle.’

‘A what?’

‘Bermuda Triangle.’ Franklyn replied. Denham’s face demanded an explanation. ‘It’s a myth. A place out in the ocean where planes and people go missing.’

‘And you think the same thing is happening here?’ Denham asked sincerely. Franklyn shook his head, walking forward, and scanning the trees above with his torch.

‘Not at all. It’s just so many people are going missing from one place and I’m pissed off that you want to give up and go home.’

‘Bermuda, huh? I like it.’ Denham smiled to himself. Suddenly, he reached a desperate hand forward. ‘Hey, Bermuda, watch out!’

Denham’s words echoed through the trees to the right and Franklyn only just realised then that his thoughts had steered him off course. Before he could adjust, his ankle hit the fallen trunk, the pain shimmying up his body like a pinball. He tumbled over, hitting the ridge, and rolling down the dark hill, his torch tumbling after, and lighting up flashes of the tree tops as he hurtled further into the dark. After what felt like an eternity, he came to a stop, hitting the flat ground with a thud, his bones aching, and his body throbbing. His bare arms were caked in dirt and grass, a twig lodged in his scruffy brown hair. As his breath slowly returned to him, he stared up at the night sky, the brightness of the moon washing the tree tops with a pale glow.

‘Fuck me,’ he muttered, the pain shaking his words. With a pain filled sigh he pushed himself up onto his elbows, his eyes peering into the darkness. A thin, white stone lay next to him, then another. As his eyes peered into the shadows, the brightness of the stones etched their way into his vision. His brain was still shaking from the fall and above he could hear Denham’s voice, laced with worry. As his eyes continued to adjust, they landed on his torch, which was still burning a small light into the blackness. His eyes followed the beam.

A dead human stared back at him.

‘Jesus!’

Franklyn scrambled to his feet, the pain tunnelling through his body replaced by panic. As he scanned his dark surroundings, the white stones popped with clarity.

They were bones.

His heart pounding like a samba parade, Franklyn reached out with a shaking hand and retrieved the torch. Sweeping it to the left, he felt the contents of his stomach leap towards his throat, hunching over, and then vomiting as hard as he could. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he flashed the light back upon the pile of bodies before him.

They lay stacked on each other, a horrible pile of broken limbs and bloody clothes.

Their skin was missing.

Retching once again, Franklyn illuminated the dead, the image of their fleshless muscles burning itself into his memory forever. Teeth marks were evident in the muscles themselves. 

Something had skinned and then eaten these humans.

Franklyn tried to take a few steps but felt his knees weaken, dehydration now taking control of his body. Refocusing, he flashed the light to a nearby stack of possessions, the likely belongings of the hikers who had been missing for a while.

‘Are you okay?’ Denham asked as he approached from the shadows, his concern obvious.

‘The fuck is going on?’ Franklyn asked, not realising his eyes were watering.

It’s not every day you see a pile of dead bodies.

Especially ones that had been mutilated by a hidden truth the world kept hidden behind a curtain.

‘Let’s go.’ Denham offered with a commanding hand on the elbow. ‘We can come back tomorrow.’

Reluctantly, Franklyn allowed himself to be guided towards the darkness, a sudden feeling of calm coursing through him as Denham stood protectively by his side. Whatever had killed those humans would be back, they both knew it. Slowly, they began to climb the gradient, headed back towards the safety of the family park, where the distant sound of music and civilisation beckoned.

As they moved through the shadows, another set of eyes watched from the shadows, a hand rested on the handle of a blade, and a silent thank you that Franklyn was okay.

He needed to be kept safe.

That was the order.

As he watched Franklyn ascend to the steadier ground, with Denham carefully helping him over the log, Argyle relaxed his hand on his blade, then dissolved into the shadows that surrounded him.
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CHAPTER NINE
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‘That’s better.’

Franklyn sat back on the adequate sofa, the footrest propping his feet up. In his left hand, he held a packet of peas, extortionately priced in the local supermarket. In his right, a bottle of Doom Bar, his favourite ale. Taking a long, hard swig, he still felt the shudder of fear course through his body at the very thought of the bodies. All of them, wide eyed, and skinless.

All of them dead.

As if he could read his mind, Denham interjected.

‘It gets easier.’

Franklyn snapped back into the room. The BTCO had booked him a chalet within the Centre Parcs, a small, two bed apartment that was set back in the outer ring. The roads looped through the forest, with adjoining roads leading into the centre to the complex, complete with the swimming pool, bars, and shops. From outside, Franklyn could hear the echoes of a good time, grimacing at the horrifying reason for his visit. With a deep sigh, he placed the bottle of ale between his legs, and fished the cigarette box from the side table.

Denham, perched at the dining table, sat forward, his thick, leg-like forearms resting over his knees. His arms bulged, like watermelons in a sock.

‘This is a non-smoking apartment.’ He warned.

‘So?’ Franklyn shrugged, sparking the cigarette to life. ‘I saw skinned humans today. I really don’t give a shit about the expense policy.’

Franklyn tilted his head back, resting it on the questionable cushions of the sofa and shot a cloud of smoke upwards. With the horrors of the evening wrapping themselves around him like the straight jacket from yesteryear, he slowly turned to Denham.

‘I don’t want it to get easier.’

‘Excuse me?’ Denham pushed himself up, his near seven foot frame almost causing his head to scrape the white ceiling. The room was relatively sparse, with the sofa Franklyn had commandeered sat opposite a plain, oak unit, with a small, flat screen TV perched on top. The white carpet spread across the room to the kitchen, replaced by tiles in the small, open plan area. The dining table that Denham had been stationed at sat beside the breakfast bar. The room had three doors off of it, two to the bedrooms, and one to the bathroom.

It was nice enough, but nothing he was going to thank Montgomery Black for when he returned. In fact, considering he’d been smoking in both the room and the hire car, Franklyn was sure their first meeting wouldn’t end in a hug and a Facebook friend request. Denham’s grey eyes latched onto him, like the stone that clung to his breast plate.

‘I said I don’t want it to get easier.’ Franklyn stared into the quickly dissipating cloud of smoke before shooting another behind it. ‘I don’t ever want there to become a time when I see a human being, skinned and snacked on, and just brush it to one side.’

‘I meant the fear. The fear gets easier.’

‘I’m not scared.’ Franklyn retorted, a little too quickly.

‘Well you should be.’ Denham sighed. ‘My world isn’t like this one. Yeah, I’ve seen you humans rip each other apart based on religion or ethnicity or whatever shaky justification another human deemed viable. But here you have a sense of right and wrong. Here, people have ...’

‘Humanity?’ Franklyn offered, stubbing out his cigarette.

‘Exactly. My world is devoid of anything bar devastation. There are towns, in fact, I served proudly for the Overwatch for decades. We kept the world within the walls safe. Beyond those walls, where the darkness touched the fields that would haunt your dreams.’ Denham cast his only eye over his trainee. ‘You should know?’

‘I should know?’

‘That’s where you passed through. How the hell you survived, I’ll never know.’ Denham ran a meaty hand across his shorn skull that shimmered under the lampshade. He was so large, Franklyn was sure he would knock it from the ceiling.

‘All I remember is blackness.’ Franklyn stared ahead of him, a horrifying memory gripping him. ‘There was a dark, thick fog, and the ground was so cold. Then the eyes.’

‘Eyes?’

‘Yeah, red eyes. Latching onto me through the smoke.’ Franklyn’s hands shook as he raised another cigarette to his lips, his thumb clumsily trying to roll the lighter. ‘Then I remember moving. Well ... sort of floating and before I knew it, I was slamming against a wall in a dusty street and then you fuckers found me in Morocco.’

Denham chuckled and rested both his hands across his thighs, the brown skin was criss-crossed with white scars.

Signs of battle.

He wore them proudly.

‘That was it?’

‘That’s all I got.’ Franklyn took a swig of his beer. ‘This stuff probably doesn’t help.’

‘Nothing else happened?’ Denham’s voice was stern, almost agitated.

‘I don’t remember. What the hell is the matter with you?’

Denham stood up, his entire frame engulfing the light of the room and bathing Franklyn in a dark shadow. Instantly, he felt colder, the sheer intimidation that pulsated off the creature was more than enough to convince Franklyn that Denham had been one hell of a soldier. As the hulking warrior approached, Franklyn drew his knees upwards in protection. The smile that cracked across Denham’s face told him he needn’t have bothered.

‘Agents usually require six months in my training centre before they even get a sniff of a case.’ Denham squatted down, his rippling, vein riddled forearms resting over his knees. ‘But not you, Frankie. Because you are different.’

‘You said that earlier.’ Franklyn threw his mind back to a smart comment Denham had made about his genetic makeup. ‘What the hell is going on?’

‘Vinnie didn’t tell you, did he?’

‘Tell me what?’ Franklyn flicked another cigarette out of its packet and ignored the effects of chain smoking.

‘No human has ever crossed to my world and come back.’ Denham nodded with admiration. ‘Whatever you got inside you, we ain’t ever seen it before.’

As the truth floated in the air between them, Franklyn took a few moments before he realised he was shaking. His fingers fumbled with the lighter and soon the sweet, calming release of nicotine rode in smoky waves to his lungs. Denham gave him a moment before continuing.

‘That Other you hit. Marco.’ Denham gave his student a moment to recall the confrontation in the underground hallway. ‘That was a hell of a punch.’

‘Well, you know.’ Franklyn let smoke gently cascade from his nostrils like a dragon. ‘Us web designers are known for throwing down.’

‘Marco wasn’t wearing a latch stone.’

Again, another statement that shook the room like a tolling bell. Franklyn’s mind trembled, the information etching itself through to realisation, while his yearning for a normal life tried its best to hide it. What Denham had just said made no sense.

Not yet.

‘How is that possible?’ Franklyn finally managed.

Denham offered an apologetic shrug.

‘We have no idea. Like I said, it’s never happened before. A few have tried. But my world, its atmosphere killed them like that.’ He snapped his finger for effect. ‘But something happened to you. Something had changed and now, it seems you can interact with my world. Whether that’s me patting you on the shoulder without wearing my stone. Or you rocking the hell out of a right hook.’

Silence followed, the only noise the burning of the cigarette paper as Franklyn took one final drag. Denham, showing incredible leg strength by maintaining his squat, watched as the confused human stubbed out his cancerous habit and pushed himself to his feet. Denham felt sympathy for the man, who despite his constant need to talk back, was as genuine as he was persistent. There was little doubt that Montgomery Black would despise him, and that Ottoway would be continuously flummoxed by his behaviour. But behind the smart mouth and the plethora of vices, Denham saw a man with the capability to be more than just an agent.

He would be an asset.

As Franklyn paced the room, he heard Denham push himself to his feet. The hulking creature didn’t reflect in the glass, patio doors that lead out to a dismally maintained stone garden, which merged into the grass on its way down to the lake. Feeling his abused lungs scream for fresh air, he threw the door aside and stepped out, the glowing moonlight bathing him in white. The cool, summer breeze danced along his bare forearms, intricately working its way through the hairs. His mind raced with what he’d been told, that he’d done something that no human had.

That he now possessed what no human had.

Did this mean he was different? That he would slowly turn into a creature? Or had he been poisoned, and was spending his last days skulking through the woods, looking for a creature with a penchant for hikers? Every time his brain settled on a specific question, the panic rose up inside him and spun them all like a blender, causing his body to shake.

He stood staring out at the water, the moonlight skimming across the top like a thin layer of icing. A few ripples gently pushed themselves across, fanning out across the surface. An hour passed. Then another. The world went to sleep, with drunken parents noisily making their way through the woods to their expensive bungalows, their kids eager to get to sleep for another day of activities. The simple, happy world of a normal family.

Something he’d been denied.

Now, with this other world coursing through him, it was something he would never have.

Eventually, as the world faded to black and fell into a deep slumber, Denham stepped through the doors, his mighty feet clapping against the cool concrete.

‘Are you okay?’

It was only then that he realised he was crying. Tears had slowly descended down his cheeks, dripping onto the ground below. He turned, his bloodshot eyes seeking comfort.

‘What will happen to me?’

They spoke for another few hours.

Denham tried to offer solace in the fact that they didn’t know, but that Vincent would be the best creature to have involved. While it may be scary to know that you’re now unclassifiable, Denham offered him insights into the world that were usually taught in strict lessons back at the HQ. His world was one of great beasts and furious devastation. They had already felt Franklyn’s presence before and now that he was linked to it, the world would call for him.

He would feel it with every touch.

As the idea of being pulled further from the two point four consensus enveloped him, Denham spoke of the peculiarities of his world. Superstition and fear ran writhe through many of his kind, especially those that grew up beyond the walls. While Franklyn was sure that Vincent had spoken of the great cities that hid behind numerous walls throughout his world, Franklyn was also pretty sure it went in one ear and out the other. As he questioned the reasoning, Denham could only offer a shrug and a single raised eyebrow.

‘There is so much of our world that we don’t even know, and I’ve lived longer than this handsome face gives away.’

Despite the gentle humour, Denham could see that Franklyn had been hit hard by what he’d said. The notion of being completely unique in a population of over six billion wasn’t an easy one to swallow. Being a needle in a haystack was one thing.

But being a needle in two?

Franklyn opened a fresh bottle of Doom Bar and in one arch of his head, didn’t bring the glass away until the entire bottle was empty.

‘So what can I do?’ He eventually mustered.

Denham continued, handing him a plethora of sketches of certain symbols and incantations that different species of his race would step away from. It wouldn’t stop them baying for his blood, but it would at least slow them down. As Denham relayed the dangers of what was to face Franklyn once the rumours of his presence spread through his kind, Franklyn slumped back into his chair, another bottle of Doom Bar popped open and another cigarette slowly burning itself into oblivion.

Denham had finished his explanation and watched the young human, the fear, and self-doubt slapped across his face like clown make-up. With a gentle sigh, he pushed himself to his feet, his mighty legs not registering the pain of squatting for such a period of time. Franklyn looked up with interest as Denham reached to his belt and slowly detached a small, green rock from its holster. In his meaty hand, it resembled a single pea on a plate.

‘This is my latch stone.’ He spoke with the air of a general. ‘It binds me to my world with enough freedom to interact with yours. Forged in the dark fields beyond the walls, we still study, and hope to find its power.’

He handed it to Franklyn, who raised his eyebrows.

‘I don’t need this, remember?’ He spoke, his words laced with defeat.

‘Stand up.’

‘Look, Denham. I appreciate the gift, but ...’

‘Stand up, soldier.’ Denham’s voice rocked with sternness.

Franklyn obliged immediately, pushing himself to attention, and surprising himself with his obedience. Denham reached out slowly, his single eye wide with astonishment as he placed his hand on Franklyn’s shoulder. His grip was firm, with warmth radiating through his palm and through Franklyn’s body.

Franklyn had no idea of the importance.

The latch stone was laying on the sofa. After a few awkward moments, a smile cracked across Denham’s face, like the sun peeking through the clouds.

‘You are truly exceptional, Bermuda.’

‘Yeah, that’s not going to stick.’ Bermuda instructed firmly.

‘We’ll see.’ The hulking creature offered, along with a toothy smile.

With that, Denham retired to the spare room, demanding that Franklyn get some sleep. As soon as he fell to his bed, Franklyn shuffled through the sketches, the crude drawings that he had to believe could at some point save his life. With everything else spiralling further and further down the rabbit hole, he figured putting his faith in certain symbols was no different to people who wore crucifixes round their necks.

He also decided to ruin another one of the ‘No Smoking’ rooms with his cancerous habit.

Denham’s words bounced around his head like a pinball, the future being laid out for him was one of horror and danger, where the world would possibly look to him to bridge a gap between a world it didn’t know existed.

As he tried to bury the idea of destiny in the darkest reaches of his troubled mind, he thought back to the missing hikers.

The old woman, crippled, and dying on her bed.

The feeding ground.

The bizarreness of the day came flooding back, threatening to overwhelm him. Without thinking, he strode to the back door and back outside once again, welcoming the soft breeze, and the pale moonlight.

Across the lake, he saw something move. It seemed large, possibly dangerous, but to a normal human, it was probably just a trick of the eye.

But he wasn’t a normal person.

There was no such thing as a trick of the eye.

Knowing that a creature from another world had skinned and eaten those humans, Franklyn felt his fists clench, driven by a mixture of anger and determination. Everything that had led to this moment had been out of his control. His knack was from birth, the BTCO had collected him and put him to work, and Angela had given up on his wild claims of things that go bump in the night.

Those things were bumping again.

With his knuckles turning white, Franklyn returned to the chalet, and within two minutes, was fully dressed, torch in hand, and marching back towards the woods.

‘Time to be exceptional,’ he muttered to himself, as he disappeared into the darkness, not knowing that his feeling of being watched was completely right.
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CHAPTER TEN
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The moonlight washed over the branches of the high trees like an unstoppable wave, the leaves gently swaying in the cool, evening breeze. Despite the early hours of the morning, Franklyn could hear the jovial chanting from a group of people, clearly a few too many beers in as they enjoyed their ‘staycation’. With their kids asleep, the parents had obviously decided to unwind, and Franklyn now wondered how long before the finest of Centre Parcs’ security were sent for.

As his feet crunched along the dried mud and twigs of the woods, his mind raced to Chloe, her delicate little frame which would undoubtedly be tucked up in her bed, a smile on her face as she dreamt of things she didn’t understand.

He felt his fist clench, the idea of his wife in the next room, in the arms of this new man turned his knuckles white.

Before the crushing devastation of his failed marriage wrapped its fingers around his throat, he shook the image from his mind and lit a cigarette. The filthy habit had become a necessity, the rigours of his training with Denham and the discovery of how in danger the world was had left him pining for any sort of crutch. Selfishly he drew in the nicotine, knowing his habit could one day deny his daughter her real father.

As he stood in the darkness, surrounded by the mighty trees and the echoing remnants of the drunken party, searching for a monster that no one could see, he wondered just how fit he was to be a father.

Maybe Chloe would be better off without him.

Despite doing his best, that was not an idea he could ever support. Angela may have moved on, their love dying as she watched his mental state fall apart like collapsing building.

But not Chloe.

Just as it had been when he’d stood in front of their old marital home, as the rain hammered down. When their eyes locked for that final time.

He would protect his daughter.

Franklyn Jones would be her hero without her knowing.

Passing a few more trees, Franklyn stubbed out his cigarette and then scanned his torch around, seeing nothing but a few trunks before the endless darkness took over. Trying his best to retrace his steps, the very real possibility of losing himself in the thick woods was starting to take shape. He knew he should have stayed in his bed, shifting through the rushed drawings that Denham had scribed with his mighty hands, trying his best to get his head around the changes that were happening to his body.

But here he was, slowly trudging through the woods, bathing a few metres in light before passing by and allowing his journey to be swallowed by the black of the night. With a deep sigh, Franklyn came to a stop, fanning the torch in a semi-circle like a light house and shaking his head.

He was lost.

Patting down the pockets of his trousers, he felt the breeze dance across his bare forearms, the coolness of the evening allowing him to comfortably wear just a polo shirt. Another cigarette was making its way to his lips when he heard the crack of a twig to his left. He stopped dead still, then slowly raised the torch, peering through the darkness of the trees and forcing his eyes to find something.

A figure moved.

Franklyn took a step back, but then, much to his surprise, raced forward.

‘Hey!’ he yelled, his voice bouncing off the trunks and ricocheting through the woods. He held the torch ahead, dipping between the trees that he raced past as fast as he could. After a minute or so, the recent effects of smoking began to creep into his stamina, his lungs battling the tar as he quickly ran out of breath. Stopping for a moment, he hunched over to gather himself, selfishly cramming as much as air as he could into his lungs. After a moment of recollection, he stood up, and shone the torch forward.

The mighty warrior stood before him.

Franklyn let out a small, shocked cry as he stumbled back, the light shimmering off the breast plate that adorned its broad chest. As the moment of shock subsided, clarity rested a comforting hand on Franklyn and caused him to turn back. The warrior stood proudly, arms behind its back, chin held high with pride.

It was the warrior from the BTCO.

Argyle.

In the clearing of the trees, Franklyn stepped forward, the moonlight only adding to the majesty of the creature. Argyle looked human, standing just under seven-foot-tall, and built like a pro-wrestler. His skin was dark, along with the black hair that he kept shorn almost to the scalp and the thin goatee that framed his mouth. His eyes stared into Franklyn’s, an attention-grabbing grey but lacking a pupil.

His arms looked sculpted out of clay, the muscles perfectly formed, and only slightly spoilt by a few scars, obviously worn with as much pride as Denham wore his eye patch. Strapped around his right wrist was a golden plate, the moonlight surfing across it. Just behind his head, Franklyn could see the hint of a handle and immediately thought back to that moment underneath the Shard, when he witnessed Argyle’s swordsmanship. If the same blade now lay across his spine, Franklyn would feel a lot safer. Argyle held Bermuda in his gaze, his lack of movement undoubtedly down to a rigid life spent as the warrior he clearly was. As the silence dared to stray into the awkward territory, Franklyn cleared his throat.

‘Hey, big Guy.’ He smiled as he took a step forward. ‘I’m Franklyn.’

‘Franklyn Jones.’ Argyle added. He then raised a gloved fist to his chest in salute. ‘I’m Argyle.’

‘You work for the BTCO right?’ Franklyn took another step forward, shedding his apprehension like a snake wriggling free from its skin. The armoured creature nodded.

‘I’m duty bound to the BTCO. Sworn to protect, this side, and the other.’

‘Two worlds.’ Franklyn offered.

‘One peace.’

Silence sat between the two of them, the difference in both their lives and their genetic makeup as vast as an ocean. Yet in the darkness, stood five feet from each other, a mutual respect swung back and forth like a pendulum. Franklyn extended his hand.

‘Nice to meet you, Argyle.’

Argyle cast an eye over the extended hand and ignored it. With a blank look spreading across his face, he turned to the darkness, taking a few steps towards the shadows. The mighty blade, with which Franklyn saw him handle with the grace of a swan, swung from the strap across his broad back.

‘This way.’

Bemused, Franklyn ventured into the darkness, unafraid of any potential human skinners he’d been so terrified of previously. With Argyle next to him, suddenly both worlds didn’t seem so scary. As he followed in silence, he returned to the reaction Denham had had when he saw Argyle, the sheer anger, and detest in his voice.

Why did Denham despise this soldier so much?

Who was Argyle really?

Lost in his thoughts, it took a gloved hand of Argyle pressed against his chest to stop him falling down the same ridge for the second time in one day. Flashing his new companion an appreciative grin, Franklyn glared down the hill into the dark, the feint whiteness of the bones gleaming back. The grounds were smeared with death, the images, and flashes of half mauled corpses began to take shape in the darkness, looming into view like a cheap horror film. With a gentle sigh, Franklyn stepped over the ridge, guiding himself down the slope via the aid of the thin trees that speckled the incline. At the bottom, he clicked on his torch and once again, the remnants of death burst clearly into the night. Despite the increasing urge to throw up, he held it together, the terror of this creature was offset by the sound of Argyle easily traversing the steep incline and walking behind him.

‘What do you see?’ Argyle asked, his eyes shooting in all directions, covering every possible attack.

‘At the risk of going all Sixth Sense on you, I see dead people.’ The blank expression told Franklyn that the reference didn’t land. ‘Never mind.’

Franklyn’s torch fell upon a pile of half-eaten bodies, their limbs ripped from the torso and the blood long since dripped dry. With a hand covering his mouth and nose, he took a few steps forward, refusing to look away, and willing himself to find anything that could help. The body nearest to them lay messily across the others, the skin of the torso peeled fresh like a satsuma and several teeth marks decorated the inside organs. The face was scraped almost clean, like a well sanded door frame. Both arms were missing.

‘I bet that hurt.’

Again, Argyle didn’t respond. Rolling his eyes, Franklyn took a closer look, squatting down next to the body and batting away the plethora of flies bouncing around the rotting carcass. The face, a slab of raw, pink meat, was missing a few sizable chunks, the jaw bone completely missing from what looked like a ferocious tug. Franklyn could only hope that the poor victim was dead before any of this could happen. Just as he was about to push himself up he stopped, his eyes flicking to the punctures behind the ear. Not teeth marks.

These looked surgical.

A hearing aid perhaps?

Before he could piece anything together, the thudding sound of the earth shaking echoed through the feeding pit and Denham launched through the darkness and into the clearing. With the night sky slowly beginning to give way to the rising sun, Denham’s anger burst forth like an avalanche. Without even a word, the BTCO trainer slid both hands to the base of his spine, removing both curved swords, and instantly swinging them at Argyle’s throat.

Franklyn called for him to stop, but without flinching Argyle arched his back, the blade missing his throat by centimetres before his hand spun the blade from his spine and drew it in front of him. Denham swung both blades in quick succession, with Argyle masterfully deflecting both strikes, before stepping to the side and deflecting the next hit. Denham, lost in his rage, lunged forward, but Argyle blocked the intended blow with the metal band that clasped to his wrist.

‘Yield,’ Argyle demanded, which led to Denham launching a leaf shaking roar into the woods before planting his boot firmly into Argyle chest. Knocked off balance, Argyle spun on one knee, ducking one blade before leaping and spinning over the next. In an instant, Argyle returned the favour, booting Denham in the base of the spine and sending him tumbling forward.

‘Denham. Stop it.’ Franklyn called from the side lines, watching in a mixture of horror and awe at the two warriors battling to what he deduced could well be the death.

Leaping forward, Denham exploded with a number of swings of his blade with enough skill to carve a paper chain. But as he retreated, Argyle weaved between each deathly stroke like a champion boxer, before deflecting one blade with his bracelet and the next with his actual blade, before he spun behind Denham, and viciously kicked out the back of his knees.

The retired soldier fell to a kneeling position with a roar of anguish, before hastily reaching for his blades. Argyle swept them away with a boot before spinning his own blade in his hand and lunging forward.

Franklyn and Denham both braced themselves.

The blade stopped as the tip touched Denham’s leather like skin.

‘Yield.’

Denham stared into the eyes of his victor, before drawing up a load of phlegm and spitting it at his boots. Argyle’s stare was relentless, the blade as still as a statue. Franklyn watched in sheer amazement as the moonlight bounced off the steel. Franklyn took a step forward.

‘It’s really flattering, you guys fighting over me and all—’

‘Shut up.’ Denham commanded, stopping Franklyn in his place. With hatred burning from his eyes, he returned Argyle’s stare. ‘What the hell are you even doing here?’

The blade hung in the air still, the tip of it pushing against Denham’s thick skin. Franklyn felt a shiver run up his spine.

‘Hey, big guy, you wanna lower that sword?’

‘Not until he yields.’ Argyle spoke to Franklyn, but his eyes locked on Denham. Franklyn assuredly looked to his trainer.

‘Fuck you.’ Denham spat.

‘Oh, for Christ sake.’ Franklyn threw his arms up. ‘Just fucking yield.’

Before Denham could respond, a shuffling echoed from the darkness, closely followed by the tumbling of bones. As they clattered together, both Argyle and Denham snapped from their death stare to monitor the intrusion. Franklyn’s torch soon revealed a terrified rabbit, which scampered off into the unknown night.

Suddenly something jogged in his head.

The hearing aids. Something about them being useless.

The box being knocked to the ground.

Heads turning.

Franklyn could almost feel his brain tugging to light switch.

‘Fuck ...’ His eyes flickered round at the corpses, the light racing over all of them until he found the corpse from earlier. The small, withered frame was only lightly decorated with flesh. The holes that punctured the side of the skull gave him all the confirmation he needed before he finished his cry of realisation ‘... me!’

‘What is it?’ Argyle asked, the blade still dangerously close to ending Denham’s life. The hulking trainer was on his knees, the fury rising off of him like steam from a kettle. Franklyn turned and quickly sighed.

‘Drop that sword, man.’

Argyle stepped back, expertly swinging the blade through the night sky, slicing the musky air in twain before resting it on his spine. Denham’s single eye registered him warily.

‘Denham, I know what happened. We gotta get to Ken.’ Franklyn turned and began jogging towards the edge of the feeding zone, throwing an irritated look over his shoulder. ‘Now, goddamn it!’

Franklyn burst through into the darkness, the beam of his torch swinging wild strikes of light against the trees. Argyle stepped forward, offering a hand to his defeated foe who instantly slapped it away. Denham rose to his feet, slightly shorter but almost twice the bulk of Argyle who stood respectfully to attention.

‘You need to follow him.’ Argyle protested.

‘Don’t you dare give me orders.’ Denham jabbed a meaty finger into Argyle’s breast plate. ‘I don’t know why the hell you’re out here and I don’t give a damn.’

‘I was ordered to protect—’

‘Shut up.’ Denham pulled rank. ‘Stay the fuck away from me and Bermuda.’

‘Bermuda?’ Argyle raised an eyebrow on his otherwise stoic face.

‘You just stay away from him.’ Denham turned to the direction that Franklyn’s light was slowly vanishing from. With a sneer, he shot one last look over his shoulder. ‘By the way, I would never yield to a murderous mistake like you.’

Argyle stood motionless in the moonlight, allowing his armour to deflect the insult. Denham shuffled through into the darkness, his massive frame cracking through the pitiful branches of the surrounding trees as he followed Franklyn into the darkness. Left with nothing but the moon stained bones and the rotting corpses, Argyle slowly made his own way into the darkness, as the sun slowly threatened to start a new day.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Franklyn clicked off the torch at the first sign of the sun cutting through the trees, the birth of a new day basking the surrounding woods in an orange glow. Somewhere, he could hear the cries of the geese as they battled for the shreds of bread left by the early rising kids. Beyond the trees, towards the entertainment complex was a massive lake. Franklyn had seen the brochures of the families renting out paddling boats and hated them for their mockery.

He didn’t even know if his Chloe could swim.

As his pace slowed, and the recent addiction to nicotine began snatching at his breath, Franklyn reached out a hand and pressed it against the bark of the nearest tree. An ethereal fog ghosted around his ankles. Taking sharp, quick breaths to try to recompose, he cursed himself for his new-found habit, the need to push on growing like the mighty tree before him.

Loud, twig crunching footsteps bellowed behind him and he spun round, his face red, and craving oxygen. Denham smirked.

‘Man, you’re pathetic.’ He offered, in his usual, helpful manner.

‘Coming from the guy who was on his knees not too long ago.’ Franklyn uttered through broken gasps for air. Suddenly, Denham’s outstretched hand slapped against his spine, rocking his vertebrae like a sledgehammer. He shot forward, colliding with the tree, and dropping woozily onto one knee.

‘Sorry, I thought you needed some help there.’ Denham offered, clearly offended by Franklyn’s smart mouth and with the sincerity of a sneaky politician. Franklyn raised a hand to his cheek, the skin slightly raw from the collision with the bark, before he slowly pushed himself up and continued his journey. As his breath returned to normal, he decided to pick up the pace again, pushing on through the trees towards the tarmac path, stopping on the threshold to let a dad and his two kids whizz past on their bikes.

He muttered a silent curse of jealousy before continuing. Eventually, the chalets came into view, each one set back from the path to provide their own little world for its inhabitants. Families, stag dos, or a naughty weekend away, each property held its own story.

Franklyn slowed once again, his lungs gasping for life. Ignoring them completely, he lit a cigarette, feeling the poisonous smoke burn through his body as he walked across the gravel strewn car park. He turned and slowly made his way down the path towards Ken’s shack.

Denham thundered behind him, not saying a word about the earlier confrontation with Argyle. As they trudged down the pathway, Franklyn remembered the incredible way that Argyle had used his blade, swinging it like an extension of his own arm. Franklyn had been in awe of Denham for weeks, the sheer size, and prowess of the former soldier, but even he’d been powerless against Argyle.

Why was Argyle even there?

Before he could ask himself the question, Denham’s fingers landed on his shoulder and squeezed, locking him in place. Franklyn went to remonstrate in a lame attempt to continue their angry silence, but he stopped when he followed Denham’s one line of sight.

The door to Ken’s chalet had been ripped from the hinges.

Taking a nervous puff with shaking fingers, Franklyn slowly approached the wooden steps that lead to the front door.

Blood splattered across the porch.

‘I’m here with you.’ Denham offered, his words doing little to quench the fear that sat in his stomach like a heavy meal. With a nervous swallow, Franklyn took a few steps forward, lifting one foot onto the first step, the wood creaking beneath his weight. The flower pots Ken so proudly tended to now lay shattered across the wood, the soil spraying out like a pool of blood.

Franklyn then saw the pool of blood.

Reaching towards the front door like watery, red fingers, the blood was a richer, deeper colour than he’d expected. Due to a lifetime of comic books and horror films, he was certain that blood was bright red. Stretching out across the front room of the modest chalet towards the freedom of the woods, the shadow loomed across it, turning the blood almost jet black.

Franklyn could see the dead body of Ken Rowe.

Ascending the stairs and stopping at the doorway, he held a hand to his mouth in shock at the mutilated man before him. Ken’s eyes were thrown open, the remnants of the sheer terror he experienced tattooed to them. His mouth was sloppily open, his tongue rolled back to his throat. Evidence of blood that he’d coughed up was spattered across his chin and neck.

His chest and stomach had been ripped open, the ribs jagged, and reaching out like desperate fingers. Several of his organs were missing, a half-eaten lung lay near his feet. The blood had splattered the wall like an overeager toddler with a paint brush and his right arm had been ripped from its socket. Although the blood had stopped, Franklyn still felt woozy at the cartilage, muscle, and broken bone that hung from the ruptured socket.

Ken had been mauled. Alive.

Still covering his mouth, Franklyn slowly stepped around the blood, careful not to contaminate the scene. Resisting the urge to vomit everywhere, he wondered how the BTCO would even explain this to the authorities. People go missing all the time, and Franklyn was sure that there were government agencies within government agencies, each one vaguer, and more terrifying than the last.

But how do you explain this?

A pack of wolves? In Norfolk?

Denham stood watching from the porch, his huge fists resting on his hips.

‘You were right,’ he said coldly. ‘It was her.’

Franklyn didn’t look back as he responded, so fixated he was on the horror before him.

‘Like I said, it isn’t her anymore.’

Quick as a flash, a shadow leapt from the corner, causing Franklyn to back up in terror, his foot catching one of the misplaced tables in the junkyard of a front room. He toppled backwards, sending sheets of paper, and empty cans shooting through the room. The creature scurried back across the far room, the skin of Tabitha hanging loosely from its frame. Denham stomped in, unaware of the impending threat lurking in the shadows behind him.

‘You okay?’ he asked, reaching forward, wobbling slightly off balance.

‘Look out!’

Franklyn’s warning was too late, the horrific hybrid of beast and OAP leapt from the shadow, its hooked feet slamming into the side of Denham’s scarred head. Its sharp talons ripped more flesh, sending Denham hurtling through the walls and back into the outside world, followed by a downpour of broken, wooden shards. Then it turned.

Franklyn saw the creature that had killed Tabitha Rowe.

That had killed Kenneth Rowe.

And all the other decimated humans from the feeding ground.

With Tabitha’s face stretched horribly over its own, Franklyn now realised why she looked so ill the day before. This creature had butchered her and taken her skin, trying to hide from whatever horrors its own world held, and disguised itself as a human. Ken, in his old age, had assumed it was his wife’s age finally catching up with her. The creature stood, its black eyes shimmering in the sunlight that dared to peak through the cracks in the shutter.

Franklyn had its full attention.

It was that purposeful stare that had led him to the truth. Ken had said all the hearing aids were broken, that Tabitha could hear nothing. When Denham had sent the box of broken aids tumbling to the floor, they’d all turned in shock.

Including Tabitha.

It had bugged him for the whole day that something had been staring him in the face the entire time. Her corpse, with the surgical holes in the skull for her hearing device was the final clue.

Now it truly did stare him in the face.

Under the loose, wrinkled lip, it reared its teeth, a zig zag of razors that overlapped each other like an overstuffed bouquet. Franklyn scrambled back on his bottom, his hands trying desperately to drag him away but falling slick and useless in Ken’s blood. The sun burst through the hole in the side of the building, the motionless Denham lay in the wreckage of the wall.

The creature fell back on its haunches, the saggy breasts of Tabitha swinging low to the ground, gently tapping against the motionless, incomplete body of her husband. Franklyn scrambled desperately, before his back collided with the coffee table, the jingle of bottles, and mugs as they shook and fell to the floor.

The creature took two small bounds and then pounced towards him, its clawed tips ripping through the skin suit, its mouth open, ready to feast once more.

Franklyn slammed his eyes shut, accepted his death, and wondered one final time if Chloe could swim.

The sound of glass shattering filled the room, followed by the sound of metal ripping skin. The creature screamed in agony, its wail shaking Franklyn’s eyes open. It was ripped from the air, shooting backwards across the room and through the window, the glass shattering, and filling the air with a million twinkling shards.

It hit the ground outside, still screaming, the horrific creature ripping the skin of Tabitha to shreds as it struggled. Impaled through its left leg was a metal hook, separated into four that had burst through and latched in. The chain it was attached to was receding, the end of it rapidly disappearing into the golden clasp that adorned Argyle’s right arm.

Argyle stood powerfully, feet apart, his left hand clamped around his right elbow as he reeled the creature in like a prize fish. It thrashed wildly, trying its best to claw to freedom, the final remains of its human skin hung from it like a ripped T-shirt. Its skin was a coarse grey with small scales running across it in a wondrous pattern. Its body was compact, frail with elongated arms that gave it the look of a chimpanzee from hell. Its black eyes cried for help from its round head, the sides sprouting course, brown fur.

The shreds of Tabitha decorated the porch and surrounding ground.

After a few more moments, the creature resigned itself to its fate, its clawing stopped, and came to rest by the feet of Franklyn’s saviour. Franklyn pushed himself to his feet, respectfully took one final look at the butchered body of Ken and stumbled outside, still winded from his fall. Argyle was knelt beside the creature, a small vessel in his hand as he spoke in hushed tones. The creature whimpered underneath Argyle’s inaudible words, but Franklyn felt the power in what he was seeing. Sure enough, the creature slowly faded to an ashen smoke which filtered towards the trinket in Argyle’s gloved hands.

Within moments, it was gone.

Banished.

His jaw open, Franklyn watched as Argyle shook his head, slowly rising to his feet as the sun beamed down from the sky above. A few birds shot over head, their joyous song the first indication that the world wasn’t ending just yet. As the horror began to fade and he stepped into the sunshine, Franklyn stopped at the bottom of the steps and caught Argyle’s eye. For a minute they stood there, Franklyn eternally grateful that Argyle had saved his life.

It would be the first time of countless to come.

A groan echoed from the side of the chalet and Franklyn scurried round to the wreckage to find Denham slowly pushing himself to his knees, two large gashes ran from temple to chin. Franklyn looked at him uneasily.

‘Be honest.’ Denham spoke through pain stricken, gritted teeth. ‘How bad is it?’

‘Put it this way.’ Franklyn smiled. ‘You were an ugly bastard to begin with.’

Denham grinned and reached a hand up to Franklyn, who, with all his might, helped him clamber to his feet. Denham slapped him once again on the back, his hand rocking his spinal cord.

‘You’re all right, Bermuda. You know that?’

Before Franklyn could contest the nickname once more, Denham shot a furious glance to the front of the house, where Argyle stood, hands behind his back, shoulders forward.

A soldier ready for duty.

Franklyn stepped forward to inform Denham how Argyle had saved his life, that there was no need to reach for the blade but was stopped by Denham’s hand. Begrudgingly, Denham turned his slashed face towards Argyle, locked onto him with his one good eye and curtly nodded.

A thank you.

The best one Argyle would ever get.

Argyle nodded, before raising a fist to his chest in salute, which Denham ignored. As the sun bellowed down upon the woods, Argyle turned, and headed back towards the unknown, leaving Franklyn with Denham, a mutilated corpse, a broken house, and a few curious neighbours heading down the gravel path to investigate.

Franklyn slowly lifted a cigarette to his lips, lit it, and let it hand in his smile.

Life was about to get very interesting.
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EPILOGUE


[image: image]


Franklyn sat on the edge of his bed, feet planted on the floor and his eyes firmly on the leather card holder in his hands. Resting over his knee, they held his new BTCO ID, assuring him that it would be wildly respected by all authorities. He stared at his picture, not even recognising the purpose that emanated from his own eyes. Pushing himself off the edge of the bed, he walked across the BTCO chamber to the mirror that sat neatly above the sink.

He blew out his cheeks nervously, before reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone. A few flicks of the thumb and he lifted it to his stubbled face.

‘Hello?’ Angela’s voice was full of curiosity.

‘Hi, Ange.’ He felt his words choking. ‘It’s me.’

‘I told you not to call ...’

‘Don’t hang up,’ Franklyn begged. ‘I just wanted to say I’m sorry.’

Silence. Franklyn shuffled on the spot uncomfortably, reaching out to the small cup by the tap and fiddled with his tooth brush. Fresh black ink poked out from under his shirt sleeve, the first of a number of tattoo’s he’d planned to get based on Denham’s drawings and advice. The skin was crusting, slathered with Bepanthen, and just a little sore. As the silence reached unbearable levels, Angela cleared her throat.

‘Sorry for what?’

‘I know I’ve scared you. For a long time. And they may have declared me sane, but I know that it’s not enough. I’m not calling you to make your life harder. God knows I’ve done plenty of that already.’ He could feel her smile. ‘I just wanted to say that you’re a hell of a mother to our Chloe and Ian seems like a good guy.’

‘He really is.’ Angela hammered home the point, like a thin nail through Franklyn’s heart.

‘I know. But I want you to at least think about the idea of me seeing her.’

‘Franklyn, we spoke about this and I just don’t—’

‘...Think it’s safe, yeah I get that. But, Ange, she is my daughter. And while you never believed in the monsters or the other world I told you about, you have to believe how much I love her.’

Another awkward silence before Angela hummed her agreement. Franklyn continued.

‘I’ll wait as long as I have to, and I will do whatever it takes to be part of her life. All of this is for her.’

Franklyn stared into his reflection, knowing that he’d never spoken truer words in his life. The reason he’d walked back to the BTCO in the first place. The reason he’d trained for three months and was nearly mutilated by a crazy demon in the skin of an old lady. The reason he was about to start his life, monitoring a world that no one else knew about.

All of it to keep Chloe safe.

‘Good luck, Franklyn.’

With that, Angela hung up, leaving him to stare dejectedly at his phone. The background image was of Chloe as a baby, the only photo he had of her. Allowing the sadness to wash over him, he straightened his shirt, and headed to the door, bursting out into the bright, white corridors that tunnelled beneath The Shard like an ant colony. A few suits marched past, heads down, not even acknowledging him. He shrugged, wondering if they were close colleagues of Montgomery Black.

Black was a long since retired agent and chairman of The Committee, the overseeing authority of the BTCO. Or, as Denham called it, a group of old, angry wankers. It was Black who had reprimanded both Denham and Vincent for allowing an inexperienced agent to take on a case and had also fined Franklyn for complaints from both Centre Parcs and the assets team, due to his disregard of the ‘No Smoking’ policy.

Black had gone as far as calling him a disgrace who wouldn’t last a week.

A hell of a confidence boost.

As he marched down the corridor, he turned the corner towards the elevators, raising his eyebrows with surprise as Vincent and Denham stood by the button. Both creatures were created in another world, but they couldn’t have been more different. Yet Franklyn knew, they’d both gone above and beyond to get him ready for this day.

To give him his purpose.

Vincent stood, his clasped hands covered by the baggy sleeves of his gown like a wizard and his face completely emotionless.

‘I must say, Jones, you’ve surprised me.’ Franklyn smiled at Vincent’s kind words. ‘I was certain you would have quit before now.’

Franklyn scoffed at the jibe and called for the lift. As it roared into life and plummeted below the earth, Franklyn patted Vincent on the shoulder. The Neither looked shocked, confirming to Franklyn that he wasn’t wearing his latch stone.

‘Thanks, Vinnie. I appreciate the confidence.’

The doors pinged open and the metallic cube beckoned Franklyn in with a promise of daylight. Suddenly, the massive palm of Denham clapped against his spine, shunting him into the container. He collided with the back wall, only just steadying himself with his hands.

‘Go get ’em, Bermuda.’ Denham smiled.

‘That’s not sticking,’ Franklyn retorted, knowing full well it had. The nickname was growing on him, but it was the budding respect and friendship between himself and Denham that was the cause of his own smile.

‘Just don’t trust your new partner.’ Denham sneered. ‘Oh, and don’t die.’

Franklyn lifted his middle finger, to which Denham howled with a muscular laugh that echoed down the corridors like a tidal wave. The doors began to slide shut and the smooth, motionless face of Vincent turned to him.

‘Remember, Jones ... Two worlds ...’

‘One peace. Yeah, yeah,’ Franklyn mockingly replied, before the doors connected, sealing off the bizarre world beneath London and shooting him upwards. He bypassed the ground floor and the truck load of tourists, all impatiently waiting to see the capital from above. He shot past the gift shop and the countless other businesses that comprised the tall, glass structure which shimmered in the warm, London sunshine. He eventually alighted on the viewing platform on the sixty-ninth floor, noting he’d never get over his immaturity at that number.

He walked towards the brightness, the floor to ceiling windows giving way to a breathtaking view of the city below. A city swarming with darkness, in a world entrenched in another. As his converse clapped against the marble floor, he saw Ottoway standing to the far side, his withered, wrinkled hand pointing out towards Wembley Stadium. Next to him, stood Argyle. The picture of nobility, with his hands clasped behind his back, resting neatly on the massive blade that was strapped to his spine.

Argyle was humouring the elderly chairman, who, as Franklyn approached, was discussing the sheer euphoria of the nineteen sixty-six World Cup final. Argyle turned as Franklyn approached, his grey eyes radiated a welcome.

‘Hey, big guy.’ Franklyn offered, nodding to Argyle who responded in kind. Ottoway turned, a smile stretched across his saggy face.

‘Franklyn!’ He exclaimed. ‘Or should I say, Bermuda?’

‘No, you shouldn’t.’

‘Bermuda?’ Argyle asked, an eyebrow raised.

‘It’s just a dumb nickname.’ Franklyn shrugged, patting down his pockets before retrieving a box of Tic Tacs. He popped two into his mouth before turning back to Ottoway, who slid a brown folder from the inside of his jacket.

‘Well, Bermuda. Here it is. Your first case as a full agent.’ He stopped as if expecting a reaction but continued when none was forthcoming. ‘Three separate railway engineers have failed to report to their shifts a day after they worked on the connecting tunnel out of Bank Station. Off you pop.’

Ottoway handed the file to Franklyn and patted him on the back. He nodded to Argyle too.

‘Also, if you hadn’t already guessed it. Argyle is going to be your partner. I hear he has already saved your life.’ He turned to Argyle and raised his eyebrows. ‘Have fun.’

The two partners watched as the elderly man  ambled his way back towards the lifts, the tip of his cane clicking against the shiny, immaculately polished floor. As he disappeared into the corridor, Franklyn turned back towards the incredible view of London. The world was moving by at a breakneck speed, with the roads, and pavements a hub of activity. Each of the thousands of buildings was full, the rat race of life in full effect.

After a few moments of amazement, he remembered the incredible warrior stood beside him, knowing he wasn’t going to be facing the darkness that hid behind the curtain on his own.

For the first time in a long time, he felt safe.

With a smile taking his lips hostage, Franklyn made peace with the fact that he’d be known as ‘Bermuda’ going forward. 

Argyle stood proud beside him, the city of London a safer place under his watchful gaze.

After a few more moments, Franklyn broke the silence.

‘Hey, I never thanked you for saving my life.’

Argyle turned to him, the confusion across his face told Franklyn that he’d probably never felt gratitude before.

‘You are welcome. It is my duty to protect you, Bermuda.’

Franklyn smirked, noticing the playful tone in Argyle’s voice. He turned back to take in the view one last time.

‘I bet you a fiver you won’t ever have to again.’

THE END
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