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 Jeff had only been in China for two months when he saw the ghost for the first time. It wasn't at all the way he imagined it would be. It didn't happen in a windswept cemetery in the dead of night, or even a spooky old deserted mansion. She was standing at the top of the stairs in his apartment block in broad daylight. A little Chinese girl of six or seven, wearing a blue and white dress with a red neckerchief - the kind the local kids wore to school. Her black, shoulder-length hair was tied in pigtails and held in place with cute white ribbons.
 He didn't know she was a ghost at first. That realization came later. His first inclination upon meeting her was to scan the stairwell for an absent parent.
 But as he was doing so, the little girl simply shimmered and vanished right in front of his eyes. Just melted away into nothing.
 That was how he knew she was a ghost.
 Aside from the spontaneous disappearance it was the frown on the little girl's face, and above all her huge black eyes, that made a lasting impression. They bored into him, as if asking...

Why?

This shocked Jeff, and quite frankly pissed him off a little. Until that afternoon, he had never seen this little girl before. Of course, there was no way to be absolutely certain, but he was quite sure of it. So what the hell could she be accusing him of? There was no mistaking the look she gave him before she vanished; it was full of contempt, even hatred. Bizarrely, this unwarranted animosity disturbed him more than the fact that apparently he had started seeing dead people.
 After that day, Jeff began seeing the little girl everywhere; outside the school where he taught, in the foyer of the restaurant where he ate lunch, in the doorway of the little corner shop where he purchased his daily supply of cigarettes. Once, he even saw her in a crowded supermarket. He had been rooting through the cellophane-wrapped silk worms, marvelling at the uniquely Chinese practice of shrink-wrapping things when they were still alive, when she suddenly appeared next to him. It frightened the life out of him, so much so that the pack of silk worms fell from his grip and hit the floor with a soft thud where it split open. The black worms, suddenly given a new lease of life by this unexpected glimpse of freedom, began crawling out, sluggishly at first but then with admirable fervour.
 A few shoppers turned around to scowl at him whilst treading carefully around the spreading mass of fat, wriggling worms. But none of them seemed to notice the little dead girl with the wide staring eyes. Stranger still, even as the multitude of shoppers pushed, shoved and bumped each other, no one entered the space she now occupied. They appeared to subconsciously go out of their way to walk around her, leaving a gap next to him, a tiny patch of sacred supermarket aisle. Jeff wondered if the shoppers were even aware that they were doing it. They seemed to be acting on instinct, and not a single other person so much as glanced at the girl. They looked past, through, and beyond, but never directly at her.
 By now, Jeff was quite sure the little girl was dead. Apart from the way she appeared and disappeared before his very eyes, he never saw her with anyone else and she far too young to be walking the streets alone, even in China. Also, her complexion was all wrong. She was far too pale, though her skinny arms were still darkened by the sun. And those eyes, that horrible, damning expression.
 What the hell did she want?
 Jeff wanted to ask her that very question. What did she think he was guilty of?
 But he knew that no one else saw her except him. If the locals saw him talking to people that weren't there word would surely soon get back to his school. They would cancel his work visa, and then the authorities would deport him. His Mandarin wasn't good enough to enable him to solve mysteries just yet. He had only just learned how to ask for a cold beer.
 He didn't drive here. The roads were just too chaotic. So there was no way he could have accidentally knocked the girl off her bicycle or something, and she was far too young to have been a pupil at his school. He lived alone in his apartment, and hadn't made any friends yet, apart from a few fellow foreign teachers whom he only saw sporadically. There was certainly no one around who he trusted enough to confide in. If he mentioned his predicament to any of his colleagues, they would think the culture shock had driven him crazy. He had heard tales before of perfectly normal people coming out here and losing their minds. The culture was so alien to what most westerners were used to that sometimes, the brain just couldn't cope and fried itself.
 After a while, Jeff grudgingly accepted the bizarre situation as best he could and tried to console himself with the fact that apparently, even the walking dead are fallible and prone to cases of mistaken identity. What else could he do?
 The thing that terrified him most was waking up one night and finding her in his apartment. Then they would be alone, just him and his accuser, his persecutor. She had already permeated his nightmares, from which he would wake up screaming and thrashing around in his bed.
 One day, he came home from school and found her at the top of the stairs, where she had been the very first time he had encountered her. The staircase was fashioned from cold, unforgiving concrete and the acoustics of the old building made his footsteps echo as he climbed the stairs wearily, looking forward to putting his feet up after six periods of teaching. And suddenly there she was, at the top of the stairs fixing him with that awful dead gaze of hers.
 He was certain she heard him coming. Assuming little dead girls could hear. He could imagine her lurking out of sight in the shadows, hiding, stepping out into the light only when she knew it was him.
 Sunlight streamed in through an open window, and a light breeze gently lifted a few loose hairs sticking out of her pigtails and ruffled her neckerchief. Jeff stopped and gazed back, determined not to lose a staring contest to a ghost, then cautiously edged his way around her. Being this close, he could sense a change in the atmosphere. It almost seemed to crackle and buzz, as if an electrical charge was passing through the air.
 His apartment door was only yards away. If he could hold it together until he got there, he could lock the door behind him and leave this creature outside. For some reason, she never followed him in. The apartment seemed to be his only sanctuary.
 Nearly there.
 Almost reluctantly, Jeff broke their gaze just long enough to configure the last step, which seemed to be placed at a different height to the rest of the steps and often caught him off guard, then looked back at the space she had occupied.
 It was empty.
 The little dead girl was gone.
 An almost palpable sense of relief swept through him, as it always did when she... stopped being there.
 Then he happened to glance behind him, towards the foot of the staircase, and there she was again. Only this time it was different. She wasn't standing up anymore. She wasn't challenging him. She didn't look capable of challenging anybody. She was lying in a crumpled heap at the bottom of the concrete staircase, one leg twisted hideously underneath her and a spreading pool of blood radiating out from her shattered skull.
 Her eyes were still open.
 But even from this distance, Jeff could tell that those eyes were not seeing anything.
 The awful scene took his terror to new heights. Before, the girl had been dead yet somehow alive, watching, scrutinizing him. Now she was wholly and completely dead. He could see her little body, he could watch as the life drained out of it. This was infinitely more shocking, more visceral and altogether more disturbing.
 Pushing a fist into his mouth to stifle a scream, he ran across the landing to his apartment. Fumbling in his pocket for his keys, he unlocked the door and hurried inside.
 There he stood with his back up against the door, panting and trying desperately to stop the last threads of his sanity from unravelling. He stayed that way for a long time.
 He expected the knocking on the door to start any second; the weak, tentative knocks of a dying little girl. Then, as he listened and wished he wasn't, the little knocks would morph into the wood-splintering blows of a vengeance-seeking demon. In the final act of his twisted mental production, the monster eventually succeeded in breaking through the door and carrying Jeff off to the fiery pits of hell as he kicked, screamed and begged forgiveness for whatever it was he was supposed to have done wrong. And there he would burn, forever oblivious to the sins he was adjudged to have committed.
 But the dreaded knocks never came.
 In many ways, that was even worse. Because Jeff knew that the dead little girl was still out there somewhere, waiting for him. He felt she would always be there, seeking him out with those huge, black, dead eyes. He would never find any peace.
 The next day, he called his school and told them he was ill. He just couldn't face the pupils. He wanted to get drunk instead, drink himself into a happy place. He wanted to forget all about the dead girl that haunted him, if only for a little while. So he found a western-styled bar near his apartment block and took a booth near the back, just in case anyone from the school should look in as they were passing. Today, he wanted privacy. This was going to get ugly.
 And so he sat and drank. Tsing Tao beer with vodka shot chasers. Definitely not the kind of behaviour a teacher should partake on a school day. After a while, the beer bloated his stomach so much that he couldn't drink it any more. After that he stuck to the vodka.
 The vodka was nasty. Obviously counterfeit. But he didn't care. At one point he staggered to the hole in the floor that passed as a toilet and vomited, then returned unsteadily to his booth and resumed his private drinking session.
 Some time later, he didn't know how long, he decided he should try to make it home, or there was a high likelihood he would be spending the entire night in this damned booth. He stood and swayed on his feet, rooting through his pockets for enough money to pay the bar bill.
 He couldn't remember much about the walk home, only that he felt it should have been night but it wasn't. It was still broad daylight and the huge oriental sun blazed down from above. He guessed it was late afternoon, around the time he should be returning home from school. Shit, better hurry. Excessive alcohol consumption had evidently short-circuited his internal clock.
 His concrete apartment block was blessedly cool, and Jeff took his time going up the stairs. He didn't want to fall and break his neck. That would indeed be a tragic end to his time in China. So he clung to the peeling walls to aid his stability as he drunkenly climbed the steps.
 And suddenly, there she was. Standing at the top of the staircase.
 That damn little dead girl.
 His nemesis.
 Right on cue.
 Jeff stopped, and squinted at her. She was wearing the same blue and white dress she always wore, with the red neckerchief tied around her throat, and her hair was tied neatly in pigtails held in place with those little white ribbons. Sunlight streamed in through an open window, and a light breeze gently lifted a few loose hairs sticking out of her pigtails and ruffled her neckerchief. She looked directly at him and scowled, the animosity coming off her in waves.
 Jeff started to edge his way around her. But then a sudden, ruthless rage came out of nowhere and swept him up in its red tide.
 It was the injustice of it all that finally pushed him over the edge. He was sick of being a victim. Why was this little zombie-thing haunting him? Why won't she just leave him the fuck alone?
 He grunted and lashed out blindly, fully expecting his flailing arm to pass clean through the ghost as he stormed past on his way to the sanctuary of his apartment.
 But to his horror, his arm connected with solid flesh with such force that the little girl was lifted right off her feet and sent sprawling backwards down the concrete staircase.
 She didn't scream. Instead, her almond eyes widened in terror. She hit the concrete with a sickening thud, and Jeff heard the air whoosh out of her. Her dying breath.
 Then she was, laying in a crumpled heap at the bottom of the staircase, one leg twisted hideously underneath her, and a spreading pool of blood radiating out from her shattered skull. Her eyes were still open. But even from this distance, Jeff could tell that those eyes were not seeing anything.
 More confused than ever, he sank to his knees with his head in his hands. Somewhere nearby, an apartment door opened and a woman began to scream.
 Afterwards, he saw the little dead girl all the time. She became his constant companion. Asleep or awake, it didn't even matter anymore. At the police station, at the embassy, at the court, and now in this place they called a hospital.
 He tried explaining a million times to anyone who would listen that for an age he was haunted by the ghost of a girl he hadn't even killed yet, and now she was just an ordinary ghost. To him, that scenario was marginally easier to comprehend than that of being haunted by the ghost of a ghost.
 But it mattered not. No one believed him, anyway.
 The crazy foreigner, they called him. The crazy, child-killing foreigner.
 Nobody else could see her.
 His little persecutor.
 The little dead girl.
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Curiosities was the rather appropriate name given to a tiny, nondescript junk shop situated in a little winding side street a stone's throw away from Plymouth's once-glorious sea front. It was a family run business and always had been, having been in existence for almost eighty years. It was originally established by a very charming and eccentric character by the name of Arthur Needham. And the current proprietor was his grandson and only living relative, Neil.
 The shop had never made a huge profit, but was never in serious financial difficulty either. It just seemed to amble along at a steady pace in no particular direction. It was uncanny the way that whenever the spectre of bankruptcy reared its ugly head and became anything more than a distant possibility, which was often over the years, something always turned up. Some obscure, yet highly sought after and valuable item never failed to materialise. It was almost as if by magic.
 Neil Needham was a distinguished middle-aged bachelor. Or at least, he liked to think so. He had never married, and all his family were dead, including both of his parents who had died right here in the shop - his father from a massive stroke suffered whilst serving behind the counter one morning, and his mother passing peacefully in her sleep in the flat above the shop where she lived. Alone, Neil led an uneventful, simplistic lifestyle that evolved around the daily running of Curiosities.
 Contrary to common practice, the shop was open eight hours a day, three-hundred and sixty-four days a year. Christmas Day was the only exception. What else was there to do?
 Spring and summer were by far the busiest times. The town was alive with tourists and day-trippers, all buzzing around looking for bargains and souvenirs, some of whom always found their way into the shop. Neil liked to think Curiosities oozed a unique kind of rustic charm, enchanting and enticing potential customers through the door.
 The winter, however, was an entirely different matter. The deserted rainswept streets were a stark contrast to the uplifting, sun-kissed days of summer, and trade suffered accordingly. There were no tourists or day trippers. The student fraternity and various types of sailors were still around but they rarely had the time or money to browse. They simply stormed past on their way somewhere else, bowing their preoccupied heads against the biting sea wind, in too much of a hurry to to even notice the dilapidated junk shop.
 It was now the beginning of February. The bleakest depths of winter. Christmas and New Year had passed leaving many disheartened, disillusioned, and in fear of what the next calendar year may hold. Not to mention flat broke. The silly season had lost all its sparkle and allure in recent years. All Neil saw on the faces of passers-by now were increasing amounts of stress and worry. All this meant slim pickings for small businesses. Nobody had money for anything but life's essentials, which they invariably bought in one of those huge, soulless supermarkets.
 Over the years, Neil's grandfather, as well as building up the business, had also managed to build up something of a bad reputation. The talk was rife amongst the locals. He was an unscrupulous business-man, a liar, a philanderer, a thief and a drunkard. Even worse, depending on who you listened to, he was an opium addict, a pervert, a murderer and a Satanist. Sections of the community eventually decided that he was in league with the devil and shunned him, refusing to enter his shop and even crossing the road to avoid getting too close to where he lived.
 But just what did they know?
 The business only flourished which, like a vicious circle, only led to yet more allegations and ammunition for the gossip-mongers. It became a constant source of wonder as to why, with mounting debts and practically no income, Curiosities always had its doors open for business.
 Neil, and his father before him, had been tarred with the same brush to a certain extent. But thankfully, as the wheels of time trundled relentlessly onward, people became more tolerant, open-minded and willing to accept the odd eccentric. The cultural and social barriers once so prevalent in times gone by were slowly corroding as people became more introspective, preferring to alienate themselves in order to dwell on their own trivialities rather than analysing those of others. Society as a whole was crumbling, while the individual wallowed in self-inflicted sorrow. It was a sad state of affairs.
 Even so, scores of local children still often poked fun at Neil. They called him Dracula or Dr Frankenstein, generally regarding him with a mischievous yet wary look of fear and trepidation, thinly wrapped in juvenile bravado. Perhaps some of those nasty rumours had been handed down through the generations, after all. On top of that, he supposed the parents instilled certain notions in their offspring, mainly in the interests of protecting them, with which he couldn't entirely disagree given the amount of crackpots and child molesters there were running around these days.
 If anyone was suspicious of Neil it probably stemmed from the fact that, oddly for a shop-keeper, he was an introvert and a recluse, preferring not to involve himself in the day to day interaction of the community. All that mattered to him was Curiosities. Beyond that, he liked to keep private things private. Very private.
 When approached in the correct manner, however, Neil was quite chatty and always polite, helpful and courteous. Especially to his meagre share of regular clients. You had to be, didn't you? It was business. The plain truth was that nobody ever paid him any social calls. Nobody ever came in to see him unless they wanted to buy something. He had no real friends or family left. From the outside looking in it could be considered a pathetic existence, but he was content enough, if not exactly happy.
 The building that housed Curiosities was very large, and spread over four storeys. The shop front was best described as modest and quaint, while the interior was cramped and over-flowing with dusty, mostly worthless examples of junk, forgotten oddities, and family heirlooms. The second floor was used mainly for storage, while directly above that was the small, functional living quarters comprising of a sitting room and kitchenette, a bathroom and two small bedrooms. The top floor was empty and locked up. Neil hadn't set foot up there in years. Squatters could have moved in for all he knew. He often had notions of doing the top floor up. Maybe converting it into one or two self-contained flats and renting them out. But that's all they were. Notions.
 A door at the rear of the shop opened out into a second storage area, almost warehouse-like in its dimensions. It was so infeasibly large, and the flaking white-washed walls so alluring, that if one stood in the room for too long they became disoriented, and almost overwhelmed by an unnerving sense of futileness. The sensation was made even worse by the fact that the huge room was now completely empty, save for a single doorway cut into one wall.
 Neil could remember a time far back in his childhood when the massive storage space bulged with stock waiting to be shifted into the shop where it could be sold. But those days were long gone. Neil didn't do house clearances any more as his father and grandfather had done. He couldn't if he wanted to. He had sold the Curiosities van years ago for scrap. The year he sold it it was thirty-seven years old.
 The doorway cut into the wall of the storage space housed an ancient set of crumbling stone steps, which descended into the gloomy depths of the underground cellar. When illuminated (by candlelight, as there were no electric lighting fixtures installed) the grimy cellar walls were revealed to be adorned with strange intricate markings and patterns. It was here that Neil's grandfather had once practised his arcane magic rituals and blasphemous satanic rites. The cellar, humming with a tangible form of vibrant suppressed energy, was the nucleus of the building. The throbbing blackened heart.
 It was a cold, wet and miserable Sunday afternoon, and Curiosities had been graced with just three potential customers all day, potential because none of them had actually bought anything. Two were idle browsers, and the other was a deranged pensioner with a vacant look in his eyes looking for an obscure book about fly fishing that probably didn't even exist.
 Time was getting on, and Neil was just thinking about closing up when the bell above the door chimed softly, demanding his attention. His head snapped up from the crumpled, dog-eared DC comic he had been reading. It didn't matter how often he heard that bell chime, he still felt that prickle of excitement and anticipation. When he saw who had walked in, however, Neil groaned inwardly.
 It was him again. The confused pensioner with the vacant look, no doubt hoping for another irrelevant conversation about books that were never written.
 Shit.
 “Hello again”, said the pensioner,“When I popped in earlier, you said you'd have another look for that book I’m after. Any luck?”
 “Er, no. I looked everywhere for it,” Neil lied.“But like I said, I don't think we can help you. In fact, I don't recall ever seeing the book you mentioned.”
 This last comment was really nothing more than a thinly-veiled accusation. Evidently, it wasn't wasted on the old man who instantly replied,“Oh, it exists. I'm sure of it. I saw it once in a second-hand shop in South Wales. I was staying there for a time with a friend of mine, oooh donkey's years ago. And I know what you're thinking and yes, it was a lady friend. One of many I've had in my time, believe it or not. I haven't always been this old, you know!”
 “Oh, I don't doubt it for a minute”, Neil snapped. There was an obvious need to stop the old guy in his tracks before he built up a head of steam. However, the ruse didn't work. The man simply ignored Neil's comment and ploughed on regardless.
 “I remember one pretty young in particular. From Belfast, this one. Was it Belfast? Yes, I'm sure it was Belfast. Well, as sure as anyone can be at my age. I do like the Celtic gals. Something about them, don't you think? Must be all the fiestiness. Us men say we don't like it,but we all do, don't we?”
 “I'm sure.”
 “Anyway. Cream of the crop, she was. That Belfast lass. Cream of the crop. I used to have to catch the train up to see her. I went regularly. End of every month, just after pay day. Trains were so much better in them days, too. It was a proper treat. People used to love going on a good, long train journey. Took most of the day but you just made the most of it. Why, I remember this one time...”
 The old man carried on for what seemed like an age, despite Neil's obvious lack of interest. At one point Neil actually turned his attention back to his comic in an attempt to dissuade the old man, but it made no difference. It gradually became apparent that the old guy was so lonely he was in desperate need of a conversation with someone. Anyone. And at that moment,'anyone' amounted to Neil. Lucky him.
 On one level, you couldn't help but feel sorry for such people.
 But on another, more selfish level, you sometimes find yourself wondering what it has to do with you. If the old gent is lonely, so what? It isn't your problem, and it's unfair of these people to make it so. There are special clubs and social groups for them to join, so why subject complete strangers to their endless torrents of narcissistic, half-soaked drivel?
 While the old man talked, Neil studied his vacant, watery eyes and saw only a deep sadness. It was the look of a defeated man who has only death to look forward to. He probably felt that he had served his time, done his bit, and now wanted nothing but merciful release. Neil really should pity him. He tried. He really did. But as the minutes ticked by, he grew increasingly irritated by the old codger's insistent chatter.
 Gradually however, Neil's perception of the old guy changed. Judging by his demeanour and general appearance, he was either homeless or poverty-stricken. If he fell off the face of the earth, he wouldn't be missed by anybody.
 Neil suddenly stood up and slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand in a comic gesture of revelation.“You know what?” he exclaimed,“I think we do have a copy of that book, after all!”
 The old guy stopped talking and a look of confusion flashed across his face, adding weight to Neil's earlier theory about the book being a figment of his imagination.“You, you do...?” he stammered.
 “Yes! Yes!” Neil said with mock excitement,“It's out the back. I'm sure of it. This way, follow me.”
 Neil led the old man through the cluttered shop and into the vast disused storage area at the rear. There, he gently directed the old man to the door behind which lay the steps leading down to the cellar.
 “This is where we keep all our special items,” he said, motioning to the closed door. Delving into his pocket, he produced a bunch of keys, selected one, and inserted it into the stiff, rusty lock. Beyond the door, something stirred. Neil didn't know if he heard it or sensed it on some primitive level.
 Maybe the old codger sensed something too, because just then he stopped and looked uncertain.“You keep books in there?”
 “Oh, yes,” Neil replied as the door swung open into a gulf of darkness.“Away from prying eyes. For safe keeping, you see. After you...”
 The old man, however, didn't move. Instead, he eyed Neil suspiciously.“But it's dark down there.”
 “Of course it's dark. That's because the lights aren't on. The switches are on the wall to your left; be a good man and flick them over on your way past.”
 The old man shuffled nervously from foot to foot.“It's cold as well. Um... I think I’ll just pop in tomorrow for it. When you have time couldn't you go down and get it for me? My legs aren't as strong as they used to be, you know. Why, I remember once...”
 Neil rolled his eyes to the heavens.“Oh, what the hell,” he said,“You're going to find out sooner or later anyway. The truth is, the cellar is always kept cold and dark because the creature that my bastard of a grandfather conjured up from somewhere or other likes it that way.”
 “What?” the old man said, regarding Neil with a look of disbelief.
 “The damn monster that lives in there. The darkness seems to pacify it somehow.”
 “Oh, right,” said the old man as he started to back away, eyes frantically searching for an escape route.
 Neil was quick to block his exit with one thin, outstretched arm.“I don't know all the details, you understand. I don't know what it is or where it came from. And I have no great desire to, either. The truth is, I've never even seen it. But what little I know is terrifying enough. Apparently, in order to keep Curiosities ticking over, from time to time a certain sacrifice is called for. A blood sacrifice. Call it a family secret, if you want. Or maybe a curse.”
 “A curse?” the old man stammered, his voice weak and hoarse.
 “A curse, yes. Haven't you heard the rumours?” Neil asked, malice creeping into his tone.“You look old enough. What's wrong? Cat got your tongue? Like I said, I've never actually seen whatever's in there, but I’ve heard it plenty of times. Shall I tell you what it sounds like?”
 “I...”
 “Well, first I there's this odd shuffling sound. Kind of a wet shuffling, almost a squelching. I'm not sure why that is. I guess there must be parts of that cellar that are damper than I thought. Whoever is trapped in there with the creature usually has time to bang on the door for a bit, perhaps plead with me to let them out, and sometimes have a scream or two. Then there is a bit of a scuffle, followed by some ripping and tearing noises. And after that, if I stay long enough, which I rarely do, I can hear a crunching noise. I suppose that's the bones...”
 The old man was now deathly white and trembling with fear. His wrinkled mouth opened and closed as if he wanted to say something. But now it was his turn to be silent as Neil talked.
 “The place stinks to high heaven after a few days,” Neil continued.“But you don't really notice it back here with the doors closed. I put some air freshener down and even the smell goes after a while. I've lost count of all the wretched souls I’ve laid to rest in the dark bowels of this cellar, but I’m led to believe that it's all for a good cause. You should consider yourself lucky, really. You'd be helping a small business stay afloat. All you have to do is toddle off down those stairs and Curiosities will strike gold again. That's the way it's always been. Now, off you go...”
 The old man managed only another soft whimper as Neil shoved him through the door and turned the key in the lock. As he turned away, he heard the first wet shuffling sounds and smiled to himself.
 
 



 
 
Intruder
 
 



 
Rosie turned on the lamp and slid into bed, glancing at the clock on the bedside table as she did so. 23:57. Mark would be home soon. He was such a good, reliable son, he was never late. It really was a wonder that no woman had snapped him up yet.
 But he drinks too much!

Chimed her resentful side.
 Or was it the voice of reason?
 Things had been hard on him since his father died six years ago, and he had taken to spending virtually every spare moment down the pub. She understood. When tragedy strikes, after recovering from the initial flurry of shock and crawling on your belly through that grey wasteland of grief, you learn to cope the best way you can. It's a transition of sorts. You just have to get on with it. Her way of coping was Xanex and early nights, Mark's way was drinking beer and staying out until midnight.
 Each to their own.

Slowly, the two of them had fallen into a routine. Rosie kept the front door firmly locked, only unlocking it just before she went to bed. Mark had a spare key once, but lost it when in one of his drunken stupors. Since then, Rosie decided he just couldn't be trusted. Not mature enough, not by a long chalk.

The front door opened and closed softly and a key turned, returning the door to its locked state. The ghost of a smile played on Rosie's lips.

There he was. Right on time.
 Now she could drift off to sleep.
 The downstairs toilet flushed.
 Oh dear.

That was a bad sign. Rosie hoped he hadn't drunk too much and made himself sick. She tried not to smother him with a mother's love, but it was hard. Mark was all she had left now. Luckily for him, she had left the porch and living room lights on. That should at least stop him bumping into things.
 She listened intently, body rigid, wrinkled mouth pulled taught. If she listened carefully, she could hear him move through the house. She cringed as heavy footsteps trumped across the hard wood floor of the kitchen.
 Rosie sighed.
 Damn you Neil! How many times do I have to remind you to take your shoes off when you come in the house?

The refrigerator door opened and something rustled faintly. That would be tin foil.
 Found the left-over turkey, then?

There was the soft clink of a glass, the cutlery drawer opening, a cupboard, and finally the sound of a kitchen knife being pulled from a scabbard. Then, the sound the footsteps retreating from the kitchen and making their way across the living room.
 She lost track of them for a split second, that damn shag pile carpet, then there was a soft rustle as a coat sleeve brushed against the door frame.
 He must be deciding what to do.
 Watch TV or go straight to bed.

Rosie pictured her son standing at the foot of the stairs, swaying on his feet and a bemused expression contorting his face. It was a look she had come to know so well. She smiled when the landing light finally snapped on and the footsteps began making their way slowly but purposefully up the stairs.
 One, two, three, four...

Wouldn't be long now and he'll be in bed. Only thirteen steps in these old houses. Then she could stop her worrying for another night.
 Suddenly, there was a new noise. A metallic clunk coming from outside.
 What was that?

It sounded like the garden gate opening.
 But who could be paying a visit at this time of night? Mark was already home.
 She wondered if he had heard the gate opening. It didn't sound like, there was no urgency in its steps. Probably too drunk.
 Five, six, seven...

Her bedroom window overlooked the garden. Rosie scooted over to the edge of the bed as quickly as her tired old legs would allow and opened the curtain a crack. She peered through, into the darkness beyond.
 Somebody was coming down the path. A man.

Oh my, who's that?
 She was dimly aware of the footsteps still climbing the stairs.
 Eight, nine...

She wanted to call out, warn Mark that an intruder was, at this very minute, making his way down the garden path!
 Ten, eleven...

But she found that she couldn't tear her eyes away from the sight below.
 A little voice inside was telling her that she couldn't turn away. Not now.
 Twelve, thirteen...

In a way, she was glad she listened to that little voice. It softened the blow somewhat. She was also glad that she was already sitting down, too, albeit on the edge of her bed. Because as she watched through the bedroom window, the intruder in the garden looked up and for the briefest moment their eyes met.
 It was Mark's face gazing up at her.
 She saw him reach for the front door handle and try to turn it, unaware that it was locked from the inside already.
 At that same moment, her bedroom door opened.
 



 
 
The Night Visitor
 
 



 
Brian had never hurt anyone. That was the truth. It wasn't his style. He wasn’t a violent person. He just liked sneaking into people’s houses at night and watching them sleep. He was aware of the fact some people might consider that behaviour slightly odd. Even creepy.
 His favourite time to do it was early morning, just as the sun was coming up. The border between day and night was a magical time. A new dawn, so crisp and so full of hope and optimism. A time when anything was possible.
 But experience had taught him that early morning was also the time when he was most likely to be caught. Things had changed. So many people did shift work these days, or didn't work at all, and were awake at all hours.
 No, he had never hurt anyone. Even though he could have hurt people. He had never even taken anything that didn’t belong to him. Except one time an age ago when he found a packet of chocolate chip cookies lying on a kitchen table and helped himself. Chocolate chip cookies had always been a weakness of his.
 He would usually just have a look around the place, pick things up and put them down again. Open drawers and peek inside. He liked to have a glimpse into other people’s lives. But his main motivation had always been just watching people sleep.
 He didn’t know why he liked it so much. It was one of those things he couldn’t explain. Like he couldn't explain why he liked chocolate chip cookies. People looked so serene when they were asleep. Lost in another world. He liked to watch their chests rise and fall, listen to their deep breathing, and try to imagine what they may be dreaming about. It was relaxing. And intimate. Sometimes, Brian just wanted to curl up in bed next to them. Sometimes he actually did, but he was always fearful of waking them up. People might freak out if they woke up with a stranger in their bed. It would be a natural reaction.
 It had all started when Brian was a little boy. He would sneak out of the house after his parents had put him to bed, and walk the streets of his town, always looking for something but never knowing what. After a while, he started noticing how many ground floor windows were left partially open at night. Almost like an invitation. After that, it was only a matter of time before he climbed through one.
 Being so small, he didn’t need much of an opening to squeeze through. Even when he grew up, he didn’t get much bigger. He was only five feet one (five feet one-and-a-half if he wore his bulky trainers) and weighed just over seven stone. Small. Not dwarfish, but small. Impish, you might say. It really was incredible how many people left windows open. Especially in summer. Sometimes, he would visit three or four different houses in a single night.
 When Brian got older, he moved out of his parent’s house and into a little flat that social services paid for. He stopped looking around his home town for places to visit after dark, and started looking further a field, riding his bike for hours through the night in all weathers until he found a suitable place. Somewhere that he liked.
 He was wise enough to know that you shouldn’t shit where you ate. By that point, he had been in probably half the dwellings in his village and was getting bored anyway. He had been in some homes over a dozen times, and knew their layouts off-by-heart. He knew where the owners kept things, what time they were likely to retire for the evening, and whether or not they liked company. What they wore to bed. The position they liked to sleep in.
By this time burglar alarms and wall-mounted security lights, activated by motion sensors, were becoming more and more common. They were affordable, and easy to install. However, burglar alarms were mainly just used as visual deterrents. Everyone knew that. Some malfunctioned so much that they caused endless problems and people only turned them on when they went on holiday. Some weren’t even wired up at all. They were just plainly-visible empty metal casings with tiny blue or red flashing lights fixed to the wall above the front door.
As for security lights, well they were so commonplace that when they were triggered, no one ever paid them any attention. When a light clicked on in a garden, people automatically assumed it had been set off by a a prowling cat or a gust of wind. In fact, those lights were more of a help than a hindrance, especially when visiting a new property. They enabled you to see where you were going.
As he grew older, Brian also became more adventurous. If he couldn’t find an open ground floor window, he would either force an opening, always being careful not to cause too much damage, or look for a second-floor window. Gaining entry through an upstairs window usually involved shinnying up a drain pipe or climbing over a porch, but that was no problem. He was lithe. Using this route, the chances were that the point of entry was going to be someone’s actual bedroom. It meant you had to be especially careful not to make any noise.
It was the excitement and the danger that appealed to him most. The fear of getting caught gave him an adrenaline rush like nothing else. There was something about the exalted thrill of doing something wrong, being somewhere you shouldn’t be, that appealed to his most primitive instincts.
He also enjoyed the challenge. People think of their homes as castles. Impenetrable fortresses. They were so wrong. Most houses were easily accessible. You didn’t even need any special equipment or training.
Because Brian never hurt anyone or stole anything, most people woke up in the morning completely unaware that he had been in their homes. There was another special skill involved in covering your tracks and remembering to leave everything exactly as you found it.
Sometimes, if he was in a mischievous mood, he played little tricks on people. Just for his own amusement. There was no malice involved, but sometimes the temptation was just too much and he couldn’t resist moving things around a little bit. Maybe he would hide any remote controls he came across, or take the batteries out, leave a tap running in the kitchen, take the toilet paper out of the holder in the bathroom and leave it in the middle of the floor, re-arrange the books on the bookshelf, or take DVD’s out of their cases and put them all in different ones.
Once, he found a room which had lots of expensive-looking paintings hung on the walls. Oil paintings, mostly. Very old and probably quite valuable. So he carefully took them all down and stacked them in the corner of another room. One on top of the other. When he took them down, the outlines of the frames were left on the walls, which meant that they hadn’t been moved for years. He left the house chuckling to himself, wondering what the owners would think when they woke up.
In a way, he was actually doing people a favor. If they woke up in the morning and found that some of their belongings had been played with, in future they may pay more attention to home security and look beyond decoy burglar alarms and stupid security lights. If Brian could gain access to their homes without them knowing, anyone could. They should thank him for highlighting their weaknesses. Sometimes, he thought of himself as some kind of superhero, going from house to house, wherever he was needed, solving mysteries and helping people. One day, perhaps somebody would make a movie or write a comic book about him. They could call it Night Visitor.
He liked playing with toys, too. He would know immediately if a family whose house he was in had children or not. Sometimes he could literally smell them, the sweet scent of baby oil or nappy cream. Other times, he would find clues; miniature clothes drying on radiators, finger paintings stuck on the fridge. Then he would look for the obligatory toy box. Kids these days usually had a lot of toys. Even the poor kids who lived in the council houses on the estate. He preferred older toys to baby toys, they were far more interesting. More often than not baby toys were just stuffed toys or lumps of soft plastic. Boring.
If he found a toy box, he would take the toys out and play with them, especially if they were boy’s toys. Boys usually had lots of cool toys like cars and action figures. He didn’t like dolls so much, but he would play with them if there was nothing else. Of course, he would never tell anyone. That would be a bit strange.
He knew how much children valued their toys, and how they would instantly know if anyone else had played with them. But the good thing was that if they told grown-up, no one would believe them. Their parents would perhaps take a quick look around the house, see that nothing was amiss, and then disregard what their beloved offspring was saying as a product of fantasy and slip back into their chaotic daily routine. Who would break into a house just to play with some toys? Soon, any notion of an intruder would be forgotten.
 No one ever believed children. Even when they were telling the truth.
 Brian often thought that maybe he should buy his own toys. But it wouldn’t be the same if he did that. Most of the fun was in playing with things that didn't belong to you. Besides, the society he was trapped in dictated that he was too old to play with toys. He had no choice but to play with other people’s.
 It hadn’t all been plain sailing. There had been some hairy moments during his career as the Night Visitor. More than once he had been forced to hide in a cupboard when people got up unexpectedly during the night to use the toilet or get a glass of water, and he had encountered no less than six sleepwalkers.
 Six!
 They were weird. They just stumbled around in a daze like zombies, oblivious to his presence. Sometimes, they even had their eyes open and others muttered away to themselves. He came across one lady who chanted like she was doing magic or something.
 He had been caught a few times by people who were awake when they should have been asleep. Once, he went in through a downstairs window to find an old man sitting in an armchair in the dark, wide awake, smoking a cigarette. Strangely, the old man didn’t freak out. Brian thought he must have been either blind, drunk, or senile. Maybe even all three. When he realized that he was no longer alone, the old man actually seemed quite happy about it and they had a short chat about the weather. The poor old chap seemed to think that Brian was somebody else, he kept calling his Edward. If the visit made the old man happy, where was the harm in it? It made Brian feel warm inside. Like he was doing a good deed.
 Another time, while he was playing with some toys, a little boy had come tip-toeing down the stairs. Brian thought the worst, thought that the boy would start screaming and wake up his parents. But he didn’t. Instead, the little boy sat down next to him and played with him quietly for a while. He didn’t say much, but the little runt had insisted on being the ‘good guys’ when they played soldiers, making Brian represent Germany and killing his quota of soldiers in a variety of increasingly inventive and blood-thirsty ways.
 After a while, the little boy just got up and left without saying a word, presumably to go back to bed. That had been a fun night. Brian kept meaning to pay a return visit one day.
 There was one time, though, long ago, that things had turned nasty.
 Really nasty.
 It was never good to get caught because, as small and non-threatening as Brian was, the moment somebody found a stranger in their house in the dead of night they usually assumed they or their family were in some kind of danger, and lost their temper. Instinctive self-preservation kicked in, and the desire to protect their loved ones turned them into would-be heroes. Or killers.
 One man in particular had Brian pegged as a burglar. He had been a huge mountain of a man, probably a rugby player or something, with short cropped light-colored hair. He was very muscular, but deceptively quick with it. He could quite easily have ripped Brian limb from limb with his bare hands should he have wished. He wouldn’t even have needed to use the weapon.
 Brian had been in a lounge with a shiny new wide screen television, having just gained entry through a fancy set of glass patio doors that the owner had helpfully left unlocked. He was looking around when, on the wall amidst the gloom he thought he could make out a face. Not a painting or a photograph, but an actual face! Even from a distance he could make out the contours, and the contrast between light and shadow lending it definition.
 Slowly, silently, Brian crossed the room, stood underneath the face, and looked up.
 Not a face, after all. At least, not a real face. It was some kind of mask, fashioned from dark wood and decorated with garish, coloured feathers. It looked Native American, or maybe African. Some kind of war mask?
 Interesting.
 As Brian was admiring the war mask, a door was suddenly flung open and the man mountain came charging into the room, screaming and swearing and waving a vicious-looking claw hammer in the air. As quiet as Brian thought he had been, the man must have been awake and heard him enter the property.
 Brian didn’t want to fight. He had never been in a fight in his life. So he just turned and ran for the patio doors, heart thudding in his chest.
 Unfortunately, he wasn’t quite quick enough.
 He heard a strange whistling sound behind him as the big man swung the hammer. Then he felt the impact on the back of his head. The blow knocked him off his feet and sent him sprawling through the patio doors with a crash. There was the sound of breaking glass, and thud as Brian hit the pavement outside. He struggled to his feet, dazed but feeling no pain, and ran off into the night.
 A lucky escape!
As he ran, Brian had ruefully put a hand to the wound on the back of his head where the man had hit him with the hammer. There was a gaping hole there. His skull was dented and splintered, bits of what he presumed to be his own skull clung to his hair, which was matted with sticky, warm blood.
In the middle of the hole, his fingers went into something soft and mushy and he withdrew them quickly.
Was that....
It's your brain!
No, it couldn't be.
It was bad.
Very bad.
Brian was also bleeding from a dozen cuts caused by crashing through the doors, and a large shard of glass was embedded deep in the side of his neck. It came out with a wet squelch, and blood sprayed from the hole. There was blood everywhere. Brian was drenched in the stuff, and now he was standing in a spreading pool. He put a hand to his neck and pressed down on the wound to stop any more coming out.
Luckily, the man mountain with the claw hammer wasn’t chasing after him. So around the corner and out of sight, Brian stopped for a little rest.
Now he had a headache. In fact, his head hurt so much he could barely open his eyes, and he was suddenly tired. So tired. Maybe that was the shock kicking in. He had heard shock sometimes did that to you. Made you sleepy.
He lay down on the pavement in the deserted street, bathed in his own blood. It looked black in the glow of the neon streetlights. There, he closed his eyes and went to sleep with the sound of his heart beating in his ears, the pavement cool and damp against his cheek.
That was the last thing Brian remembered for a while. When he came around some unknown time later, he simply dusted himself down and went home to his empty flat.
It was still dark.
Things haven’t really been the same since then. He knew he had been hurt, and knew that he should probably get himself to a hospital. But what would he say? He would have to tell people about his eccentric night-time habits, and that might get him in trouble. Better to say nothing and deal with things on his own.
By then the blood had stopped spurting from the hole in his neck and he couldn’t feel pain any more, so he guessed he was already on the mend.
Since that incident, he found that he slept more, and sometimes lapsed into fugues. Sometimes he didn’t even know if he was asleep or awake. The two states of consciousness seemed to merge into one. It must have been that bang on the head. His memory was a hazy mishmash, and his mind struggled to form any coherent lineage. He would often find himself in some strange location with no recollection of how he got there. He couldn't find his bike, and didn't know when the last time he had eaten was.
It didn't matter. He was never even hungry anymore. Or cold. Or tired. In fact, he couldn't feel anything at all.
One more thing was that it was always dark.
Thinking about it, he couldn’t even remember the last time he had talked to anyone. Being the Night Visitor meant that he was awake most of the night, so then tended to sleep most of the day. Like a vampire. That wasn’t good for social interaction.
He didn’t know what else to do. He had nothing else to do. So he just went visiting constantly. It was the only thing that filled his time.
Sometimes, he found himself in a area he vaguely recognized. But usually he was in strange places that he couldn’t remember ever going to before. Who knew the local area was so big? Lacking purpose and direction, he usually just followed his instincts. Often, it was more compulsion than instinct. He told himself he was still a superhero, so he went where he was needed, playing with toys that weren’t his, moving things, and carrying out the odd little practical joke. He had to teach people the error of their ways. People really should be more security-conscious. If he could get into their houses while they slept, anyone could.
But things were different now. All the years of practice must finally be paying off. It was almost as if he was invisible. Oh, people looked at him, like when he made a noise or moved something in their house. They looked, but they didn't see. They just peered straight past him.
He found he could even touch people as they slept, run his hands over their skin or gently smooth their hair. They stirred but never woke up. It was just like having real superpowers.
Tonight, he was somewhere that felt familiar. He recognized things.
Walking quietly up to the large fancy glass patio doors at the back of a dark house, he softly pulled down the handle.
It was unlocked, just like he knew it would be. He opened the door and quietly walked through.
The ground floor of the house was immaculate, a place for everything and everything in its place.
Brian went from room to room looking at stuff, picking things up and putting them back down. In the lounge, he lay a palm on the back of a huge, expensive wide screen television. It was still warm, meaning that the people hadn’t long gone to bed.
Then he noticed some kind of war mask decorated with garish, coloured feathers on a wall. Was it Native American? African?
The sight of the mask made Brian feel funny. He walked over and stood underneath it, gazing up whilst trying to organize his muddled and fuzzy mind into some kind of order.
 Then he noticed a large cardboard box tucked discreetly in the corner of the lounge, overflowing with toys.

Yes!

 The war mask instantly forgotten, Brian felt a rush of excitement as he hurried over to the toy box and started rooting through the collection. They were mostly unisex baby toys... fluffy bunny rabbits and thick plastic grinning monstrosities. Baby toys didn’t interest him much. Boring, boring. There must be a new arrival somewhere in the house.
 A very new arrival.
 Brian put the toys away almost as he had found them, and went off in search of the baby. Sometimes, he liked to watch them sleep. If they woke up they never screamed, babies didn't seem to know what fear was and they were too little to know that Brian shouldn't be in their rooms. To babies, everything was normal. Everything was accepted.
 After he had seen the baby, maybe he would hang around for a while and play a few practical jokes. It would serve the homeowners right. 
 
 



 
 
Hero of the Day
 



 
Nathan walked briskly down the street, whistling a simple tune as he went. He was feeling good about life; he had no real worries, and his future was bright. It was a clear, crisp night, and the stars were out in force. The nocturnal streets were deserted in this mainly residential area, most people safely tucked up in bed or watching late-night TV.
 Only a few blocks from home now. When he arrived, he would take a hot shower then grab an early night. He started a new job in the morning. A good job with real prospects. Prospects were something Nathan had never had before. He was looking forward to the challenge.
 Suddenly, somewhere nearby a woman screamed.
 At first, Nathan thought somebody just had their television set on too loud. Sound had a way of carrying long distances on quiet nights like this. Then he realized that the scream had an awful, chilling life-like quality about it that cut effortlessly through the night air. It wasn't the hampered, muffled tone that issued from a television set.
 As he listened, the scream came again, this time punctuated with words.
 “My baby! Please, somebody save my baby!”

There was an element of terror in the voice which made Nathan’s blood run cold. Somebody was in trouble. Serious, life-threatening trouble.
 The screams seemed to be coming from somewhere up ahead. He broke into a jog, his running shoe-clad feet padding softly on the tarmac and his head flicking anxiously from side to side as he sought out the source of the screams.
 Up ahead, there was a small knot of people huddled together in the road. They were pointing and looking anxiously up at something. A house, set back in a little cul-de-sac. Nathan could hear the low murmur of panicked conversation.
 As he approached, Nathan saw that the front door of the house everyone was looking at was wide open. A small child was sobbing on the pavement outside, and there was a woman with long dark hair dressed in a nightgown. She was trying to get to the open door, but was being held back by two burly men. The woman was frantic.

“But Emma is still in there! My baby! She's upstairs! I couldn't get to her, I could only reach Josh. I have to get her out! I HAVE TO GET HER OUT!”
 They two men were trying to calm the woman down.“No! It's too dangerous, love. Wait until the fire brigade shows up. They're on their way. We should close the front door until they come, the oxygen is feeding the fire. Please love, try to get a grip of yourself. See sense. It's the best way...”
 The woman responded with rage,“No! Don't close the door! Don't shut her in there, she'll burn! Let me go! I'll go and get her, I have to get her out! Emma!”
 Nathan could smell smoke, acrid and foul. He looked up and saw plumes of the stuff wafting up from the roof of the house and away into the night.
 The house was on fire.
 The woman must live there, he thought. And by the sounds of it, she didn't live there alone. Somewhere far away, too far away, he could hear wailing sirens.
 The woman was saying there was a child trapped in the house. It could be dead by the time the fire engines arrived.
 Without breaking stride, Nathan ran past the group of people, the two men and the screaming woman, through the open door and into the burning house. As he past, he heard a flurry of voices. A man bellowed,“Hey, kid! What the fuck do you think you are doing?”
 A woman's voice called after him,“Please, get my baby!”
 Nathan ignored them all. There was no time to argue.
 Inside the house, he couldn't see any flames but could hear fire raging and spitting somewhere nearby. The heat was suffocating. Immediately, his eyes started to burn. Blinking back tears, he looked around.
 He was in a passageway. Hadn't the woman had said there was a baby upstairs?
 There was a staircase directly in front of him, smoke billowing around the upper half of it making it look like a stairway to heaven. Or hell.
 Nathan pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and covered his nose and mouth with it. He had read all about what smoke inhalation could do to a person's insides. They said smoke was more dangerous than the actual fire.
 He swiftly climbed the first half-dozen steps, hearing the staircase creak ominously under his weight. Now he could hear what sounded like a baby wailing pitifully. He had to save it. He had come too far to turn back now.
 More cautiously, stepping on the sections of stair closest to the wall figuring that they would be less likely to give way, he continued, counting the steps as he went.
 Thirteen. Unlucky for some. He hoped not for him.
 Soon, he was at the top of the stairs. The smoke was everywhere, disorientating and almost blinding. It was impossible to tell where the source of the fire was. It seemed to be all around him at once. Nathan could hear the flames marching ominously closer, consuming everything in their path. Remembering that smoke rises, he knelt on the carpeted floor where the air was a little clearer, and began to inch his way along on his hands and knees.
 The baby was still crying. Poor thing. Nathan paused and listened carefully. He had to get the right room, he knew he might not have enough time to look in more than one. He coughed, rubbed his watering eyes and shook his head to clear it. He was already feeling the debilitating effects of the heat and smoke.
 The fire was now building to a roar, but the wailing seemed to be coming from a room immediately to his left. The door to the room was closed, which was probably a good thing. The closed door would protect the kid from the worst of the smoke.
 “Don't worry! I'm coming!” Nathan called, hoping the kid was old enough and not too panicked to understand what he was saying.
 The wailing stopped. His soothing words must have done the trick. Either that, or the baby passed out. Or worse.

Don't think about that! He scolded himself. 
 Nathan finally reached the door, struggled to his feet, and looked for a handle. Between the swirling smoke and his eyes, which felt as if they were swollen shut, he couldn't see much.
 He fumbled for the handle, found it, and turned it, expecting a searing heat from the metal doorknob to burn his hand.
 But it didn't happen. Instead, the door swung inward to reveal a bedroom miraculously untouched by the smoke and fire. It was like an oasis in the desert.
 However, when he opened the door, the room seemed to suck in all the smoke from the landing and staircase and the fire below made a loud whoosh as it gathered momentum, almost as if it were an intelligent creature. The sound filled Nathan with dread. This was bad.
 A cot stood in the middle of the tiny bedroom, and inside was a toddler, perhaps two or three years old. She was the cutest thing, with bright pink pyjamas and long blond hair tied up in a ribbon. Her hands were sticking out through the bars of the cot and her face red and puffy from crying, but she seemed unharmed.
 Despite the unfolding drama, when the little one saw Nathan, a huge smile spread across her face.
 “Hello there,” Nathan tried to say, but all that came out was a weak croak. His throat hurt. It didn't matter. They could be introduced later. Right now, they had to get out of the house, if it wasn't already too late.
 He rushed over to the cot, swept the baby up in his arms, grabbed a comforter to wrap her in, and turned to head back the way he had come. Despite the heat, what he saw filled him with dread and made his blood run cold. Beyond the bedroom door now lay a wall of spitting flames.
 Swearing to himself, for the first time Nathan felt panic beginning to well up inside him. Now he was starting to feel queasy and light-headed from the fumes, and the adrenaline rush that had fuelled him just moments earlier was wearing off fast. He knew he wouldn't be as quick making his exit as he had been when he burst in full of foolish bravado. He just hoped he would be quick enough.
 But the situation had deteriorated quicker than he thought it would. The flames had spread. They were relentless.
 That was the only way to describe fire.
 Relentless.
 If something was capable of burning and there was no one there to put out the flames, fire would take it. It didn't discriminate.
 The house was now going up like a bonfire. It could only be a matter of time before the upstairs floorboards gave way, plunging them both to horrible, fiery deaths. For the first time, Nathan began to think that he had made a terrible mistake.
 Time was short. The only advantage Nathan now had was that he knew the rough plan of the house. He knew where the front door was, and he knew that beyond it lay salvation.
 Under normal circumstances, he guessed the journey from back bedroom to front door would take no more than twenty seconds. But these were not normal circumstances. Not by a long way.
 A million fragmented thoughts rampaged through his mind as he wrapped the whimpering child tightly in the comforter. He thought briefly about his family and whether he would ever see them again, and he thought about the job he might not start in the morning. The job with prospects. Then he thought about the hysterical mother waiting outside, and the precious cargo he held tight to his chest. Putting his head down, he held his breath and ran through the wall of fire.
 Flames painfully licked his arm, and he jumped over an especially dangerous-looking patch of burning carpet, being ultra-careful to maintain his balance. Landing safely on both feet, he quickly examined himself for damage.
 His leg was on fire! His tracksuit bottoms.
 Nathan screamed in terror and held the child with one arm as he beat furiously at the flames with the other, trying to extinguish them before they spread. The material was melting under the heat, running down his leg and sticking to his skin where it burned like napalm.
 The flames that had been marching up his leg were out, but his tracksuit was a ravaged mess and his leg was in agony. A quick self-assessment told Nathan that he wasn't seriously hurt, but if he didn't move quickly, he and his new little friend would be in a world of pain.
 Now they were at the top of the stairs, the carpet around them a bed of flames. All Nathan could hear were crackles, spits and hisses, as the fire greedily devoured everything in its path. The staircase was far too dangerous. Even if he stayed close to the supporting walls as he had done on the way up, the carpet itself was ablaze.

Think, think!

There was only one option. Nathan would have to put his faith in speed, and blind luck. He had seen fire walkers on TV, strutting across red-hot coals in bare feet and emerging on the other side unharmed. The scientific theory was that if you didn't linger in one place too long, the heat didn't have time to do any real damage. It needed time to work.
 It was worth a shot.
 In this case, rather than going barefoot, he would be wearing socks and running shoes. Though not for much longer, he realized, as his footwear was already beginning to melt and stick to the floor. In fact, he felt as if his entire being was beginning to melt.
 Taking a deep breath, Nathan stepped off the top of the stairs and onto the carpet of flame. He thought he heard the sound of splintering wood beneath him, but before his foot could go through the collapsing stairs he moved it onto the next step. And the next.
 Thirteen steps.
 No problem.
 He could do this.
 He was almost half way down the staircase when he first felt it.
 It was a mere groan at first, then the whole structure seemed to jerk suddenly. At the same time, Nathan's whole world seemed to move, everything lurching forward a few feet, and tilting at an unnatural angle.
 The child he was carrying wrapped in the blanket must also have sensed the danger because just then she began screaming again. Nathan instinctively tightened his grip, but his mind barely had time to register the cry before another sharp movement pitched him forward into the searing heat beyond.
 As he was thrown forward, Nathan somehow managed to get some purchase with one foot, and thrust on that one leg with all his might.
 Then, he was flying. Or at least it felt that way. It felt like he was airborne for an age, his legs and one free arm kicking and flapping to try and propel himself forward that extra couple of inches. It was almost as if he was swimming, swimming through the smoke to the safety of the shore.
 He landed on his feet with a solid thump at the base of the staircase. Something gave out in his ankle, sending pain shooting up his leg. His good, unburned leg. Then, his knees buckled underneath him and he did an involuntary role onto his back. He had to protect the child. It would be a real pisser to come this far only to kill the little girl by squashing her.
 Maybe he hit his head, or maybe all the smoke and fumes were finally having their way with him, because then everything around him turned hazy and grey. There was no pain any more. Instead, Nathan felt like he was floating on clouds.
 Knowing he was losing consciousness, Nathan tried to hold on, fight the encroaching greyness, push the clouds away. But everything felt so nice, so serene, and so right. Eventually, he gave up and let the clouds carry him away to a better place.
 The next thing he knew, a huge, black hulking monster was peering down at him from above.
 Was this some kind of dream?
 A nightmare?
 He tried to squirm away, his flailing arms beating uselessly on the ground. He felt so weak. Only then did he realize that he wasn't holding the crying child anymore. He was suddenly overcome with anger.
 “What have you done with her?” he tried to ask the monster, but this time no sound came from his lips at all, not even a weak croak. Instead, he coughed loudly and struggled to catch his breath.
 The monster leaned forward and pressed something against Nathan's mouth and nose. Something cold and hard.
 Nathan tried to push the monster away but then, suddenly, he could breathe again. No more wheezing or coughing. He filled his aching lungs with glorious fresh air, as rationality was returned. Gradually, he became aware of a heavenly soothing breeze blowing against his skin and ruffling his hair.
 Warily, Nathan peered up at the monster towering over him, eager to take in more detail.
 It wasn't a monster. It was a man. A man wearing a mask and protective clothing.
 Nathan pulled the cold, hard thing from his mouth and nose and saw that it was an oxygen mask. The emergency services had arrived, and not before time.
 There was a voice. It seemed to be coming from a long way away, but it was addressing him.
 “Can you hear me, kid? How do you feel? Huh? Don't worry about the baby, she's fine. Thanks to you. You did a very brave, but stupid thing. Tell me, are you suicidal or something?”
 Nathan tried to answer the question. No, he wasn't suicidal. But he could only splutter and cough some more.
 “You could have died in there,” the man continued.“Another minute and you probably would have. This is what we are here for, you know. You should leave this kind of work to the professionals...”
 Nathan sat up and looked around. His senses were beginning to come back. His right ankle hurt, and his head throbbed. He was on the pavement across the street from the house, which was now a raging inferno. Somebody, one of the firemen, must have dragged or carried him here. Lots of people were milling around, and the night was full of the sound of sirens.
 The fireman who was talking to him seemed genuinely angry. Nathan mumbled an apology. This made the angry fireman soften, and he sat down on the pavement next to Nathan.
 “Ah, don't apologize, son. Like I said, you did a very brave thing. Most people wouldn't risk their lives for somebody else's kid. You pulled that little girl out of a burning building. You're a bloody hero. I should really be thanking you. You saved us a job. Plus, chances are that the kid would have been dead by the time we got here, what with the amount of accelerant somebody tossed all over the kitchen...”
 “What?” Nathan croaked.
 “Yep,” replied the fireman.“Accelerant. Good, old-fashioned petrol, we think. Though we can't be positive until the investigation is over. Looks like someone poured it in through a window then set fire to it. The fire definitely started out back in the kitchen, and its pretty obvious it was started deliberately.”
 “That's...” Nathan began. Then stopped. He didn't know what else to say.
 “Fucked up,” the fireman finished for him.“That's what it is. Fucked up. There's been a spate of arson attacks in the area recently. Some maniac running around torching things. The back of the house went up first, like a damn Christmas tree. The mother and two kids were all in bed at the time. They're damn lucky nobody was killed. We just about have things under control now and managed to stop the spread, though it was touch and go there for a while. This is some world we live in, huh kid?”
 “Yea, some world.”
 “You sit tight kid for a few minutes. The paramedics will want to check you out, make sure you're okay. Then you can get on with being a hero. Get ready for your five minutes of fame.” With that, the fireman climbed to his feet and walked off across the road, back to where most of the activity was centred.
 Nathan watched him go. He liked the sound of being a hero.
 Alone now, he examined his injuries. His right ankle throbbed, though it was probably just a sprain, and parts of his other calf and shin were quite badly burned. It would probably require hospital treatment. Strange how just that one part of him went up in flames like that.
 He had a lucky escape, Nathan thought, a faint smile tugging at his lips. He must have accidentally spilled some petrol on himself when he was setting the fire in the kitchen.
 Stupid.
 He would remember that mistake for next time.
 





 
 
Embracing Solitude
 



 
Rick Roberts turned off his computer and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. At last, the novel was finished. All the fine tuning had been done and he was free to return to his doting wife, Louise, and the family home.
 He always preferred to write the final draft of his books alone in a sited caravan in the country, far away from the plethora of everyday distractions that cluttered his life. He needed quality time alone to think and embrace the solitude that the caravan offered. This was his seventh visit in as many years. It had become a routine for him. Even a ritual.
 It seldom took longer than two months or so to write the final draft. Once he found his stride, he worked quickly, feverishly even. It was just a case of hanging meat off the bones of his outlines.
 The hardest part was being away from Louise for so long. He missed her terribly, but usually tried to channel the frustrations of the self-enforced fasting period believing, as most writers do, that any experience could be a positive one. It was a matter of perception.
 Lou, understanding as she was, missed him, too. So much so that she insisted he carry his mobile with him at all times. Just in case. And she appreciated the nightly texts and odd call. She got lonely sometimes, and liked to be kept up to speed on how the writing was going.
 Due to some unusual, and unforeseen, requirements by his publisher, this particular wilfully induced exile had lasted longer than usual. It was now entering the tenth week.
 Truth be told, Rick had, in fact, completed the book over a fortnight ago. Since then he had been doing rewrites. He was growing very tired of continuously dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s. Wasn't that what editors got paid to do?
 It could soon be time to find a new, more professional publishing house. And maybe a more understanding agent. His current representative, John Nettles, would have Rick cooped up inside the caravan all year round if he had his way.
 Although John had been in the business for almost a quarter of a century he had not built up a very large quota of successful writers, so he relied on the ones he had a bit too much, expecting them to sacrifice their personal lives and work themselves into the ground just to keep him in sharp suits and cigars.
 Rick decided to give Lou a quick ring. She would love to hear his voice.
 The telephone rang just three times before she picked up.
 “Hello? Rick? Is everything alright?” she breathed, her sweet voice full of intense curiosity.
 “Hi, babe. Yes everything's alright, I just miss you, that's all...”
 They talked for about fifteen minutes, during which time it was agreed that Rick should begin the ninety minute journey home early the next morning. He had wanted to leave that very moment, even though it was approaching midnight. But Louise was worried the car might break down en route or something unthinkable happened, leaving him stranded miles from home alone at night. Bless her, she was such a worrier.
 After hanging up the phone, Rick made himself a cup of strong coffee and stretched out on the caravan's uncomfortably hard bed. He thought about the book he had just finished, and the next one he would write, before his mind inevitably turned towards Lou. It was not unusual for him to get like this when working alone for long periods of time. He got lonely, distracted and desperate for human contact. Not to mention incredibly horny. It was part of the creative process. That release at the end of a cycle had come to be symbolic.
 All at once, he made a decision. Or a string of decisions which all came together with a climactic click.
 He would never again set foot inside this caravan. From now on he would do all his writing at home, in the office under the stairs. And he would begin the search for a new agent ASAP. He would take a few months off, maybe take Lou on a long romantic holiday. She always fancied Venice or Rome.
 Finally, and most pertinently, he made up his mind to drive home that very minute.
 Fuck it.
 At that late hour, the roads were virtually deserted, so the journey took precisely eighty minutes. Not too shabby.
 Parking the car in the next street to avoid waking Lou prematurely, Rick walked briskly through the crisp night air to their comfortable commuter-belted semi-detached.
 He smiled to himself as he quietly slipped his key into the lock and opened the front door.
 Imagine how thrilled Lou would be to see him!
 The house was still and dark. Lou must be in bed already. Of course she was. Where else would she be?
 The house was exactly as he remembered it. Everything in it's place.
 Except for the unfamiliar odour tickling his nostrils.
 What was that?
 It was a familiar smell, but he couldn't place it.
 Rick tip-toed up the stairs, the smell getting progressively stronger as he went. He arrived at the plush master bedroom and, without hesitation, gently pushed open the door.
 Lou was in bed all right, but she wasn't alone.
 In the near-darkness Rick could make out another dim figure lying in the bed next to her. One of the two was snoring softly.
 Dizzy and almost numb with shock, Rick reached out and snapped on the light.
 Lou sat bolt upright in bed, gasped, and clutched the duvet to her naked breast as bright artificial light flooded the room. John Nettles, the agent with a love of sharp suits and cigars, simply rolled over and carried on sleeping.
 The smell.
 Cigar smoke.
 It was then that all the pieces of the jigsaw slipped effortlessly together and Rick sank to his knees with a wail, his world crashing down around him.
 
 
 
 



 
 
Treat Night
 



 
It was a mild Tuesday evening in May, and Stuart and Valerie Hudson were at Guido Franchi's, their favourite Italian restaurant down on Clover Street. Franchi's was a nice place. Reassuringly expensive though not prohibitively so, with good quality food and a relaxed atmosphere. Best of all, it was in easy walking distance of their apartment. Being the location of their very first date almost five years earlier, it also held some sentimental value for the young couple. The perfect location for a Date Night.
They led a modest existence; Stuart was a landscape gardener and Valerie a financial consultant, but they were childless (so far) and could easily afford to eat out several times a month. The pilgrimage to Franchi's place had become a semi-regular treat. A treat that would probably have to be phased out when they managed to conceive. But until then, what the hell?
Over lightly-spiced cannelloni and meatballs they talked softly and giggled occasionally, revelling in the comforting sense of familiarity and warm ambience that enveloped them. Then, when the meal was over and their second bottle of house wine almost empty, Valerie delicately dabbed the corners of her mouth with a red napkin, stood and excused herself.
Stuart watched his wife move gracefully through the open-plan ground floor towards the staircase in the back corner that led to the toilet upstairs. He couldn't help but feel his chest swell with pride as one by one, every man in the room's head turned to follow her as she passed. Naturally, in the wake of all that clandestine male adulation came the inevitable female wrath, and he smirked as half-a-dozen wives and girlfriends scowled, silently sounding their disapproval.
It wasn't just that she was beautiful, though she most definitely was. It was something more with Valerie, something deeper, more spiritual. A strange, indefinable quality that had men hooked the minute they lay eyes on her. She was intoxicating, and Stuart counted his blessings a thousand times a day. He was the luckiest man in the world.
Taking a sip of wine he gazed out of the window, enjoying the soft warm buzz of alcohol. Whenever Valerie left him, even for a moment, he was always left with a vague sense of loss. It was almost as if every time she left, a small part of him was wrenched away. Not stolen, but borrowed. He would feel whole again when she returned. The yearning manifested itself almost as a physical ache, somewhere between his heart and the pit of his stomach. If left untreated the condition would escalate, eating away at his insides like a cancer, until it became unbearable. Luckily for him, they lived together, and also spent most of their leisure time in each other’s company.
Stuart absently glanced at his wristwatch, noting that the time was 9.35. The street outside was virtually deserted and he watched a solitary piece of litter, what looked like a grease-streaked Burger King wrapper, dance lightly down the street on the breeze.
He drained his glass and refilled it from the bottle. Valerie wouldn't want any more. Not tonight. Too much wine gave her a headache. He always drank more than she did on these forays, which was the way it should be, he thought. When your wife puts away more alcohol than you do, you have problems. Or she has problems.
He craned his neck and scanned the interior of the restaurant. It was less than half full. Still, not bad for a midweek evening. The majority of the clientèle consisted of couples talking quietly and gazing into each other's eyes, struggling to get back to normality after Valerie blazed a trail of devastation through their partner's affections. It was reassuring to know that even the financial crisis couldn't come between a couple in love and good Italian food.
Stuart sighed deeply, took another sip of wine, and drummed his fingers lightly on the cloth-covered table.
Valerie, I love you.
The seconds rolled by. He wanted a cigarette. He had almost broken the habit, and was down to just two or three a day, but the nagging desire was always there like a spectre hovering over his shoulder, growing larger and more annoying by the minute. It was like a thirst, but the kind of thirst a drink couldn't slake.
He should probably wait until they left the restaurant. It was either that, or go outside and stand on the doorstep like a fucking vagrant. Stuart thought about it, and the more he thought about it the more he wanted a cigarette.
On the way out he passed the front desk. The Maitre d' looked up quizzically, probably worried that Stuart intended to leave without paying the bill. To put his mind at rest, Stuart showed him the pack of Marlboro Lights he held in one hand and motioned to the front exit. The Maitre d' nodded politely. Was that a touch of empathy creeping into his expression? He must be used to seeing bored other-halves sneaking outside for a clandestine smoke. Maybe he was a smoker himself.
Outside, Stuart tapped a cigarette out of its box and lit it, pulling his collar up against the cold. A guy in a trench coat rushed past. They made fleeting eye contact. Feeling like he had just been caught doing something wrong, Stuart felt obliged to smile and mutter a ‘hello.’
The guy in the trench coat ignored him.
Stuart completely understood if people didn't want to breathe in his second-hand smoke in a confined space, but he disliked being made to feel like a miscreant. The smoking laws marginalized you, made you feel like a second-class citizen, not even fit to share the same space as holier-than-thou non-smokers any more. If the government didn't make so much tax on tobacco products, and the pharmaceutical companies so much money from cancer treatment and after-care, it would probably be made a criminal offence. What would be next? Outlawing biting your nails?
He greedily drew the smoke into his lungs and exhaled into the night air. Three puffs later his head was spinning pleasantly, the nicotine mixing with the alcohol in his blood stream. He smiled and propped himself up against the wall next to Franchi's door, peering discreetly through the glass. No sign of Valerie yet.
Too soon, the cigarette had burned down to the filter. That was Stuart's cue to go back inside. Valerie still hadn't returned, so he made his way through the restaurant and repositioned himself at the table. His empty plate had been cleared, along with the empty wine bottles, but Valerie's plate remained, a handful of meatballs drying quietly next to a small clump of pasta.
Stuart checked his watch. It was 9.45. Valerie had never been the kind of woman to rush anything, not her dinner, a toilet break, nothing. Every decision she made was carefully calculated and meticulously followed through. It was an admirable quality, but could be annoying at times. At least, it would be annoying if he didn't love her so damn much.
His mind was cast back to the day they met at a book launch, and the way he kept clamming up and tripping over his words each time he tried to talk to her. Only months later did she confess that during those awkward opening exchanges, she actually thought he had learning difficulties. He chuckled aloud at the memory. Then, remembering he was in a public place, rushed to stifle the outburst with the back of a hand. It wouldn't be good for his image to be seen alone in a restaurant giggling to himself like a crazy loon.
He cradled his rapidly-draining wine glass in his fist and scanned his surroundings once more. Everyone else appeared to be deep in conversation with their significant other. Stuart was beginning to feel left out.
Valerie, where are you?
His eyes settled on the staircase in the rear corner of the room. He he let his gaze linger there for a few moments, almost willing Valerie to reappear at the top like a Hollywood actress being fashionable late for her own party.
When it became apparent that her Ladyship wasn't ready just yet, Stuart reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his phone, hitting the button to check his text messages and holding it up to his eye-line in one well-practised movement. His vision swam in and out of focus. He blinked, but it was a few seconds before he could ascertain that there was nothing new in his in-box. Unperturbed, he gave the international signal of lonely people everywhere and opened his in-box anyway, reading old messages over and over again to give any casual observer the impression that he was far more popular than he actually was.
He noticed, not for the first time, that every single message in his in box was a generic, banal or purely instructional message from Valerie. He kept every message she had ever sent him. It would only be a matter of time before they took up every scrap of memory on his phone.
DON'T 4GET 2 PIK UP SOME TOMATOS AND OLIVES 4 THE GREEK SALAD ON UR WAY HOME! XOXO
I'LL B THERE BY 5, PROMISE! LOVE YOU TOO BB! X
K, HAVE A GR8 DAY LITTLE MAN!
She often called him Little Man when she was in a playful mood. Not because of his height, he was a healthy 5' 11'', but as a reference to her favourite film, Stuart Little.
For the hundredth time, Stuart asked himself why he couldn't bring himself to delete any of Valerie's messages. Nobody else ever sent him messages, anyway. But if they did, their messages would be unceremoniously dumped moments after being read. Who wants a phone full of old text messages?
Stuart sighed loudly. His glass was now empty, and Valerie's remaining meatballs were beginning to look more like supermarket cat food than carefully seasoned and marinated red meat.
Where the hell was she?
How long did it take to relieve yourself?
Even taking into account a quick facial touch-up, this was a marathon toilet session. He was beginning to grow impatient, and the nagging sense of loss so familiar to him seemed to be getting worse by the second. It felt like it wouldn't be long before that huge void opened somewhere within and everything inside him would be dragged into it and swallowed whole.
Fuck it. He couldn't take it any more. Let her barrack him if she wanted, but he was going to call her. Wasn't that why he had pulled out his phone in the first place? Heck, wasn't that why the damned things had been invented?
He waited another few seconds, his right forefinger hovering over the handset, before hitting number 1 on speed-dial. The bluish-black screen instantly informed him that he was calling Valerie. He put the device to his ear.
It rang once, twice, three times, then the fourth ring was cut short by a female voice. Thank God!
But it wasn't Valerie.
The voice didn't even sound human. It was an electronic clone politely telling him that the number he was dialling was not in service.
Not in service? What? That was impossible. There must be a mistake...
Frowning, he tried again. The result was the same.
What the hell? How could that be?
There shouldn't be a reception problem unless Franchi's toilet was a lead-lined nuclear fallout shelter in disguise. And even then, wouldn't the electronic voice be telling him that the device he was calling was temporarily unavailable?
There was something wrong. He could feel it. The confusion ebbed away as the steadily growing hollow void in Stuart's gut collapsed on itself, threatening to consume him from the inside out. Worse than that was the encroaching sense of panic that made his hands shake and his breath come in short, shallow gasps.
Wiping a sweaty palm on his freshly laundered brown trousers, he tried calling once more. This time, when the clone answered and informed him that the number he had dialled was not in service, he had to fight to suppress the anger rising within him like sour bile.
The fucking machine woman was wrong! Of course the number was in service! It belonged to Valerie, his wife, who was less than a hundred yards away!
Instead of making a spectacle of himself, Stuart laid his phone on the table in front of him where he could stare at it quizzically, imploring it to ring.
It didn't.
He told himself to focus. Stop overreacting. There must be a technical glitch of some kind, something wrong with one of the phones, that was all. It probably happened all the time.
Yeah, right.
It seemed as if there were two warring factions at work inside his head; blind terror pitted against the voice of reason, and at that moment blind terror was winning at a canter. He checked his watch again. Now it was 10.02. Valerie had been gone almost half an hour. How much longer should he wait? When would be an appropriate time to panic?
Three minutes. He would wait another three minutes. That would mean Valerie would have been gone over half an hour. Then he would raise the alarm.
 He sat and watched the second hand on his watch crawl over the face. Those seconds were unbearable. All he could think of was bad shit. What if Valerie had been beaten up, robbed and left for dead on the toilet floor? What if she were being raped by a gaggle of crack heads right now, at this very moment?
And then there were the multitude of less dramatic but no-less awful scenarios. She may have slipped and hit her head, was having convulsions, some kind of fit, maybe swallowing her tongue and choking on it. Or maybe she had suffered a sudden brain aneurysm, a stroke, a heart attack. She was young, just thirty-three, but you often read about things like that happening. Bad things happened to good people all the time, and quite often those bad things didn't care how old you were or how you lived your life.
Stuart tried to pacify his raging emotions by scrambling to find some more mundane explanation. Maybe Valerie had gone ‘number two’ and found herself in a cubicle lacking the necessary tissue paper, or perhaps she had just bumped into an old friend, started chatting, and lost track of the time.
That seemed unlikely. Even so, he clung to that particular scenario like a life raft in a tumultuous sea.
But nothing he thought of could quash the notion that something terrible had happened. He could feel it. Sense it.
He drummed his fingers lightly on the table as his eyes flicked anxiously at the staircase in Franchi's rear corner. Nobody was going up, and nobody was coming down.
It was 10.04.
He took a deep breath, picked up his phone and hit the first digit one last time. After three rings the now-familiar automated voice kicked in. Without waiting to hear the message again he hung up, pushed his chair away from the table, stood, and crossed the restaurant. 
The place was emptying now. It was heading for the quiet period, that lull between regular diners leaving and city drinkers on their way home from the bars coming in for a late supper. There were just three couples remaining, and one of those was preparing to leave while a solitary waitress busied herself changing tablecloths. Stuart thought about approaching her, but she looked very young. No more than nineteen. She wouldn't know what to do, and Stuart wasn't sure she had even seen them come in. To his shame, he couldn't remember if it was the same waitress who had taken their order and served their food a lifetime ago. He glided past her and made for the staircase at the back.
The stairs were covered in a plush red carpet with yellow trim, and his feet sank into it as he took the stairs two at a time, using the handrail to pull himself along at a quicker pace. At the top was a large function room, now not in use, and a corridor leading to the toilets. Stuart rushed past the men's room, stopped outside the ladies, and listened.
Nothing.
No voices, no running taps or flushing toilets. He called Valerie's name, his voice echoing around the white tiled walls.
“Valerie? Are you here, babe?”
No answer.
He risked poking his head around the corner, just to make sure his wife wasn't lying prostate on the floor.
She wasn't.
The bathroom appeared to be empty, though all four of the stall doors were tightly closed. He thought about going in to knock on the doors, but didn't want someone else to come in while he was doing it and get the wrong idea. The raw sense of loss he felt somewhere deep in his chest cavity showed no sign of abating. He would have to explore other avenues. Turning on his heels, he made his way back down the stairs.
The Maitre d' was distracted, and must have sensed trouble as he actually took a step back when he finally looked up and saw Stuart approaching. His brown eyes widened, his angular jaw dropped open and his mouth, framed by a wispy, continental-style beard and moustache, formed a small 'O'.
“Can I help you, Sir?” he asked in a strong, probably-fake French accent. Which in itself was a little farcical as they were in one of Cardiff's finest Italian restaurants.
“I certainly hope so,” Stuart began.“It's my wife. She seems to be missing.”
“Missing, Sir?” A look of bemusement fell over the Maitre d'.
“Yes, missing. She went to use the toilet upstairs over half an hour ago and hasn't returned.”
“Sir...”
“Listen, I know what you are going to say. You are going to ask me to return to my table and wait, right? Well, I'm not going to do that. Something’s wrong. I can feel it. She may be hurt or injured, and I want her found this instant.”
“But, Sir...”
“But nothing. Why don't you just do your job, man? A lady has gone missing. From your establishment. Do you understand what I'm telling you? Can you grasp the seriousness of the situation?” Stuart was powerless to prevent his voice rising a few octaves, and became dimly aware of the other conversations in the restaurant coming to abrupt halt as various rubbernecks tuned in to watch the unfolding drama.
“Of course, I understand what you are telling me, Sir. But I would thank you not to shout. Please try to remain calm.”
Stuart noticed that although the young Maitre d' maintained eye contact with him, he had lifted the telephone receiver that had been lying on the desk and was hurriedly punching numbers into it.
Thank God!
Finally, the little fake French prick was taking matters seriously and either calling the police or his boss. Whichever came first would be fine, just as long as he summoned some form of help.
The Maitre d' turned away and began speaking down the receiver in a long, hushed monotone, one hand covering his mouth, probably so as not to alarm the other diners. People going missing from the premises wasn't good for business.
When he had finished speaking into the phone, the Maitre d' levelled his gaze at Stuart and said,“help is on its way, Sir.”
Stuart breathed a shaky sigh of relief.“Thank you. That's all I bloody wanted. What's up those stairs anyway? The Bermuda Triangle?”
Even as the words left his lips, Stuart realized how stupid he sounded. He remembered reading somewhere that when faced with stressful situations, people often resorted to cracking lame, sometimes inappropriate jokes as a kind of coping mechanism. It was as if the wiring in the brain got muddled.
The Maitre d' simply stared, eyes slightly wider than normal. Stuart didn't know if he was alarmed, scared or stoned. Thankfully, the noise level within the restaurant was beginning to rise again, the remaining guests apparently confident that any confrontation had been avoided and opting instead to discuss what might have happened.
Stuart drummed his fingers on the desk and checked the time again. Now it was 10.12. He cast his eyes anxiously in the direction of the staircase, willing his wife to magically appear. She didn't.
“Fuck it!” he said, a bit too loudly.
The Maitre d' retreated a step and held up both palms. Stuart recognized the gesture as a too intended to diffuse potentially volatile situations and instantly felt a stab of shame.
“Please, Sir, I would appreciate it if you refrained from swearing. Please don't make a scene.”
That's when Stuart finally lost it.“Make a scene? Make a fucking scene? My wife is missing. MISSING!”
“I appreciate what you are saying, Sir. Really I do. But please try to remain calm. Help is on the way.”
The notion that something terrible had happened to the woman he loved was now almost overpowering. Stuart ran his fingers through his hair, which was matted with sweat. In some dark corner of his frantic mind, he acknowledged that it was wrong to blame the young Maitre d'. Whatever had happened here was unlikely to be his fault. But it felt just as wrong to not be angry with anyone. All the negative emotions he felt had to be channelled somewhere. He mumbled an apology, took a deep breath and tried to follow the Maitre d's advice.
Suddenly, all the strength left his legs and his knees began to buckle beneath him. Although his eyes were open (he was positive they were open!) everything around him disappeared into a vast sea of impenetrable greyness.
Luckily, he was alert enough to grab the edge of the desk to stop himself sinking gracelessly to the ground. When the swoon passed and his vision swam back into focus, the first thing he saw were his white knuckles clinging on to the edge of the counter.
“Sir, would you like a glass of water?” said the Maitre’ d. You don't look so good. Can I suggest you take a seat?”
So the Maitre d' did have a heart, after all. When Stuart raised his head, which seemed impossibly heavy, the young man was pointing in the direction of the nearest corner where an inviting empty table lay.
“It's okay,” replied Stuart.“I just felt a little faint for a second. I'm okay now.”
The chair certainly looked appealing, but he didn't want to sit down. He was too edgy. Besides, it would be better if he was here at the desk when the emergency services arrived, then he could explain what had happened the instant they walked in through the door. He couldn't shake the notion that time mattered. Every second was potentially the difference between life and death.
Then came what seemed to be an impossibly long passage of time. It was as if everything was running in slow motion. Stuart began to wonder what emergency services the young Maitre d' had summoned. Who do you call when someone goes missing? The police, he supposed. The Boys in Blue.
Waiting, waiting, waiting.
Stuart shuffled his feet anxiously and glanced at his watch again.
Now it was 10.21.
It had been almost 45 minutes since Valerie had left to use the bathroom. He closed his eyes and tried to picture her; what outfit she was wearing, how she had fixed her hair. But to his horror, he couldn't remember what she looked like.
What the fuck?
He knew he would be required to give the police a description when they arrived. But his mind was blank
Alarmed, he fumbled in his pocket for his phone, which contained numerous photos. Valerie in the kitchen, Valerie on the morning of her first day at work, Valerie drinking a mocha at Starbucks, Valerie, Valerie, Valerie...
Just then two uniformed bobbies walked through the door. One was slightly overweight and greying, the other much younger, bigger and fitter-looking. Obviously a rookie. Together, they could be the perfect crime-fighting duo, Stuart thought. One possessed the knowledge and experience, the other the youthful exuberance and eagerness that would surely fade in time.
“Mr Hudson? We haven't seen you for a while. Things aren't so good tonight?” It was the older cop who was talking.
He looked familiar. Where did Stuart recognize that face from? And how did the cop know his name?
Never mind. It wasn't important right now.
“It's my wife, Valerie. She went to the toilet about...” Stuart quickly consulted his timepiece,“...forty-seven minutes ago. And she hasn't come back. Can you please find her for me? I tried calling her, but her phone must be switched off. Either that or there's some problem with the network. I don't know.”
But there was no sense of urgency emanating from the policemen. Instead, the older one folded his arms and said,“Have you been drinking tonight, Mr Hudson?”
Stuart was dumbfounded.“Yes. Yes, I have. But what's that got to do with anything? My wife is missing!”
“You know you aren't supposed to drink when you are on medication, Mr Hudson.”
That statement confused Stuart more than anything ever could.“What? I don't know what you mean officer. It's my wife, you have to find her...”
“Mr Hudson...”
“Is this the guy?” It was the younger cop's turn, the eager one. He was actually flexing his beefy arms as he spoke, and eyeing Stuart suspiciously as he talked to his older comrade. Stuart got the distinct impression that he was one step away from being forcibly ejected from he and Valerie's favourite pseudo-Italian restaurant. He glanced at the young Maitre d', who was pretending to be busy by pointlessly ruffling sheets of paper together behind the barrier formed by the front desk.
Ignoring the young pretender, the older cop said,“Come on, Mr Hudson. Lets get you home...”
“What? I don't want to go home! I have to find my wife! What's wrong with you? Why aren't you doing anything?”
But before he could argue the point, Stuart was being marched out of Franchi's and over to a waiting squad car.
 As they walked, the two cops chatted in a hushed tone. Stuart tried to listen, but the words floated around him and then passed over his head, their meaning lost forever. He was aware on some subliminal level he really didn't want to listen, didn't want to understand, didn't want to know what the policemen were talking about.
“Won';t take us long to drop him off. He's local,” the older cop said.“Wife was murdered about three years ago. I was first on the scene.”
“Did he do it?” asked his partner.
“Nah. They were eating in this place at the time. She went to the toilet, and got involved in some kind of domestic fracas on the way back. Bloke giving his missus a hard time. When the wife intervened the guy stabbed her in the neck with a steak knife in front of a packed restaurant. She was dead before the ambulance arrived.”
 “Too bad,” said the young cop.
 “Yeah, anyway. Afterwards, this guy, the husband, refused to accept what had happened. He blamed himself and had some kind of mental breakdown. Never got over it. Now he comes here a couple of times a month looking for her. Has dinner, gets a bit tipsy if he drinks on top of his meds. He's not dangerous, he usually leaves quietly after a while. But sometimes he can be a bit of a nuisance. Runs around crying and causing a scene. Puts punters off their food.”
“Shouldn't he be locked up somewhere?”
“What for? Missing his wife?”
Stuart listened, still trying to process all this new information information. He knew whatever they were talking about was important. More than important. Vital. It concerned Valerie. But he couldn't understand. Maybe he didn't want to understand.
As the squad car pulled away from the curb, he tried Valerie's mobile once more.
Sorry, the number you dialled is no longer in service...
 
 



 
 
Handsome Jack



 
“So do you really believe in ghosts?” It was Rhys who finally threw the question out there, undoubtedly giving his companion, Mark, more than a twinge of satisfaction at having held out for so long. It seemed like a valid thing to ask. This was, after all, an impromptu vigil in a supposedly haunted pub.
Mark had probably been anticipating such a remark since the moment the chubby landlord had wished them a good night and waltzed off into the bitter winter chill. There had been plenty of time to think up a suitably impressive answer.
“The existence of the paranormal cannot be disputed,” he began, his eyebrows raising slightly.“The real question is not whether or not ghosts exist, but why they exist.”
Rhys rolled his eyes and groaned inwardly as Mark grasped with both hands this latest opportunity to show off his vast reserves of supposed knowledge and belittle one of his peers in the process. After all these years, the pattern was getting a little boring. But Rhys bit his tongue as his friend powered on.
“That said, I do believe there is a perfectly reasonable scientific explanation for just about everything. Even such crazy things as aliens and ghosts. We just don't know what that explanation is yet. The truth is, people aren’t nearly as clever as we like to think we are. We can split the atom, big deal. We can walk on the moon. But we don't even know what lives on the bottom of the ocean.”
Mark paused for maximum emphasis, and Rhys could feel him studying his expression as if to gauge the effect of his infinite wisdom.
Mark was just about to deliver what he probably thought would be the killer line, when the uncomfortable silence he had so lovingly created was broken by a loud, searing scratch that seemed to come from all around them at once. The sound of fingernails being drawn agonizingly over wood.
The blood drained from Mark's face.“What was that?” he said.
Rhys stood up and peered into the semi-darkness that surrounded them. He could see nothing unusual. Even so, his mind was cast back to what the chubby landlord had said earlier that evening...
 
***
 
“Oh, yes. Definitely something strange going on here, there is. Wouldn't like to guess what, mind you. But lately, there's been all sorts of goings on. Weird sounds, mostly. That's how it seems to start.”
Rhys stole a glance at Mark. They had known each other for so long that very often, no words were necessary between them. The landlord wasn't pulling their legs. He was telling the truth. Or, at least he believed he was. Sincerity was evident in his pallid, drained complexion, his furtive, darting eyes, and his nervous, fidgety, manner. He carried with him the air of a man at the absolute end of his tether. He kept flicking stray strands of black, greasy hair out of his eyes, and he stank of Jack Daniels whisky. That was no surprise. He had sank two double measures in the short time that Rhys and Mark had been in the bar, courtesy of a couple inquisitive minds and suitably deep pockets.
“So what kind of weird sounds do you hear?” Mark asked. He had always been the more out-going on the two, his life an endless search for excitement. In any given situation, he was the one asking the most questions, pushing the envelope wherever possible.
The landlord thought for a moment, then replied,“Thumps, mostly. Bumps, scratches, that kind of thing. Like something moving around in the walls. Something you can't see.”
“Could it be mice?” Rhys asked.
The chubby landlord laughed.“You think I don't know what mice sound like?”
Rhys was the more serene and thoughtful of the two. His parents sometimes told others that he liked his own space, which was as damning an indictment of social awkwardness as any.
Though he and Mark were opposite characters, they had been friends since childhood, and had often been labelled two sides of the same coin by people that knew them both.
But just recently, they had been growing steadily apart. Rhys was getting tired of his oldest friend's bravado and misplaced machismo, and was steadily phasing him out of his life. These days they met up only a couple of times a month. But for old time's sake, they always tried to make it a night to remember.
Hence tonight's ghost vigil.
They had been drinking at a nearby pub when they bumped into a mutual acquaintance who told them about the recent happenings across the road at the Prince of Wales.
They were sceptical at first. Especially Mark, who suggested the stories were being fabricated in an attempt to boost trade at the ailing establishment. Never-the-less, intrigued and slightly intoxicated, they set off together to investigate.
When they arrived, Mark wasted no time in confronting a fellow patron who was glad to point them in the direction of the owner. At first, the chubby landlord, who introduced himself as Les, seemed reluctant to talk about the disturbances. But a double JD and coke quickly loosened his tongue.
“Apart from the strange sounds, is there anything else?” asked Mark.
“Oh, yes!” Les replied, his eyes opening wide.“Things get moved around a lot. Little things, keys, money, my watch. Bloody annoying, that is. I took to hiding the important stuff, but the bloody thing always finds it. It turned into a kind of sick game. But I got tired of playing, and moved in with my sister up the street. I don't appreciate all the graffiti, either. Makes the place look untidy”
“Graffiti?” asked Rhys, eager to make some kind of contribution.
“Yes, graffiti. Has a habit of scratching things onto surfaces, does Jack. With a bloody screwdriver, it looks like.” Les the chubby landlord chuckled weakly.
“What are you talking about?” asked Mark.“Who's Jack?”
The landlord didn't answer for a while. Instead, his eyes switched from Mark to Rhys and back again. Finally, he let his head drop onto his chest.“Look,” he began, a resigned expression creeping over his face.“If you two wanna stick around an hour or so, wait 'til all this lot has left, slip me a few quid in me pocket, like, and I'll show you.”
Looking smug, Mark agreed for both of them, and they settled down at a corner table to wait it out.
In time, prompted by the landlord's repeated calls of come on, you lot! Don't you 'ave 'omes to go to? the remaining customers gradually filtered out of the pub.
By then, Rhys was having second thoughts. Not because of any alleged ghostly activity, but just because he was tired, drunk, and could think of a hundred things he would rather be doing than waiting in a pub for everyone else to leave. The landlord was probably taking the piss, anyway. Graffiti artist ghosts, be fucked.
But he knew any attempt to leave would be ridiculed by Mark. He could hear him now, speaking in that condescending way he used to manipulate people into doing what he wanted them to do.
You wanna what? Leave? What are you, chicken? Some kind of faggot? Afraid of some bumps and knocks?
Like most people, when his bravery was called into question it got Rhys' hackles up, and the mere prospect of it was enough to make him take action. Sometimes it was better to just go with the flow. To that end, it was he who jokingly suggested pooling their remaining resources to see if they had enough money left to bribe Les the chubby landlord into letting them stay the night in the Prince of Wales.
Mark, who may or may not have perceived the proposal as a challenge, readily agreed.
After, the last of the late-night drinkers departed Les joined them at their table.“You boys ready, then?” he asked.
Rhys and Mark both nodded as one, and on his signal followed the landlord out of the lounge and into a dingy, narrow corridor.
“So, how long has this all been going on?” Mark asked as they walked, doing his best to extract as much pertinent information as he could.
“That's the funny thing, see,” Les the chubby landlord began.“It only started when I came back from a family wedding in Ireland two months ago. While I was over there I did a bit of travelling and stayed at an old bed & breakfast just outside Dublin. It was run by an old lady. I forget her name, but I remember while I was there she kept talking about this character called Handsome Jack. At first, I thought it was another guest. Then I found out I was the only person staying there and thought she must be going a bit senile.”
“What kind of things did she say?” Mark asked.
“She used to say Handsome Jack was acting up,” Les the chubby landlord continued.“Hiding things, drawing on the furniture, making noises and that. In her head, she thought it meant he was trying to get amorous with her. Bless her.”
“The same things that have been happening here...” Rhys added helpfully.
“Damn right,” agreed Les.“You know, I think it followed me back, somehow. Maybe I carried it back in my suitcase!” He laughed, but the laugh was devoid of any humour.“Whatever it is, it came with me. Maybe it got bored over in Ireland and fancied a change.”
The landlord offered another unconvincing nervous chuckle. For the first time, Rhys noted beads of sweat standing out on his forehead.
“Why did she call him Handsome Jack?” asked Mark, always digging.
“See for yourself...” the landlord said as he stopped and pointed at pointed at a section of plaster-coated wall.
Against the nicotine-stained surface of the wall, Rhys was surprised to see an array of deep scratches exposing the pink plaster beneath the paint. It was the colour of smoked salmon. Most of the marks were indecipherable, but a few words stood out.
FUCK 
WATCH YOU
PIG
The most prominent word was repeated several times:
JACK.
“Well, it looks like the name is right. But how do we know he's really handsome?” asked Mark, as if that mattered. Or maybe it was his idea of a joke. Sometimes, it was almost like he asked questions all the time as a result of some inner compulsion, some longing to be heard. A psychologist would have a field day digging around inside his head.
Unperturbed, the landlord simply shrugged.“Dunno. It's just what the old lady in Ireland called him. And I'm not about to start calling him ugly, am I? Don't wanna piss him off, like.”
“I guess not,” Mark said. He gave Rhys one of his looks, and said.“We were thinking...”
“Go on,” the landlord said, a knowing expression crossing his face as if he already knew what the boys wanted. And he probably did.
“Would it be possible to stay here the night?” Mark continued.“Kind of a ghost hunter's vigil? Like one of those shows on telly, only without the camera crew. We wouldn't be any trouble, and we'd pay you for the privilege, of course.”
At the mention of money, Les the chubby landlord's round face positively lit up.“And how much would you be willing to pay? For the privilege?”
“Twenty-two pounds, seventy-four pence,” replied Mark without hesitation, the total sum of he and Rhys' pooled resources.
 
***
 
“What the fuck was that?” Mark asked again of the scratching sound when his first question remained answer-less.“That noise. Did you hear it?”
 “Hear it, are you crazy? It sounded like it was right here in the room with us,” Rhys replied. He hopped nervously from foot to foot, anxiously looking about the sparse back room the landlord had permitted them to use as he fought to control the tendrils of panic that began to snake down his back like cold fingertips. His breath hung in clouds before his eyes.
The temperature had dropped, dramatically and quickly. That wasn't all. The very atmosphere seemed to have changed. It was probably down to simple heightened emotions, or it could be the result of something altogether darker and more malicious. The air was now super-charged. Something was going to happen. And soon. Rhys could sense it.
Without warning, the sound came again, even louder this time.
Mark jumped out of the chair where he had been trying manfully to remain calm, and both young men's heads whirled around.
But there was nothing to see, except empty space filled only by a tiny three-legged stool throwing suggestive shadows against the far wall.
Was that stool there before?
Rhys couldn't remember. It must have been. But now the stool looked out of place, surreal. Like a mini three-legged fugitive from war of the Worlds. The stool seemed to be quivering slightly.
He was about to mention this to Mark, when suddenly the piece of furniture lifted itself completely off the floor. It moved slowly at first, then gathered momentum as it was raised higher and higher by unseen hands. Then it was flung across the room with such tremendous force that it shattered against the far wall. Pieces of splintered wood dropped to the ground in a semi-circle.
In that instant, every shred of bravado and embittered masculinity evaporated, and both young men turned on their heels and made for the door.
Rhys got there first, and flung the door wide. But before he could get his body through he was wrenched back by Mark who used his superior size to wrestle Rhys out of the way and barge him aside.
In the struggle, Rhys fell to the floor. But his ‘friend’ didn't even hang around long enough to help him up. The door slammed shut, and to add insult to injury, from his prone position on the hard wood floor Rhys heard the jangle of keys in the lock.
“Mark, what are you doing?” he shouted.
Too late.
The lock clicked into place, and after that it was only the sound of footsteps retreating at pace down the corridor.
 
***
 
Mark was awoken early next morning by the shrill tone of his mobile. Squinting against the invasive daylight and bolts of white-hot pain shooting through his head, he fumbled around until the handset fell into his grasp. Without looking at the display he hit the RECEIVE key.
“Hello? Who's that?”
“Rhys. Just ringing to say I'm okay. Not that you care.”
The voice on the other end of the phone sounded thick, and anger bubbled just beneath the surface. Remembering the events of the previous night, Mark's face flushed with shame. How could he just run off and leave his oldest friend alone like that? Even worse, lock him in that room with whatever it was that threw the stool against the wall.
“It wasn't like that,” he was trying to justify his actions both to himself and the voice on the other end of the phone.“Not like that at all. Hey, what happened, anyway? After... after I left?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Nothing at all. I just waited in the back room for Les to come and let me out in the morning.”
“What about the noises? And the flying stool?”
“It was a cat,” said the voice.
Mark frowned. There had been no cat. Why was Rhys lying?
What was more, his friend's tone had changed. All traces of anger had left. Now he sounded self-satisfied, even smug. What did he have to be smug about?
Something was wrong.
“... fancy it?”
Rhys had been talking the whole time, the words washing over Mark's consciousness like a flood.“What did you say?” he asked, his heart beginning to thump in his chest.
“I said I downloaded the new Funeral For a Friend album, if you wanna come over for a listen.”
Mark glanced at the clock on his bedside table. It was just after 8am. The new Funeral For a Friend album wasn't due to be released for a few days. Sure, an advance copy may have been leaked to the internet. That wouldn't be unusual. But Rhys would have mentioned it, if that was the case.
Besides, who invites people over to listen to music at this hour?
Confused, Mark mumbled an agreement and hung up his handset. He felt woozy and numb. His mouth was dry and a raging thirst made talking, and even swallowing, difficult. He needed fluids.
He opened his bedroom door and made his way gingerly down the stairs. Bypassing the bathroom for now, he went straight to the kitchen to get a drink.
It was cold in the kitchen, his flesh instantly peppered with goose bumps. As he stood at the sink filling a glass full of water from the tap, he happened to glance at the worktop to his left. What he saw there made his breath hitch in his throat.
Etched into the wooden surface with what must have been a knife or some other kind of sharp tool were three words:
JACK
IS 
HERE.
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Tiny Little Vampires
 
(Flash Version)
 
 



 
Mosquitoes are one of the vilest creatures on the planet. Tiny little vampires, that's what they are. Sneaky, too. During daylight hours, they hide in dark corners, only surfacing after nightfall to buzz around your head as you dozed, waiting for you to fall asleep so they could attack when your defences are down. Then, when you snapped on the light they disappeared, their black skeletal bodies camouflaged in the shaded areas of the walls and furniture.
 The writer Lafcadio Hearn said that mosquitoes were the reincarnations of the dead, condemned to their hopeless condition by the errors of their former lives. Meanwhile, the Babylonian Chronicles claim that a mosquito was responsible for the death of the Roman Emperor Titus. As punishment for destroying the Temple in Jerusalem, God instructed one of the insects to fly up the tyrant's nose where it picked at his brain until it eventually drove him insane.
 The insanity was something Lewis could sympathise with.
 He hadn’t slept for three days, but at least he had warm orange juice and cigarettes. The smoke drove the mozzies crazy. He wasn’t sure if they got high on the fumes, or if they thought the room was on fire. Or maybe the reaction was a result of that natural fear of fire instilled in all living creatures.
 Smoke meant fire. And fire spelled danger.
 But if they were looking for an escape route, they were shit out of luck. The doors and windows were all sealed with electrical tape.
 Lewis watched one of the insects land on a wall and carefully manoeuvred himself.
 Position was everything. You had to get it just so, or you risked striking out and having to start the game all over again.
 It was best to keep the shadow of your weapon away from the target and aim just a little in front of it. That way, if it sensed danger and took off, its trajectory took it straight into the jaws of death. After hours of trial and error, he now had this down to a fine art.
 At least, he thought he did.
 Thwack!

Missed.
 Shit!
 In his haste, Lewis had forgotten to apply the secret formula.
 The oversight sent him spiralling into rage, and he raced around the room like a man possessed, grunting and swinging his rolled-up magazine indiscriminately. The world around him degenerated into a kaleidoscopic onslaught of sights and sounds, and only after some time did he realize that he had quite literally been running around in circles.
 Thus far, he had managed to keep the war just the right side of moral, forsaking chemical warfare in favour of more traditional and honourable methods. But his patience was wearing thin.
 Naked except for a pair of white sweat-stained boxer shorts, most of his body was now covered in weeping red lumps.
 The itching had been driving him mad. In some places, he had scratched so hard that he had broken the skin and blood mixed with sweat and that strange, clear liquid that collected under the skin after a bite. When the festering mixture dried, it made a sticky pink film that clung to the skin like tree sap. That was why he couldn't wear clothes any more. The fibres stuck to him.
 It was time to up the ante. The magazine was a convenient, but fallible weapon. It was time to fetch out the big guns...
 Lewis raced into the tiny bathroom and emerged brandishing an aerosol can. His cigarette lighter was on the bedside table. He reached out with one scabbed, weeping hand, and snatched it up. He struck the wheel, and the flame danced into life. Holding it next to the cheap-ass deodorant canister, he pushed the button.
 Whoosh!

The discharge of propane gas ignited, sending a jet of flame two feet into the air.
 Hey presto! Instant insect napalm!
 This was much better than a magazine.
 Lewis scanned the flaking walls of the hotel room with red and puffy eyes.
 Nothing.
 No problem.
 There was time.
 He would just wait. It wouldn't be long before the bitches got hungry. He sat on the edge of the bed with the lighter in one hand and the cheap-ass deodorant canister in the other, and waited.
 Soon, as expected, there came a familiar drone buzzing around his head. He resisted the urge to flap at it wildly, and focused instead on picking the insect out of the gloom.
 There it was!
 It was getting bolder, the droning growing steadily louder as it flew around his head, circling him as it planned its attack.
 And then it stopped.
 Lewis looked down, being careful not to move too suddenly so as not to alarm his latest adversary.
 There she was. Perched on his bare knee.
 He waited, imagining the creature's proboscis snaking out of its body, piercing his skin, and injecting that vile compound secretion into him.

Feels good, doesn't it, bitch?
 The excitement was almost overwhelming. He could feel the blood rushing through his veins, the adrenaline beginning to take effect. The mosquito perched on his bare knee must be thinking she had struck the jackpot.
 He flicked the wheel of the lighter with his thumb causing a tiny, flickering flame to spring into life. He held the lighter still, and used the fingers of his other hand to push down the top of the cheap-ass deodorant canister.

Whoosh!
 The jet of flame leaped out of the aerosol, engulfing his naked thigh in ethereal shades of yellow, orange and red.
 There was no feeling at first. But then, the pain surged through him, radiating outwards from the raw patch of skin on his thigh. His lips pulled back from his teeth, he squeezed his eyes shut and threw his head back in a scream.
 As painful as it was, he let the roaring flames lick his leg for as long as he could stand before letting his shaking finger slide off the top. Without fuel, the gushing flames obediently died.
 Now, a new smell hung in the stuffy air, the acrid stench of burnt hair and singed flesh. His leg shook uncontrollably and bizarrely, his teeth started to chatter.
 Inspecting the seared limb, Lewis saw that the flames had burned away most of the skin to expose the once-pink flesh beneath, which was now scorched black. He didn't think he would be able to stand up for a while.
 No matter. At least he wasn't itching anymore. He would just sit here and wait for the next tiny little vampire to come along.
 
 



 
 
Roadkill
 



 
The two men stood in the road over the smoking wreck of a motorcycle, which was now more a twisted hunk of metal than a dream machine. The rider had been thrown off, coming to rest in a roadside drainage ditch about ten metres away. It took a few minutes to locate him, even judging the speed and trajectory of his unscheduled flight. The victim's body had suffered so much trauma it was difficult to look at, and even more difficult to think of it as once being human. Now it more resembled a pile of bloody rags filled with raw sausage meat.
 “Must been going way fuckin' fast,” the older man said in his thick Brazilian accent. Tito spoke English the same way most Brazilians did, quickly and with a edge, the words tumbling over each other in their fight to be heard. Most didn't learn the language from a text book. If they learned at all, they learned from Hollywood movies, gangster rap, and the street. As a consequence the average Brazilian didn't know a noun from an adjective, but could abuse the English language like a Marine and talk smack with the best of them.
 His younger partner nodded, surveying the area around them.“Yeah. No other vehicles involved, unless it was a hit n' run case. Must've just lost it on the bend back there, skidded, and came off.”
 “Prob'ly drunk or high on drugs. Maybe both,” Tito surmised. Judging by his ever-neutral tone, it was unclear whether this was an evaluation, an observation, or a condemnation.
 “Maybe,” Jimmy replied, not wanting to be drawn into a making a judgement about the recently deceased rider. It was none of his business.
 But actually it was his business.
 Now, it was.
 Staring down at the battered, lifeless body in the ditch, Jimmy grimaced. The rider wasn't wearing a helmet. Not that it would have done him much good. His body appeared to have struck the ground so hard it was pulverized on impact. In a dozen or more places, pieces of white bone protruded through the greying skin, which had ruptured and split like a ripe tomato. His face was contorted into a ghastly death mask, one eyeball glazed and lifeless while the other had become dislodged somehow and now rested midway down his cheek. It was held there by bloated red strings that disappeared into a dark cavity in his ruined face.
 “Must've just happened...”
 “Bet your lily-white ass it just happened,” Tito said.“Or some other crew would've been along and scraped his ass up by now. Guess it's our lucky night, huh?”
 “Guess so,” Jimmy agreed, struggling to control his gag reflex. He wasn't feeling very lucky.
 “Looks like this guy is beyond help, anyways. Jesus Christ, look at him. I doubt if there's a single bone left in his fuckin' body that ain't been fuckin' broken. He would have died as soon as he hit the ground. The guy be nothing but a pile of fuckin' rotting meat now. Road kill.”
 Jimmy shuddered. He didn't think he would ever get used to Tito's insensitivity. But sensitivity wasn't part of their job description. On the contrary, callous insensitivity would probably be a bonus. It would help your mental state immensely if you weren't burdened by compassion and saw other people only as chunks of meat.
 “So what're we going to do with him?”
 Tito sniffed.“Way this boy sees it is we got two fuckin' choices. Scoop the guy up, deliver him to the nearest hospital 'bout twenty minutes from here, and wait for the insurance payout. If there is one. Or...”
 “Or what?” Jimmy pressed.
 “Or we take a longer drive, across the city over to Trinity hospital.”
 “Why?” asked Jimmy. He needed to know exactly what he was getting himself into.
 “I know a guy,” Tito said simply.
 “Oh, you know a guy?” Jimmy scoffed.“Good for you, Tito. I know plenty of guys, too. I may not know as many faces as you, your ass being a local boy and everything, but I got contacts. What does your guy do, exactly?”
 Tito shrugged.“Buys fresh body parts and sells 'em on, I guess. Or he eats 'em. Who gives a fuck?”
 Jimmy tutted loudly.“We both know that shit's Illegal, dude. Even in Brazil.”
 “What? Eating body parts?”
 “No, not that,” Jimmy said.“Though I guess that is, too. In fact, that's probably illegal pretty much fucking everywhere. No, you know what I mean. Selling organs and shit. For that you're supposed to have special permission. You need documents, paperwork, all kinds of licenses and permits.”
 Tito emitted a loud, humourless laugh.“We provide a service, white bro. And get paid for our trouble. What's wrong with that? We ain't hurting nobody. We're just getting by, doin' what people do. Makin' money. If we didn't make a buck from this sucker, you can bet yo ass someone else will. If you hadn't noticed, this is Brazil, Jimmy Blue. Everything's legal here. For the right price. You understand?”
 Jimmy nodded. He understood. And his partner was right. He had been here long enough to realize that. What started as a backpacking trip had turned into an extended sabbatical in a strange alternate world where he could be someone else, live a different life. Back home in Tom's River, New Jersey, he was plain old Jimmy Bean. He had a boring job in a near-bankrupt ceramics factory and a whole load of aspirations, made bitter by the cold realization that that was all they would ever be unless he got off his ass and did something with his life. Here in Brazil he was Jimmy Blue. And he saved lives. Sometimes.
 He and his partner Tito made up one of Rio De Jinero's freelance ambulance crews that patrolled the city's streets at night looking for road accidents, bar fights, victims of shootings, stabbings, and street robberies. Basically, anybody in need of medical assistance. They worked in tandem with the state-run Servico de Atendimento Movel de Urgencia, but SAMU, as they were known, were woefully overstretched. Sometimes they didn't turn up at the scene for hours. If at all. These inadequacies left the way open for legal 'private ambulances,' which were much better equipped and more reliable.
 However, they were expensive. And of course, wherever there are 'legal' services there are illegal alternatives. Illegal in the sense that they weren't registered. Or even qualified. This was the area of expertise Jimmy had stumbled into.
 When shit happened, Tito and he would pull up in their makeshift ambulance, which Tito had christened Cigano, Brazilian for 'Gypsy,' because he said it had been so many places, and clean up the mess. They would ferry the injured to hospitals and the dead to the morgue. It didn't make much difference to them. Either way, they got paid by somebody.
 Live ones took precedence, obviously. A dead man can't pay his bills, even if his family can. Problem was that sometimes they weren't keen on doing so. Especially extended family. Imagine getting a call one night informing you that some crazy uncle you hadn't seen for a ten years had been murdered, and as a result you owed somebody $4,000. Those were the kind of unexpected expenses anybody could do without.
 Tonight was a slow night. The job paid relatively well. Much better than the ceramics factory ever did. But more than that, it was exciting. Life in Brazil was exciting. Dangerous, too. But every day was full of fresh challenges. It could be shocking, horrifying, sickening, rewarding, gratifying and humbling, all within the blink of an eye.
 Whatever, it was all part of the experience.
 The one thing Jimmy came to realize pretty damned soon was how fragile life is. It can all be rubbed out in an instant.
 Jimmy just fell into the job the way he fell into most things. After travelling around south America for three months he arrived in Rio flat broke. Needing money to continue his adventure he picked up some work as an English teacher. But he soon got bored of that. All those lazy rich kids that couldn't be bothered to learn, safe in the knowledge that their lives were already set. If they couldn't give a shit, why should he?
 He met Tito while he was drowning his considerable sorrows in a cheap bar one night. The big friendly Brazilian, twelve years older and sixty pounds heavier than him, was one of the few locals Jimmy met in that part of town that spoke serviceable English. Over beers he told Jimmy about a job opportunity that had come up, seeing as his last partner had recently left the city, and explained that he would be prepared to give Jimmy the chance on the condition that he help Tito practice his English as they worked. It seemed like a mutually beneficial arrangement, which is the best arrangement a guy can hope for. When opportunity knocks, the least you can do is open the fucking door.
 Even before he met Tito, Jimmy had heard all about the freelance ambulance crews working the streets of Brazil. Far from assuming they performed an important public service, most of them looked at their occupation as a business operation. Medical training was not a job requirement. In many respects, it was more like refuse collection.
 For the most part, the rival crews co-existed harmoniously, living by a strict 'first on the scene' rule. But they were very territorial. Sometimes, the boundaries got blurred and the rivalry spilled over. It wasn't unusual to see two competing crews having a fist fight by the side of the road amidst the debris of a wreck, sometimes as the very lives of the ones they should be helping ebbed away. There were even rumours of less scrupulous crews orchestrating accidents themselves just so they could get paid.
 Selling fresh cadavers to hospitals who then harvested the organs for transplant was generally frowned upon, and with good reason. Jimmy had never been involved with anything like it before. But in a country where the gulf between rich and poor was as big as it was in Brazil, there could be no doubt it was common practice.
 “How much do they pay?” Jimmy asked, a tingle of anticipation running through him.
 “With that much damage, who fuckin' knows? If all the dude's insides are still working we can maybe get five G's a-piece? The heart is the big one. Sell the heart and we can get a shit loada money. If it's healthy.”
 Jimmy suspected Tito's actual cut would be a lot more than his, but five grand would still be a nice little unexpected bonus.“Okay, let's do it,” he said.“Before someone else turns up and asks what the fuck we're doing.”
 Working together, the two men heaved the wrecked motorcycle to the side of the road, then hurriedly retrieved the broken body from the drainage ditch and strapped it to a plastic-covered stretcher.
 Jimmy pretended not to notice as his partner swiftly rifled through the victim's pockets. When he found a wallet, Tito opened it and took out most of the bills, leaving only a few crumpled lower denomination notes behind for effect, then put the wallet back in the same pocket he found it. They carried the stretcher over to Cigano, slid it onto the runners in the back, and slammed the door closed.
 In Cigano's cab, Tito took the driver's seat, as he invariably did. This was his operation. Jimmy was a mere hired hand, just there for fetching and carrying, he guessed. And maybe companionship.
 The cab was fitted with speakers and a police scanner, which they used to get a head's-up on the latest accidents and disturbances. But tonight, Tito didn't turn the rig on. No need. They already had a cargo. Instead, he turned on the radio, which was tuned into some generic commercial rock station. He did that sometimes. He said it helped kill the time. He was right. What he didn't mention was that sometimes, the music also helped drown out the screams and moans of the mortally-injured but conscious passengers they often carried.
 They were on the move now, Tito expertly steering them through the night on the narrow winding mountainous roads that traversed the outskirts of the city. All things considered, it was decided that it would be in their best interests to take the quieter, less travelled route. Their blue lights flashed a warning to other road users, but Tito kept the speed steady. There was no desperate hurry. Not for this victim, anyway.
 Jimmy watched the scenery whiz by, always keeping a keen eye open for another incident or accident. There was room for one more stretcher case in the back, and if they could stand or sit they could be packed in like sardines. Road safety laws were non-existent in Brazil. That was what kept them and the other freelance ambulance crews in business.
 Soon, Jimmy and Tito slipped into the easy, comfortable silence that came from people being brought together through circumstance rather than choice. When you were doing a job, there wasn't always need for small talk. You didn't have to entertain people. That was one reason why he liked working with Tito. The guy only spoke when he had something to say, and Jimmy usually tried to return the favour.
 A few miles into the journey, Jimmy became aware of a strange noise. Kind of a sporadic bumping, knocking, tapping. He glanced at Tito to see if he had registered it. If he had, it didn't show. Tito's face was a picture of concentration as he negotiated the difficult roads.
 At first, Jimmy dismissed the sounds as engine noise. Cigano was twenty-five years old if she were a day, and a vehicle that old was prone to the odd groan.
 But the noises were persistent.
 Eventually, Jimmy turned down the radio.“Do you hear that?”
 “Hear what?” Tito grumbled.“I was hearing some bangin' tunes 'til you just cut them off.”
 Both men listened. For a few seconds they heard nothing but the engine and the sound of tires on tarmac. Then, it came again.

Knock, knock.
 Tentative, but clearly audible. This time, Jimmy was able to identify the source. It was coming from the back.
 “What the fuck?” Tito exclaimed.“I thought that guy was dead meat, already,”
 “For sure,” Jimmy agreed.“So who else is back there?”
 “Nobody, dude. Ya know that as well as I do,” Tito sounded offended.“It must be Roadkill. He must just have been unconscious when we picked him up or summin. Sounds like he just woke up.”
 “Roadkill? That's what you're calling the guy now?”
 “Well I don't know his fuckin' name. Do you?”
 “Guess I don't,” Jimmy conceded, resisting the urge to remind his friend that he hadn't been the one rifling through the guy's wallet. Whatever, in the absence of anything better, Roadkill fit the bill.“But the dude was dead, Tito. You saw. How can he even fucking stand up? Did you see the state of his legs? Broken isn't the word. They were mangled.”
 “I Dunno,” Tito shrugged,“I ain't no doctor. Maybe the guy took a shit load of coke right before he took a dive, knocked himself unconscious, and woke up still whizzing his tits off. Ain't you ever done that? Get so wasted you pass out and still be wasted when you wake up? We get the good shit here. Take enough and a man can think himself invisible.”
 “Invisible? I think you mean invincible.”
 “Do I? Okay, teacher. I remember for next time.” That was what Tito always said. The impressive thing being that he generally did remember the next time.
 As if in response to the duo's conversation, the knocking became steadily louder and more urgent.
 Thump, thump, thump!

Finally, Jimmy could stand it no longer.“Okay, pull over, Tito,” he said.“I'll go out back and take a look. See what's what.”
 “Yeah, you do dat,” Tito said, slowing Cigano down and pulling over to the side of the deserted road.“Give him a sedative. Something to calm the motherfucker down. And don't hold nothin' back, either.”
 “Right,” Jimmy agreed.“Poor guy must be in agony.”
 “Fuck his agony!” Retorted Tito.“My man over at Trinity won't touch the dude unless he's dead. He likes his organs fresh, but not that damn fresh.”
 Jimmy was shocked.“You mean you want me to OD him?”
 “Sure, why not?” Tito shrugged.“Guy's fucked anyways.”
 “Because I'm not a murderer. That's why not!”
 “Yo, what's the big problem here?” Tito asked, with what looked like genuine confusion.“He'll probably be dead by the time we get to where we're going. Put him outta his misery. You'd be doing the guy a good turn.”
 “If he dies,” Jimmy reasoned,“Then it's God's will. But the guy sure as hell ain't dying because I shoot him up with drugs. I don't want that on my conscience.”
 “Even if he's in bad pain?”
 “Even if he's in the worst pain imaginable,” Jimmy confirmed, though he begrudgingly admired Tito for trying to justify his warped rationale.
 “Pussy white boy,” Tito taunted as he cut the engine and plucked the keys from the ignition, handing the set to the American as his companion opened his door and climbed out of the passenger side.
 The gentle night breeze ruffled Jimmy's hair as he made the short journey to the rear end of Cigano. En route he tried, unsuccessfully, to convince himself that it was also the breeze making his skin crawl, rather than the creeping uneasiness that was enveloping him.
 Slipping a key into the lock fixed to the back door of the vehicle, Jimmy took a deep breath and pulled it open.
 The crash victim Tito had charmingly dubbed Roadkill wasn't safely strapped to the stretcher any more. Now, he lay face-down on Cigano's floor.
 “What the...” Jimmy spluttered, trying to make sense of the scene.
 Evidently, the crash victim had managed to untie the straps binding him to the stretcher and, broken bones and all, risen up and pounded his fists against the drivers partition hard and long enough to leave a calling card of smeared blood and gore. Something Jimmy would have to clean up after his shift was over.
 When the door opened, Roadkill flinched and reached up a feeble hand as if for help. A single drop of blood ran from the end of his finger to land on the floor. It was such a pitiful sight to behold that Jimmy's first reaction was to run to the vic's aid.
 But something held him back.
 Instead of rushing to help, Jimmy froze. Some inner sense implored him to stay away. No, not just stay away. Run away!
 Deep down, he knew that what he was seeing simply couldn't be true. Nobody could crawl around with those kinds of injuries. It wasn't just improbable, it was impossible.
 “What's goin' on back there?” Tito's impatient voice drifted on the breeze.“Come on white boy, stick that fucker and lets get the fuck outta here!”
 Jimmy found he was rooted to the spot. Couldn't move. He felt his lips pull back over his teeth in disgust as Roadkill gurgled and lurched a few centimetres closer to him. It was all he could do to keep from recoiling.
 Summoning up all his strength, he climbed in back, quickly took a syringe from the first aid kit, and loaded it with the sedative. Then he addressed Roadkill, trying desperately to sound calm and authoritative. Or at least in control of the situation.“Okay sir, sit on the bench, please. You've been in an accident. I'm gonna give you something for the pain...”
 Jimmy had discovered that even if the vics couldn't understand English, they responded well to a calm, soothing tone.
 At the sound of the voice, Roadkill cocked his head. The remaining eye was dead and lifeless, while the other still dangled against his cheek. In the crash he had suffered massive head trauma. The entire right side of his skull was caved in, the brown skin and exposed flesh adorned with glistening white shards of bone. Jimmy had to look away as a large flap of skin, hair still attached, came away from Roadkill's scalp and landed on the floor at his feet
 Without thinking about it too much, Jimmy seized Roadkill under the armpits and heaved with all his might, wincing as broken bones jarred horribly together. Jimmy hoisted him up and sat him atop the stretcher, where Roadkill obediently flopped backwards and allowed himself to be strapped in once more, dislocated jaw hanging at an angle allowing a stream of blood and mucus to leak out of his mouth.
 Jimmy paused long enough to admire a black serpentine tattoo inscribed with the words Vivo para Sempre, before jabbing the needle into the meat of Roadkill's upper arm,. Then he depressed the plunger, withdrew the syringe, and got the hell out of there as quickly as his shaking legs would carry him.
 “Everything okay back there? You look a little pale. Even paler than usual,” Tito said, chuckling at his own joke as Jimmy returned to the cab and handed over the keys.
 “Yeah, sure,” Jimmy said, trying not to sound as shaken as he felt.“Guy's alive, all right. Somehow. But I don't know for how much longer. He's pretty beat up. I gave him a sedative.”
 “Well, let's hope that sedative takes care of things,” Tito replied with a wink as he started up the engine and turned the radio back on.
 Jimmy didn't say anything. Instead, he buckled his seat belt and let out a heavy sigh. He had an awful feeling the sedative wouldn't take care of things. Not at all.
 A few miles down the road, the knocking started again. Tito glared over at Jimmy.“Thought you said you gave that sucker a sedative.”
 “I did,” Jimmy protested, his heart sinking a notch.“I stuck the needle right into the middle of this big God-damned snake tattoo he had.”
 Tito was quiet for a moment. Then he said,“Was it a black snake?”
 “What? Yeah, it was a black snake. With some Portuguese or Brazilian or whatever written underneath it.”
 “What'd the words say?”
 “Fuck should I know?” Jimmy shrugged.“I don't speak your weird-ass language.”
 “I know. But you can read, can't you? Same building blocks in a different order. That's what you told me, teacher. Tell me what the words said, and maybe you can do enough job that I can translate.”
 Jimmy frowned and thought for a few moments. Surprised at himself, even though he hadn't taken much notice at the time, he found he could remember what was written under the black snake. His grasp of Portuguese was poor, bordering on non-existent, but perhaps some instinct deep inside him recognized the significance of the words and burned them into his memory. He spoke slowly, trying to mimic what he assumed to be the correct pronunciation,“Vivo Para Sampro. I think. Some shit like that.”
 “Vivo Para Sempre?” Tito repeated in his flawless Brazilian Portuguese.
 Jimmy nodded,“Sounds about right.”
 Jimmy saw Tito stiffen and grip the steering wheel ever tighter.“Hey, what's up Tito, my man?”
 “Nothin'.”
 Jimmy spent ten hours or more a day with the guy, and had done for months. He knew him pretty well. Something had spooked his partner.“It's not nothin'. What's the deal, Tito? What's on your mind? What does the guy's ink have to do with anything?”
 Tito shifted nervously in his seat, hands holding the steering wheel so tight now that his knuckles were white, standing out against his brown skin. What started as a routine night, or as close to routine as any given night could be in this job, had turned into a literal white-knuckle ride.
 “Tito...”
 “Okay, dammit. It's a gang tattoo.”
 Jimmy was unimpressed.“Yeah, so?”
 “Every gang has their own tatts,” Tito continued.“They be like symbols. An' I guess we got us a member of da... in English I guess you would call 'em Devils?”
 “That's original,” Jimmy said dismissively.“So we picked up a gang-banger, so what? We do it all the time.”
 “These ain't your average gang-bangers. These are the real bad asses.”
 Thump, thump, thump!

“They all are,” Jimmy said.“That's why they are gang bangers and not pizza delivery boys.”
 “Yeah well, the Devils, right,” Tito shifted awkwardly in his seat.“They're a little... different. Special.”
 “Oh yea? How so?”
 “They're known for messing about with black magic and shit. It's how they got the name, and the reputation. They put spells and hexes on people, conjure up demons and who knows what other bullshit. Like they think every day is fuckin' Halloween day. Scary fucks.”
 “Devil-worshipping gang members? Are you shitting me?” Jimmy threw up his hands in exasperation.
 Rather than attempt to answer a hypothetical question, Tito resorted to his go-to line,“This is Brazil, dude.”
 Jimmy shook his head disbelievingly.“And every day is a fuckin' adventure. Ain't I the lucky one? So what do the words mean?”
 “ Vivo Para Sempre?”
 “Yeah...”
 “It mean 'live forever,'” Tito explained, raising his voice to be heard over the increasing din behind them.“It's their motto.”
 “That's just fucking beautiful. So how far to the hospital?” Jimmy asked.
 “If we don't hit no traffic, maybe twenty or thirty minutes.”
 “Wonderful,” Jimmy said, though he wasn't sure Tito heard him. Or would even care if he did. He wasn't yet sure if his partner understood the concept of sarcasm.
 The banging behind them was gradually reaching a crescendo. What was more, it was now accompanied by a low, strangled gurgling punctuated by the occasional groan of vented frustration. Jimmy leaned forward and turn up the music. It was a relief when the thrashing strains of Metallica's Enter Sandman flooded the cab.
 But far from being a deterrent, Metallica only seemed to anger Roadkill, who let out a garbled, muffled cry of rage and began reigning blows down on the partition wall hard enough to make it shudder in its frame.
 “Don't know how much longer that cage back there will hold him...” Jimmy said.
 Tito didn't reply. Instead, he accelerated a little more and hunched his body protectively over the wheel, eyes fixed dead ahead. He had the air of a man on a mission.
 The banging, thumping and moaning continued unabated. Until a few miles later when Tito suddenly grumbled,“Fuck it!” and pulled Cigano over to the side of the deserted road.
 “What are you doing?” Jimmy asked, alarmed.“Let's just get the motherfucker to a hospital. Any hospital. Warm or cold. We'll just drop him off, fill out the paperwork, and then he'll be someone else's problem.”
 Jimmy couldn't tell Tito the real reason he didn't want to stop was because he didn't want to go look in the back. Not again.
 “He'll be someone else's problem, all right,” Tito said, unlocking the glove compartment.“I got something else for that tough hunk of living meat to be thinking about.” With that Tito opened the glove box and produced the biggest handgun Jimmy had ever seen. It was a silver six-shooter, like the kind you saw in westerns.
 “Jesus Christ, Tito!” Jimmy said, alarmed.“What the fuck is that?” Guns made him nervous.
 “Its my piece, what does it look like?”
 “It looks like trouble, that's what it looks like,” Jimmy complained. Tito had alluded to having a gun many times in the past, but that was something almost everyone did in South America. At least within the circles Jimmy moved in. The problem was that nobody was ever really sure if anyone else was really packing or if they were just talking shit. It was a continent-wide game of bluff and double-bluff. In a weird kind of way, just owning a real gun spoke volumes for Tito's integrity.
 For a horrible moment, Jimmy's thought the gun was meant for him. That maybe Tito was some kind of demented serial killer who got off on killing dumb foreigners and dumping their bodies in dark places where nobody would ever find them. That would explain what happened to his last partner.
 But instead of killing him, Tito killed the engine, and plucked the keys out of the ignition, causing the music to die mid-riff. The frantic banging stopped with it, and Jimmy could imagine Roadkill in the back, head cocked, wondering what had just happened.
 Without another word, Tito unclipped his seatbelt, swung open the driver's side door, and stepped out into the night.
 Jimmy stayed put, weighing up his options. He thought about making a run for it. But they were in the middle of nowhere. Anything could happen to him out here alone at night. It took just seconds to realize that there were no options. He wasn't just along for the ride, he was in this up to his neck. Cursing under his breath, he followed Tito out of the cab.
 As he walked unsteadily toward Cigano's rear, he heard the jangle of keys, followed by an exclamation of surprise. Then, Tito screamed. It wasn't a scream of rage or fear, it was a scream of pain. Jimmy knew the difference. In that instant, the gravity of the situation fully dawned on him. If big, tough Tito was in this much trouble, the situation must be dire.
 Jimmy broke into a dash, arriving at the rear of the old ambulance to find Tito on his back with Roadkill on top of him.“Get the fucker offa me!” the Brazilian shouted. Both of his thick hands were wrapped around the crash victim's throat, and it looked for all the world as if he was trying to take a bite straight out of Tito's face. There was blood, lots of blood, though at first it was unclear where it was coming from.
 The gun lay on the ground beside the struggling pair. Jimmy saw it, but didn't want to pick it up. Instead, he lashed out with a boot and caught Roadkill squarely in the sternum, the blow sending the thing that wouldn't die flailing into the dirt.
 Tito immediately scrambled and snatched up his weapon, ranting in Portuguese as he did so. Jimmy didn't need to understand the words to know what was on his partner's mind. He got the gist. Tito had finally lost it.
 Roadkill was trying to get to his knees, swaying wildly from side to side. All that head trauma must have knocked the shit out of his equilibrium.
 Tito, still ranting so much that spittle was flying out of his mouth, pushed the barrel of the gun against Roadkill's forehead and pulled the trigger.
 A deafening blam! shattered the stillness of the night, and the crash victim was thrown backward in a pink spray of blood and brain matter. He landed spread-eagled on his back, broken limbs twitching.
 Not satisfied, Tito stepped forward, tilted the gun to the side gangster style, and fired off three more quick rounds. What was left of Roadkill's head exploded with the impact of the large calibre bullets, leaving just a stumpy spinal column attached to a messy clump of matted hair and skull fragments.
 “Mofo bit me or summin,” Tito said, wiping at his wounded cheek with one hand whilst holding the still-smoking gun in the other.
 Unable to hold his last meal any longer, Jimmy doubled over and vomited into the vegetation lining the road. He wasn't ordinarily sick at the sight of carnage, but this was no ordinary case. Even for Brazil, this was a fucking freak show. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he straightened up and said,“Great move, Einstein, with the head shots and everything. How are we gonna explain that to your guy at the hospital?”
 “Who give's a flyin' fuck?” Tito replied nonchalantly.“We don't gotta explain nothin'. Just so long as no lead hit him in the parts them doctors can use. That's why I shot him in the head, see? Otherwise, they don't ask no questions. Now help me get him in the back. I'm startin' to losing patience with this stinky hunk of meat.”
 The body was a lot lighter minus the head, and easier to manoeuvre. This time, they didn't bother strapping it to the stretcher, there was no point, and within minutes they were back in the cab. Tito threw the handgun back in the glove compartment, put the vehicle into gear, and pulled off.
 Once back on the road, Tito turned the radio back on. It was still turned into the same rock station. Now The Ramones were singing 'Rockaway Beach,' the happy, go-lucky melody and lyrics completely at odds with the night's events. Tito sang along with the chorus in his flat monotone voice, as if he hadn't just blown somebody's head off.
 Jimmy tried to occupy his mind by thinking about what he was going to do when he got back to the tiny roach-infested apartment he rented. His usual routine after a night shift was a light breakfast of toast, eggs and maybe some fruit, a shower, and nine or ten hours of well-deserved sleep. Providing the noise of the city let him sleep. He had a feeling that today, sleep would be even more difficult to come by than usual.
 Just a few minutes later, the now-familiar banging started again. Tito and Jimmy exchanged a disbelieving look.
 “You gotta be fuckin' shitting me,” said the Brazilian with a shake of the head. Blood dripped down his chin from the bite on his cheek which had left a jagged hole.
 Jimmy felt the colour drain from his face. He suspected as much before, but now he knew for certain that tonight, he was treading within the realms of the supernatural.

Live Forever.
 He didn't know the details. Didn't know whether the street gang called the Devils really used black magic to give themselves superpowers or make themselves unkillable, or if they had inadvertently driven Cigano onto the set of some kind of Romero-style horror movie.
 He didn't even want to know the details.
 He just wanted this night to end.
 “So what now, Tito?” He said, struggling to prevent his voice from wavering.“What now, big guy, huh? You already blew his head off. What's your next great idea?”
 Tito held the steering wheel steady and stared at the road ahead as Cigano streaked ever-nearer her destination. Some generic thrash metal music thundered and seared out of the speakers, and the beating on the partition increased, rocking it mercilessly within its frame.
 Suddenly, there was a crack and a splinter as the partition, the only thing separating Jimmy and Tito from the death-defying monstrosity occupying the space behind, finally began to succumb to the prolonged assault.
 “That wall ain't gonna last much longer...” Jimmy pointed out, as if it needed saying.
 Shouting to be heard above the rising din, Tito said,“Fuckin' Devils. Why can't they just stay dead?”
 “Maybe because they have some weird voodoo shit going on that lets them cheat death,” Jimmy replied. In the face of mounting evidence, what seemed so outlandish thirty minutes earlier was now the most plausible explanation.“If they are unstoppable, imagine how feared they must be on the street. One of those monsters could take out an entire opposition gang.”
 “Oh yeah?” said Tito.“And how's he gonna do that? By banging on their fuckin' door until they fuckin' kill themselves?”
 Jimmy ignored the comment.“That would explain why they ride their bikes so fast and live their lives so damn hard,” he reasoned.“They have no fear of death, or anything else. What else do you know about The Devils?”
 “I know they're fuckin' hard to kill,” Tito replied as he used the back of his hand to wipe blood off his chin.
 There was something written into his features that Jimmy didn't care for.“I know that, too,” he snapped.“What else, Tito. There's more. You got me into this. Now tell me everything you know before I walk away and let you deal with this whole sorry mess on your own!”
 As if to accentuate Jimmy's harsh words, the banging on the partition wall grew even more ferocious. There were no moans or shouts this time, probably only because Roadkill was missing a mouth, along with the rest of his face. But what he lacked in vocal dexterity he more than made up for in aggression and sheer determination.
 Another splintering sound.
 The partition could only be a few blows away from giving out.
 By way of riposte, Tito told Jimmy several times to go fuck himself in Portuguese. Jimmy was familiar enough with the vocabulary to understand that much.
 “Fine, Tito,” Jimmy said.“You have it your way, big guy. But tomorrow you are going to be trawling the bars again looking for a new partner.”
 Tito let out a frustrated sigh.“Okay, okay, partners is partners, right?”
 “Yes!” Jimmy barked, even as he decided that if things got too crazy he would skip out anyway. Just save his own skin. Get out of there and find another job. Even being a bell boy in one of the hotels would be better than this. Hell, selling his ass for ten bucks a throw would be better than this.
 “The last guy who sat in that seat,” Tito tore his eyes off the road just long enough to thrust his bald, glistening head toward the passenger seat where Jimmy now sat, ashen-faced.“Well, he needed the money a lot more than you did. He was a junky see, and loved picking up dead gang-bangers just to get his hands on their stash. If you were lucky you got a dealer. Even if you were shit unlucky and just got a user, he would still have a pocket full of shit. It was him that introduced me to the good people over at Trinity Hospital.”
 “You're talking about your last partner?”
 “Yup. Had less morals than you, too. Do you say 'fewer' morals or 'less' morals than you?”
 “If you can't count them you have less,” Jimmy said, for once remembering something useful from his teaching stint.“Who gives a fuck, Tito? Just get on with the story.”
 “Right. Well, he was one of those bad guys that sometimes caused accidents himself so me n' him could pick up the pieces n' get paid. One night, we ran a motorcycle off the road and straight into a tree. Made a real mess of the guy. I swear, you could put what was left of him into a cigarette packet. Right before he croaked, he started freaking out. Screaming, cursing, dropping threats on us an' shit. Told us he knew what we done, and that nobody murdered no Devil and got away with it.” 
 “Shit.”
 “Shit is right. He also said his boys would look us up someday. I thought he was just tripping. You know, off his head.”
 “What happened next?”
 “What d'ya think?”
 “The guy died?”
 “Damn fuckin' right he died,” Tito said. Jimmy noticed the Brazilian's eyes flick toward the glove compartment where he kept his gun, and hoped it didn't mean what he thought it meant. “And then?”
 “We took the lousy sack of meat and money over to Trinity, where they bought his liver and eyeballs. Guess we already lost the eyeballs on the fucker we got ridin' in back right now. But we should still get something for his liver and kidneys.”
 Another thunderous crash. It now sounded as if Roadkill was taking runs at the partition and trying to knock it down with what remained of his his shoulder.
 “What happened to him? Your last partner?” Jimmy asked, suddenly curious.
 “Who knows?” Tito shrugged.“Skipped town, maybe. Didn't show up for work one night. Left me working this beat alone. Wouldn't answer his cell. Fuckin' prick pussy. Next day I went to his apartment and knocked the door coupla times, but there was nobody home. I called his cell a few more times after that, but I guess the guy didn't wanna be found. It's pretty fuckin' hard to find a guy that doesn't wanna be found. So I stopped trying. Fuck him. Don't need that shit. I was on the look-out for a replacement, and that's when I pumped into you.”
 “Bumped.”
 “What'ya say?”
 “It's bumped, Tito. You bumped into me. Pumped means something else entirely.”
 “Oh, right. Gotcha.”
 “Do you think he really skipped town?” Jimmy said,“Or do you think maybe the curse the Devil's put on you guys caught up with him? That one we got in back seemed very anxious to get his hands on you. Didn't try an' rip my head off. In fact, didn't pay me no heed at all. If you ask me, that's what we have here. Or that's what you have here. You got the curse of the devils. In the flesh.”
 “Fuckin' curse, haha!” Tito laughed as if that was the funniest thing he'd ever heard.“That dude, he was just no good. He just skipped town, okay? This is...”
 “Brazil. I know. This is fuckin' Brazil,” Jimmy finished for him.“Tito my man, it may have escaped your notice, but there's a fuckin' headless corpse currently banging on the walls back there. That shit ain't right. It ain't right at all.”
 Tito shrugged and said, in his typically understated way,“I know. It's... incredible, right? Where da fuck is he getting the strength from?”
 “What? Tito, we have a situation here! Don't you understand? This isn't normal.”
 “What's normal, anyways?” Tito shrugged his burly shoulders.
 “Not that!” Jimmy retorted as he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. In all the time the two men had known each other, this was the first time they had engaged in what could be described as a heated discussion.
 “Okay, enough. That's fuckin' it!” Tito yelled as, without even checking the rear view mirror, he stood on the brakes, bringing the vehicle to a shuddering halt.“Come on, I might need your help.”
 “What do you need me for?” Jimmy complained. He was beginning to get a very bad feeling.
 “Just come on!” Tito said.“I've had enough of this fool trashing my wheels. This is how I make my livin,' you know?” The big Brazilian again unclipped his seatbelt, opened his door and exited the vehicle.
 With a heavy heart, Jimmy did as he was asked and followed Tito to the back, where the big Brazilian unlocked the doors and flung them open.
 The compartment now resembled a slaughterhouse. There was blood and gore everywhere, covering almost every surface of the once-sanitised interior. Roadkill was on his knees, the stubby length of vertebrae protruding from his neck where his head used to be twitching in the breeze, as if sensing that something in the atmosphere had changed.
 Tito jumped into the back and held the door open for Jimmy who quickly followed. The door slammed shut behind them.
 Now they were alone with the thing they called Roadkill.
 Jimmy shrank away from the headless monstrosity, pressing his back against Cigano's cool wall. The entire episode was becoming surreal and dream-like. But through it all, there was an over-riding sense of impending danger. Jimmy's senses were in a state of red alert.
 Tito snatched up a box of disposable rubber gloves, took out a pair and threw the box to Jimmy.“Cover up,” he said.“This could get messy. Who knows what bugs this diseased fuck is carrying.”
 In one of the storage spaces beneath the benches was a selection of heavy tools, usually used to cut and pry crash victims free of wreckage. As he opened the compartment, Tito neatly side-stepped one of Roadkill's flailing arms. Jimmy noticed the hand hanging limply, the wrist having either been broken in the initial accident or by its own blows on Cigano's walls.
 It.
 Not he.
 It.
 Jimmy couldn't even think of Roadkill as human any more.
 He could feel hot bile rising in his throat and swallowed it back with a grimace.
 Tito turned around. He was holding something unwieldy and metallic in his burly brown hands.“Come over here and hold this sucker down!” he shouted, moving swiftly out of the way as Roadkill made a last, desperate lunge at his ankles.
 No sooner had Jimmy recognized that the instrument Tito wielded was a fireman's axe, there was a flash of sharpened steel, a too-loud whoosh! then a sickening dull thunk as the axe blade cut through one of Roadkill's legs, severing it just above the knee.“That should slow the sucker down!” Tito yelled triumphantly as he immediately adjusted his position and swung the axe again.
 The other leg took two blows, the first strike becoming lodged in the thick thigh bone. As Tito hacked away, Jimmy did his best to limit the effects of Roadkill's wildly flailing arms by pinning them against his body, wondering all the while for some absurd reason whether Roadkill could still feel pain or not. He didn't know a great deal about human biology but he suspected not, now that the brain and all the pain receptors it held had been severed from the body. At least, he hoped not.
 After making swift work of the legs, Tito, sweating now with the effort, also relieved Roadkill of both arms. When he finished hacking at the tattooed limb, he hawked and spat on it.“Fuckin' Devils. Fuck you!”
 Grisly task completed, the Brazilian plucked up the bloody torso in a bear hug and dumped it onto the stretcher, using the straps to hold it in place.“Make some noise now, fucker!” he yelled.
 Jimmy should have known what was coming next. Yet, he watched in a combination of awe and horror as Tito used the small selection of tools they carried to open up Roadkill's stomach and chest cavity and take out his internal organs, one by one.
 The worst part of the whole operation was the smell. In the enclosed space it was almost overpowering. Jimmy had no idea a human body could stink so badly.
 As Tito extracted the heart, liver, lungs, kidneys and several other slimy, bloated, unidentifiable fleshy masses from the still-quivering body he handed them to Jimmy, who bagged them in zip-locks and set them aside. He gagged when he handled the heart, and found that it was still pulsing weakly. Not beating exactly, but pulsing, as if an electrical charge was passing through it.
 How could that be possible?
 But Jimmy had given up trying to distinguish between the possible and the impossible.
 He had a good mind to lay the heart on the floor and stomp on it until it was nothing but red jelly. But something told him that Tito would freak out if he did that. The heart was potentially the most valuable part of the entire haul. To lose it now would make everything they had gone through redundant.
 Dismembering and amateur organ harvesting complete, Jimmy and Tito threw the severed limbs and violated cadaver into the rich undergrowth off the side of the road where, hopefully, the native wildlife would dispose of the remains by natural means before anyone found it.
 Even if the body parts were discovered, Tito insisted, there was nothing to tie them to the crime. There wasn't even any evidence that a crime had been committed. If it came down to it, he was pretty sure a good defence lawyer would be able to get them off. This was Brazil. And he knew a guy, who knew a guy, who knew a guy...
 They finally reached Trinity Hospital shortly before 4am. At that hour, when even the druggies and gang-bangers were asleep, the place was deserted. Tito parked Cigano in an empty ambulance bay out front. He used the rear-view mirror and an oil rag to clean up the worst of the blood on his face, then left Jimmy sitting in Cigano's cabin while he took the bag of organs, which had mercifully stopped pulsing, and went off into reception to find his contact. He insisted on going alone.
 As he waited in the car park, Jimmy must have experienced some kind of adrenaline dump. He remembered reading somewhere that traumatic situations have a way of doing that to you. This night had certainly been traumatic. And not just for him. The one they called Roadkill was in pieces. Literally.
 Jimmy wanted to crack a smile, but found he couldn't. Maybe his little joke would be funny if it wasn't true. Instead of laughing, he closed his eyes and dosed for a while.
 A sudden noise snapped him back to his senses.
 He jumped in his seat.
 NO!
 In his mind's eye he saw Roadkill, or some disembodied part of him, pounding on Cigano's side, looking for his heart.
 Then the driver's side door opened and Tito appeared. He was smiling from ear to ear and waving a huge wad of cash in his hand.“What did I tell you? Ten grand all-in, baby!”
 That was the way it was done in Brazil. Cash. Always cash. During his time, Jimmy had seen people pay for cars with big wads of bank notes. Later, he wondered if Tito had been straight with him. He could have been given any sum of money for the body parts, knowing that Jimmy would have no way of knowing.
 Then, at some point, he realised he didn't give a shit. His cut was more enough for his purposes.
 By the time they dropped off the bag of still-warm organs and drove back across the city, dawn was breaking over the city. Tito drove Jimmy to his apartment and the two men parted ways with nothing more than a solemn handshake.
 By that point, Jimmy had already decided his new line of work was just too damn weird. Fuck it. Three days later, he used his cut of the money from Trinity to buy a one-way plane ticket to Newark international and returned to Tom's River. There, he fell back into his small-town existence and his south American adventure soon faded into memory.
 Usually.
 Sometimes, in the dead of night, Jimmy would see Roadkill in his dreams. Or at least he would see the pieces of him edging their way through the undergrowth, decomposing but still somehow animated. And still on his trail. Tito had said that it was difficult to find a man who didn't want to be found. But Jimmy had his doubts.
 Every time he dreamed of Roadkill, he was reminded of Tito. He really should give his old friend a call or an email soon. It had been a long time since he'd heard from his old colleague. But every time he thought about it, something squirmed deep in the pit of his stomach. Somehow, he knew his call or email would go unanswered.
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Little Dead Girl
 
The idea for this little shocker came from a pretty disturbing dream I had when I was working as an English teacher in central China. Immersing yourself in a completely different culture, especially one so removed from what you are used to, can be a very alienating, and occasionally debilitating experience. It did provide me with a lot of material to write about, though, including this and my novella Apartment 14F. Thinking about that dream even now still makes me shiver. Little Dead Girl was originally published in the first edition of Unspoken Water magazine. In Scottish custom,'unspoken water' is water with supposed healing properties collected from under a bridge,“Over which the living pass and the dead are carried.”
 
Curiosities
 
When I was growing up, my parents part-owned an antiques shop in my home town. It was a massive three-storey building with a dark, damp cellar and a warehouse-like storage space attached to the back. A lot like the one described in this story. Being such an old, decrepit place, it was full of dark nooks and cranny's. Not to mention funny smells. It may have been my over-fertile imagination, but I was sure there was something in that cellar. This story was going to be the first part of a series involving Neil Needham and his shop, partly inspired by The Collector in the old Eagle comics, with a sly nod to Stephen King's Needful Things. It still might be.
 
Intruder
 
A short, snappy little tale I knocked out in a single session, more details of which escape me. Sometimes the best stories work that way.
 
Embracing Solitude
 
This was among the first things I ever wrote. It sat dormant on my hard drive for years, and has never been published before. When you first start writing fiction you don't want anyone else to read your work in case they think it's shit. I think it's a phase a lot of people go through when they are learning the ropes. This is from that period. A couple of years ago I stumbled across it, gave it a little kick up the ass, and here it is. It addresses some things most of us have some unfortunate experience with at some point in our lives, specifically jealousy and infidelity. There's also a little dig at unscrupulous literary agents, of which there are many.
 
The Night Visitor
 
The idea for this story also came from a dream I had once when I was staying at my parent's house in New Tredegar, South Wales. In the dream, I was the one sneaking into people's homes at night. Not to steal anything or inflict harm, but just to watch people sleep. How creepy is that? I knew there was a story in it somewhere. The challenge then lay in developing that concept into a something with a beginning, a middle, and an end. The finished product was rejected a few times before eventually finding a home in Fantastic Horror magazine as The Night-Time Visitor.
 
Hero of the Day
 
With this story I wanted to see if I could lull the reader into a false sense of security, lead them down the garden path, then sucker-punch them in the last paragraph. I like playing with the idea that all is not what it seems on the surface. I think I succeeded to some degree. I stole the title from a Metallica song. It was published in the short-lived Dark Valentine magazine.
 
Treat Night
 
Writing about ghosts and monsters is fun, but horror comes in many forms. This is a bold attempt at psychological horror, specifically the devastating loss of a loved one and the effect grief might have on a fractured mind. As I wrote this I couldn't help feeling a bit sorry for Stuart. But whichever way you slice it, the poor guy was never going to get a happy ending. If he did, I wouldn't have a story. Treat Night was originally published in the anthology Denizens of the Dark.
 
Handsome Jack 
 
There are a lot of old-fashioned traditional pubs in Wales, and the rest of Britain. Though nowhere near as many as there used to be. Apparently, in the second half of 2014 they were closing at a rate of 31 a week. I love the idea of a traditional haunted pub, and wanted to reconcile this concept with something approaching lad culture. From there, I wanted to explore the themes of friendship and betrayal. I remember being fascinated by accounts of paranormal investigations I had seen on TV or read about, where some ghostly or demonic entity attaches itself to one of the investigators and follows them home.
 Mix all these components together and Handsome Jack comes crawling out of the woodwork, probably scratching his name everywhere. In the originally published version, toward the end I name-checked Lostprophets. But after the crimes of ex-lead singer Ian Watkins came to light in 2012, I thought it wise to change that to fellow Welsh band Funeral For a Friend. It actually works out better for the story that way, given the in-joke to be found in the second band's name.
 
Tiny Little Vampires (flash version)
 
I hate mosquitoes. Horrible, vile creatures. They really are tiny little vampires. At least, the females of the species are. So I wrote a weird little gross-out pseudo-rant about a guy in a hotel room being tormented by the little fuckers so much it drives him nuts. I did a load of research around the topic, either for my own amusement or for a non-fiction article I never wrote, then cut most of it out for this flash (by definition, less than 1000 words) version. The uncut version still exists somewhere, and might surface one day. I cut it down by about 60% on the advice of a prospective publisher, who didn't accept it anyway. Sigh.
 Still, it means a lot when editors go to the trouble of giving you a bit of feedback or constructive criticism instead of just sending out a form rejection email. Some don't even bother to do that.
 
Roadkill
 
I once read one of those hard-hitting investigative journalism articles once in a men's lifestyle magazine about rogue ambulance crews. I thought it was in Brazil, but looking back it might have been Thailand. Rogue ambulance crews are far more prevalent there. At 8,400 words, this is one of the longest short stories I've ever written. If having a long short story isn't a contradiction.
 I had a lot of fun with this. It carries more dialogue than most of my stories, which usually rely more on narration. I sometimes find that when I submit a story it either gets snapped up for publication by one of the first couple of markets I hit, or it hangs around for a long time looking for a home. Fortunately, this belongs to the former category, having been published as bonus material in the e-book version of the anthology Fading Light.
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X: A Collection of Horror
 
This is what happens when you ‘wake up’ inside a dream, when the urban myth you heard turns out to be so much more, and when that hottie you pick up in a bar springs a terrible surprise. But what do you do when your wife gives birth to something not entirely human? When your past discretions come back to haunt you? Or when a serial killer moves in next door?
 
The first collection by C.M. Saunders includes ten slices of horrifying dark fiction. Seven previously published in magazines or anthologies, and three exclusive to this collection, along with an introduction and extensive notes. Featuring exclusive cover art by Greg Chapman.
 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/X-Collection-Horror-Christian-Saunders-ebook/dp/B00IGHTFC8
 
Out of Time
 
Joe Dawson is a struggling 41-year old writer battling a serious case of writer’s block. When he travels to Wales in a last-ditch attempt to reignite his career, he finds himself staying at a mysterious seaside hotel, where nothing is quite what it seems. As the secrets of his past finally catch up with him, Joe is thrust into a life or death situation where his every action could have terrible consequences.
 
http://www.amazon.com/Out-Time-C-M-Saunders-ebook/dp/B00NJZ8MZ8
 
Devil's Island
 
When Davon Rice returns from active duty in Afghanistan he is struck by the despair and depravity that awaits him in civilian life. Staving off boredom and depression and in need of a fresh challenge he takes a job as live-in security guard on Devil’s Island, a disused government research facility. Initially he settles into the job well, enjoying the peace and tranquillity of the remote location, but then he discovers that he is not alone on Devil’s Island. Strange, ungodly things share the space with him. As the terror mounts and the story spirals toward an earth-shattering conclusion, Davon is brought face to face with his worst nightmares. And this is one battle he has to fight alone…
 
http://www.amazon.com/Devils-Island-C-M-Saunders-ebook/dp/B008IVUA4O
 
Dead of Night
 
Maggie and Nick, two suburbanites who long for a break from the hustle and bustle of the city, drive out to the rural Deep South for a camping trip. Everything goes smoothly, until they come face-to-face with a renegade band of long-dead Civil War confederate bushwhackers and are plunged headlong into a ruthless battle for survival.
 
http://www.amazon.com/Dead-of-Night-ebook/dp/B003OYIF60
 
 



 
 
Please Visit my Website:
 
https://cmsaunders.wordpress.com/
 
And Follow Me on Twitter. I Won't Bite.
 
@CMSaunders01



 
 
You’ve been enjoying a DeadPixel Publications Book.
 
 
DeadPixel Publications is a group of people with day jobs, writing for the pure love of the craft and hoping for a little success along the way. By joining forces we help promote each other and create a community of sharing and collaboration with one goal in mind: Helping the public find some kick ass books to read (if we do say so ourselves).
 
 
Please visit our website.
 
www.deadpixelpublications.com
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