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CHAPTER ONE (2016)

Jack called her.

Her name was Louise and they had met while rehearsing the lead roles in an amateur production of Brief Encounter.

Now there was an irony.

Jack had managed to secure tickets for an early screening of the movie version back in 1945, on his late wife Marion’s birthday. How long ago was it now? Jack performed a swift mental calculation. Seventy-one years. She was forty-five that day. The same age as Jack, but then he had always been forty-five.

He was still forty-five and, as far as he knew, would remain that way until….

Until it ended.

Marion’s birthday outing had taken place late on a November afternoon, much like this one. Perhaps that was why this day seemed so charged, so alive with some delicious energy that had reawakened emotions he believed to be long buried.

As the phone’s ringtone warbled in his ear, Jack knew that this would be a precursor to hurt and heartbreak, but at that moment, he didn’t care. Jack Smith was tired of loneliness. He had endured it for as long as he had been able. There were times when he had embraced it, but not anymore. Selfish? Yes, cruel even, but surely he deserved something that resembled happiness, if only for the briefest of moments.

Jack was out on the balcony of his first floor flat. The air was cold and clean despite its bonfire tang. November always smelled of smoke. The light was fading. Streetlamps came on. He should go in. He wore only a shirt and chinos.

The flat was in Stevenage. The town was, for some reason Jack could never fathom, the butt of many a joke. He had found it to be pleasant enough, a place of trees surrounded by soft, rolling countryside.

Better still, it wasn’t London. He had, long ago, had his fill of the capital.

He stayed where he was. His phone uttered its repetitive electronic tone. Louise wasn’t going to pick up. He had misjudged the connection between them as more than friendship. It was hard to pinpoint exactly when Jack’s feelings toward her had changed. He had noticed her on the evening she turned up for the first reading of the play. He found her strikingly attractive, well dressed, smart even, though her outfit was casual. When she was given the part of Laura and Jack was given Alec, he found himself looking forward to working with her. There would, of course, be some mild flirting, but little more.

A few weeks in, mild flirting had been transformed into glances, touches, and a growing awareness of Louise’s presence that stayed with Jack long after their allotted rehearsal time.

Jack made no move. There was a truth to deal with, the truth of who, and what, he was, and of the impossibility of a future. Logic was a poor competitor to feelings, however. Louise’s spirit, her self, was relentlessly vivid in his mind. It made him nervous. It exhausted him. He wanted to believe that their nascent relationship teetered on the threshold. One invitation, for a drink, a coffee, dinner, and they would both fall. Now that the play was over, performances complete, set broken, and applause an echo through Jack’s capacious memory, there was no longer an excuse to see Louise. Time with her required affirmative action.

Jack cut the call.

For the best. There were too many reasons to turn away from this.

Christ, he was lonely.

Restless now, he went back into the flat and drew the big curtains over the French doors. He crossed to the standard lamp and switched it on. The light was comfortable, cozy even. He picked up the television remote. He had films recorded and saved. He had books to read. He had music to listen to. The radio, perhaps. Things he enjoyed.

He switched on the television. Saturday night programming was noisy and brightly coloured. He disliked its garishness. There was nothing wrong with it, just the sort of harmless entertainment he had seen all his life, just not to his liking.

He flicked onto his saved shows and found a film; A Night to Remember, the sinking of the Titanic, made even more poignant by monochrome softness and associated memory. Jack was unsurprised by a stab of emotion as he remembered the first time he had seen this film, again, with Marion, on some far-off night at a long-demolished cinema.

He remembered too much because he remembered everything.
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A baby cried.

Louise Martin started and turned sharply away from the cafe window to scan the customers packed inside for their post-shopping coffee. Yes, there, bundled into his pusher, an infant of about six months, face screwed up into a mask of rage and frustration. His mother crouched down in front of him and blanked Louise’s view. The cries faded into a resentful grizzle as the mother hauled the child from its prison and onto her lap.

Someone else snagged Louise’s attention. A man, middle-aged, heavy set and broad, wearing a large overcoat and Homberg hat. The brim of the hat was pulled down low and hid his eyes. He was watching her though, his gaze, intense and discomforting. After a moment, he raised his coffee cup as if in greeting, then got to his feet and headed for the door.

Shaken, Louise went back to her drink and book. The baby’s cries had put her on edge and turned the man into someone sinister. She forced herself to concentrate on what she was reading. She was resigned to the fact that some wounds would never heal. She was also aware that she was something of a cliché at that moment; a single, lonely woman, sipping her cappuccino as she watched the darkening world go by. A paperback lay on the table in front of her, face down and open at the page she had reached. It was a Penguin edition of F Scott Fitzgerald’s The Beautiful and the Damned. It was a great book and the latest in the long line of classics she had set herself to read over the past ten years. Suddenly, however, she was not in the mood for reading.

The New Town was still crowded, despite the nearness of shop-closing time. Couples and families mostly. It was one of those days. What Louise Martin had come to call her Lonely Days. No one to talk to. No one to have a night out with. All her friends and acquaintances at home with their partners and children. Here she was, alone like a friendless teenager, thinking far too much and too often about the only partner-less and family-free friend she had.

Jack Smith.

She could call him, of course.

But no, it would seem—what was the current term for it?—needy. Although she was needy. What was wrong with that? Everyone needed in some way. Tonight, she needed company. Perfectly natural for a human being.

She was lying to herself, of course. This was more than a simple desire for the presence of another human being in her life.

But surely Jack would have asked her out by now if he was really interested. And was it a good idea for her to become involved with someone? She was broken. She was fragile. It couldn’t last. So, why couldn’t she stop thinking about him? Why had the thought of rehearsal nights excited and unnerved her so much? Why did Jack’s oh-so-casual “See you around” after Brief Encounter’s final performance make her feel bleak and empty?

She shook her head and muttered “Jesus, what a mess.”

She drained her cup, closed her book then grabbed her coat from the back of the chair and her shopping bag off the floor. Perhaps there was a film at the local multiplex worth seeing. Anything that would prevent her from going home.

Her phone warbled.

No, she told it silently as she picked it up off the table, I do not have PPI and I was in no recent accident.

She looked down. The caller was Jack.

She ignored it. Relationships were trouble. Her life was too complicated. Everything was complicated.

The warbling stopped. Good. Bad. Oh shit, she didn’t know what it was. Her skin prickled. She was hot, a little panicked.

No. Go. She fumbled herself into her coat and walked quickly from the cafe. It was better outside, in a street, still busy despite the nearness to its shops’ closing time. Cold, clear. Busy.

Bloody hell. Louise stopped, drew her phone from her handbag and opened its recent calls screen.


CHAPTER TWO (1916)

He was.

There was nothing, he was nothing, and suddenly there was noise and light and the brutal shockwave of some huge, raging monstrosity that careered past at the very moment he came to be. It pummelled him with the sheer fury of its passing and ripped away every one of his fledgling thoughts. It was flashing light. A roar and clatter. A metallic thunder that shook the whole world. He screamed, mewled, shivered, and curled tightly. The noise was terrible. It battered and beat him until he could no longer breathe.

Then it was gone, replaced by darkness.

He lay on the rough, cold floor, not daring to move. The noise had become a rumble then a vibration, fed to him through the walls and the shattered, hot air of the place. He became aware of smells now, the odour of dampness, and the staleness of trapped, stagnant air. Animal musk broke through, pungent and warm. He heard scrabbling and skittering noises. The place was alive. It thrummed with the energies of beating hearts and crackling nerves. He felt other disturbances, humming through the tangled skeins of matter and energy from which this world was formed. They were voices, distant, brief snatches of fear, joy, and anger.

The man twisted about to press himself against the wall that curved up behind and then above him. The bricks still dripped gold-white light. It seeped from the pores in the masonry and mortar. It dripped onto him from the roof. It was the amniotic fluid in which he had been nestled as he was formed and given life. His womb was still meshed into the brickwork, weaved between its molecules. The thought of it made him lonely. He wanted to go back to it, but there could be no return.

The need to venture outside forced him up. He used the wall to support and guide him as he took a careful step. Its texture was rough and uneven, as was the floor beneath his bare feet.

There was a hint of light ahead of him. Then more mechanical noise, distant vibrations both in the ground beneath him and in the air itself. He felt the electric sting of molecules, the scrape of minute dust particles. He felt the cold impact of photons.

The glow grew brighter. It seeped into the dark and revealed long metal rails that snaked away into the tunnel. It also revealed that the walls glistened with moisture and were slimed with primitive plant growth. The air was warm and stale, although there was movement, a slight stir that alarmed him. The vibrations that were the mechanisms of this world increased and became physical. The rails under his feet trembled. The monster was coming back.

He stopped and turned in the direction of the sound. It grew louder. He felt a wash of warm air. He sensed the brutal metallic fist behind the light, the solidity and sheer physicality of its presence. The lines hummed and vibrated beneath his feet. The noise of the thing bounced from the walls. He turned and ran. He stumbled over the lines. He gasped for breath which was stale and coal laden. He could feel the thing bearing down on him. The rails and sleepers battered his bare feet. The grime and grit ground into his sweat-slicked skin. There was little time.

The tunnel widened. The brightness of the light confused him as did the smooth, white-tiled walls. He saw a low cliff-face. People stood on its summit. Many of the men wore uniforms of a greenish colour. They had backpacks, long, heavy-looking rifles. The women’s bodies were covered by their jackets and ankle-length skirts, only their hands, heads and feet showed and, even then, many wore gloves as well as hats to cover their tightly tied hair.

A blast of hot wind. He threw himself at the wall of the platform and hauled himself upward. There was a roar. His feet scrabbled for purchase. He struggled against gravity and the weakness thrown over him by panic. He heard cries, screams, and shouts. He was hoisted upward just as the world behind him was torn open by the beast as it squealed and rattled into the station and shrieked to a halt in a chaotic flicker and clatter of light and metal.

There was a moment of chaos, of voices and hands. Faces were thrust at him, the women’s pasted with oils, the men’s with sweat and dirt. Many of them were pockmarked, grimed, and lined. Their combined breath was smoke-laden, in many cases foul with food smells and the perfumes of disease. He sensed anger, shock, scorn. There were too many. It overwhelmed and confused him. He struggled free and stumbled back into yet more of them. People swarmed from the train; others tried to get in.

“Are you a mad man?” The speaker’s face was red and webbed with broken blood vessels. He exhaled a mix of smoke and alcohol. A thick moustache bristled under his bulbous nose. “Where are your clothes?” he demanded. “Speak up. Where the devil are your clothes? You can’t run around in the altogether, you fool. There’re women and children here. It’s not decent.”

“You a German?” someone else shouted, a woman, this time, her voice harsh with spite. “An ’Un? A baby murderer?”

“’E’s a bloody ’Un spy, that’s what he is!” Another man, one of those in uniform.

Others began shouting. The crowd shifted around him. He was buffeted, people grabbed at him. The men in uniforms moved closer. They looked angry, as if they wanted to perpetrate violence. Some of the women covered their eyes and those of their young. He heard laughter, outrage.

Then the train was in motion and all other sound was drowned by its clank and rumble, all sense by the flicker of its lights as it sped-up and dived, wormlike, into its tunnel. The cacophony of its awakening and departure seemed to add momentary confusion to the crowd’s agitation and the man used that moment to break free. He saw a set of steep moving stairs. He bounded upward, barged past the people who were riding the device, desperate, now to get to the top and out.

Until the instant of life a few minutes ago he had been nowhere, yet the names of things, the processes and structures of this place were all clear to him. Wall, steps, a coat, a pipe, a lamp. Knowledge planted within him, enough to survive and function.

Entrance hall. More people, more steps. Then outside into the madness of the street.
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Where there was no relief. The confusion, the noise and movement and colour were even more intense than they had been down in the tunnel. Everything was bigger, louder, and faster. Structures loomed over him, endless cliff faces pocked with grubby windows, floor upon floor, their frontages ornate and dirty. Horses clattered by, dragging carriages and wagons behind them. Bells clanged as trams rumbled past sucking sustenance from wires that webbed the space above the streets. Omnibuses and motor cars weaved through the chaos. It was a mad dance of machinery into which walkers often rushed in a lethal dash to the far side of the street.

The smell clawed at Jack’s stomach; animal, dung, sweat, tobacco smoke, perfume wetness and alcohol tang, fumes, organic waste, food….

Jack ran, cold in his nakedness, stared at, shouted at, sworn at, and shoved. He was kicked by a lanky young man who danced off balance as he snapped out his leg and bruised Jack’s buttock with his filthy shoe.

But that was only the surface. Blazing through the chaos around him was The Fabric; the shimmering, thrumming threads from which the universe was woven. Each face he saw was merely a mask, each building a façade, each vehicle a shell that contained a complex noisy, foul-smelling collection of components.

The man clamped his hands over his ears against the din. His eyes were screwed against the maddening kaleidoscope of colour and image. It was unendurable.

More whistles, Shouts. He was being pursued. He did not look back but forged on through the oncoming tide of human flesh. He lurched out into the street and weaved his way through the vehicles and horses. There were harsh horn sounds. Horses reared and whinnied. More curses and threats.

He saw the entrance to a side street, plunged through and found himself in a quieter, cooler lane. There were fewer people here, many standing and talking in the doorways of shops and houses. They watched him. Some shocked, some laughing. He felt the presence of the other pursuers. He heard whistles again, and shouts.

Another turn. Another narrow street.

Another.

His body ached now. He had to rest, or his heart would stop. He felt it. He felt every beat of it.

An alley way.

A house that caught his attention.

It was a ruin that stood between two other badly damaged buildings. The brickwork was stained black, and its windows were vacant holes. The roof was shattered. Its surviving tiles clung to fire-blackened skeletons of wood. This house had been devastated by some awful force. Without further thought, Jack stepped into the ruined entrance. He climbed over the partial barrier created by a pile of rubble and into a dark, fire-stinking hallway. The ceiling was intact, the walls too, but the building was broken and precarious.

A stairway stretched upward from where he stood. The treads were burnt-black, the walls scorched. There was dust and rubble everywhere. He mounted the stairs, his senses electric with the swirling torrent of impressions he picked up from The Fabric. Its threads thrummed violently from the aftershock of what had happened to this building and this street.

He reached the landing. One wall was missing, transformed into a vast landslide of wood and rubble that filled the tiny back yard. To his left was an open doorframe. He went through into what he understood to be a bedroom. Indeed, the bed was still in place, dusty, dirty, and dishevelled.

Clothes were scattered about the room. Jack crouched down and picked at them. These were skirts, trousers, shirts, a jacket, a nightgown.

There was even a wardrobe, incongruous in the devastation. He opened the doors. More garments. He drew them out and spilled them onto the floor. So many. So much to choose from. So much information. He dropped to his haunches, covered his ears, closed his eyes, and found himself deep in the threads of The Fabric. They shimmered and vibrated about him as the catastrophe that had occurred here began to make itself known.

Something had come in the night. Six or seven weeks ago, a gigantic vessel had flown over the city. It had crawled noisily through the darkness to rain destruction onto this and several other houses. For what reason? There was an air of something in this city. The Fabric was filled with grief, fear, and anger. There was war here. He dived even deeper into The Fabric and tried to follow the trembling threads to their source, but it was too chaotic. He tried to make sense of what he found. No sense was forthcoming.

Why this house?

No answer.

Only echoes of terror and pain. A sudden roar, heat, smoke, destruction.

Grief.

Loss.

Jack opened his eyes. The Fabric was dimming now, and it no longer dominated his senses. The city sounds were a dull roar in the background. He reached for a pair of trousers and a shirt and attempted to put them on. They were confusing at first, too small and tight, but he persevered because he knew that he would not be accepted if he did not clothe himself. As he fumbled with the buttons on the shirt, he wondered what had become of the people who owned these clothes. He could smell them in the material, beneath the stench of smoke and burning.

He found a jacket. Again tight, but wearable. He needed a hat. All men wore hats in this place. He went to the wardrobe and found nothing. Tired, he climbed to the bed and lay down on the ruffled, dusty sheets and blankets. The bed creaked as he climbed onto it. He lay still and it was a relief. He looked up at the ceiling. The plaster was cracked and a patch of it had fallen.

He found pictures among the clothes. They had been thrown off the wall and showed a young man and woman, she in a white gown, the man in formal looking clothes. The man looked uncomfortable; his head held stiffly in place by the high collar of his shirt. Their arms were linked. There was another of a slightly older couple. The same people. This picture was newer and not so faded; black, white, and grey, no colours. The man grinned, his eyes bright with mischief. The woman too smiled happily. She sat on a chair; the man stood behind her with his hand on her shoulder.

Jack examined the muddle of images, sounds, and smells he had experienced. He tried to comprehend what it all meant. He was in a city. The city was swarming with people just like him and yet, not like him at all. There was a conflict in progress and this city was part of it, although not directly. Other than this house, the place appeared intact. There was no sense of impending doom, only a vague constant tension.

He closed his eyes and let himself fall toward the comfortable shadowland of sleep. He wondered about the people in the picture. The people who had lived here. Had they been in this bed when it happened?

No, something… a crying child. The throb of engines overhead. The thud of explosions. The woman…getting out of bed and going to her children, who slept in the room across the landing, the room that no longer existed.

“Hello, Jack.”

Jack? His name was Jack?

He started and sat up quickly. His heart hammered. He was afraid. It was dark now. The darkness pressed in on him, disorientating and cloying. There was someone here, in the black. Someone who knew his name.

“Who are you?” His voice seemed smothered and made small by the dark.

A light flared halfway between the bed and the doorframe, small and brief and scented by a hint of sulphur. A large, square looking face was revealed. Much of it was shadowed by the brim of a fedora. The light died and was replaced by a red pinpoint glow. Jack smelled tobacco.

“It’s all right,” the visitor said. His voice was deep and authoritative. “My name is Lyle. I’m your friend.” The man perched himself on the side of the bed, which sank under his weight. Jack could see him now as a silhouette against the black. “I’m here to welcome you and explain why you exist.” He chuckled, a heavy, rasping sound. “Which is more than the creatures who live and die on this planet are ever told.” The man held out a large brown envelope. “First, the somewhat mundane side to life on Earth. There are papers in here, a birth certificate and so forth. They will serve you for a few years but will need to be replaced now and then. Leave that to me. You’ll see that you are forty-five. Too old to serve in the army. Those who don’t volunteer for the slaughter without good reason suffer badly. Your age will protect you from abuse and violence.”

“You said you would explain why I exist?” Jack asked. He was nervous. The man’s presence seemed to consume the air in the room. It spread out like a shroud and deepened the darkness.

“Ah yes, of course. You are an observer and a collector. You are here to absorb the minutiae; the small and personal. You’re fortunate that your coming to be is in the heart of such tumultuous times.”

“Why?”

Another chuckle. “How many times have humans taken up that cry? We’ve watched this world, our world, unfold like a flower at its birth and in its infancy, and then mourned when it was ruined. Perhaps we should have simply swept it away and begun again, but something stayed our hand. There are moments when we witness things that give us hope. It is those moments that cloud our certainty that this should all be broken down and remade. Is this world of ours a thing of beauty or a distorted, deformed monstrosity, fit only for eradication? We need to be sure. We need to know the human. We need to observe and collect. That is your meaning, Jack.”

“I don’t understand. What am I? Am I—?”

- human?

The question went unanswered. He was alone.
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Hunger and thirst eventually drove him from the sanctuary of the bomb-ruined house and back into the city. There were still people around. There was loud laughter, shouts, and occasional snatches of song. The sound spilled from noisy, well-lit establishments. Men lounged around the doors or staggered out as if dazed. Occasionally, Jack saw a fight. Others cheered from the shadows as men threw wild and erratic punches at each other or grabbed at their opponent’s clothes and rolled on the filthy cobbles.

Some of the men were in uniform and as rowdy as the rest.

The stink of alcohol hung about these places.

He stopped. He was dressed now. He could enter one of them and obtain drink. He paused, nervous. Up until now his only experience of human beings was of their violent rejection of him. Gathering his courage, he made for the open door of the next pub he found, identified by a battered and weatherworn sign as “The Duke of York.” A couple of men in uniform stood outside, talking softly. They watched Jack approach and he passed between them without incident. The Fabric shivered with their terror of what they were soon to face. It was so intense, Jack had to reach out to the door frame for support.

“Had a few already?” one of the soldiers said. They both laughed.

“No. Not yet,” Jack said.

He realised that it was the first time he had spoken to anyone here. His conversation with Lyle in the derelict house had not been verbal. There had been an exchange, their voices an illusion. The sound of his own voice was odd and the vibration it made in his throat not unpleasant.

The men were laughing.

“Well, yer better hurry up, mate, they’re closing soon.”

Jack nodded and formed his lips into what he understood to be a smile.

Then he stepped inside.

The light was yellow and grimy, provided by flickering, wall-mounted lamps. He could feel electricity in the town around him, but many buildings, like this one, still used gas. The noise in here was almost unendurable. Nearly everyone was male. Two women sat over in the corner, close with a pair of men. There was touching and stares. Intensity. The women’s faces were caked in creams and powders. Beneath, their skin was grubby and lined. One of them had a disease. At that point, Jack wanted The Fabric to fade away completely. He wanted to see only what his eyes saw and hear only what his ears heard. The physical din and chaos in here spiralled in on him. The sub-physical din was even louder.

Jack moved carefully through the bodies. He apologized and practiced his smile. Most of the men ignored him or moved just enough for him to get through.

The air was drenched in the smell of alcohol and hazy with smoke. Tobacco exhaust curled from the pipes and cigarettes every person in here had clamped between their lips. The smoke made him dizzy.

He reached the bar. The wood was dark and wet with spilled drink. One of the bartenders caught his attention. He was a tall, broad man with a fierce-looking moustache and an even fiercer glint in his eyes. He wore an apron and a shirt that was clamped at the elbows.

“Well?” he said. There was hostility in his tone.

“A drink,” Jack said. “I would like a drink.”

“You’ve come to the right place, my friend. And what sort of drink would you like?”

“I’m thirsty. What do you recommend?”

The barman smiled a smile that held little mirth or friendliness. “Some light ale, perhaps?”

“Yes, please.”

The barman smirked, grabbed a glass that did not look particularly clean and placed it under one of the pump handles.

“That’ll be tuppence,” the barman said as he placed the drink on the bar.

“Tuppence?”

“Yes. Tuppence.” The smile had turned into a snarl.

“I don’t understand.”

“Oh, you don’t understand. I am very sorry to hear that, but you can’t have this drink until you give me tuppence. Two pennies. You know, money. You foreign or something?”

Jack frowned, trying to make sense of what he was being told. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his stolen jacket. They were empty of anything but grit and dust.

“’Ere, I’ll treat yer.” His benefactor’s voice was slurred and loud in Jack’s ear. The man who was huge and drenched in sweat, slammed two coins on the bar, grabbed the drink then thrust it at Jack. “All the best to yer. I’m celebrating tonight, see. Me boy’s been wounded and ’e’s comin’ home.” There was a loud cheer that all-but deafened Jack. Glasses were raised. “’E’s done ’is bit and now ’e’s safe an’ sound.”

“Thank you,” Jack said. “You are a kind person.”

“You ’ear that, you lot?” the man shouted. “’E says I’m a kind person.”

The comment was met with a wave of overpowering laughter.

As Jack sipped at the pale ale, he pondered the man’s happiness. His son had been injured. Possibly disfigured or suffering the loss of a limb, but his father was happy. That meant the danger the young man had been in was so great that even a wound was better than remaining there. The war must be terrible.

He sipped again. The drink was warm and had a bitter taste, but it slaked his thirst well enough. A few more sips and he felt dizzy. Alcohol obviously had other effects. He needed to be careful. He stood in the crowd of men by the bar. Singing began, raucous and of poor quality. There were songs about dillying and dallying, old bulls and bushes, and riding bicycles made for two. Then came one that boasted about how Britannia ruled the waves. Which was sung even more loudly than the rest and even caused some of the men to weep.

The noise, heat, and sheer intensity of human presence melded with the increasing effects of the pale ale were becoming unpleasant. Jack placed the glass on the bar and set off for the door just as the Britannia song ended and Jack’s benefactor lifted his glass high and shouted, “To the King, God Bless ’im.”

Most of the others joined in.

Then someone began to sing about God saving the King. Again, all joined in and there was intense emotion in the rendition, ugly and ragged as it was. Jack continued toward the door.

“Oi! Don’t you have no respect?” The benefactor sounded angry. Jack paused and turned back, puzzled.

A strange silence had fallen. It felt as if everyone, including the two painted women were staring at him. The threads of The Fabric thrummed with violence.

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” Jack said.

“Oh, I think it’s very easy to understand.” A man in a khaki uniform stepped forward. He was thin and hard looking. His stare seemed to tear into Jack’s soul. “Everyone stands for the National Anthem. What are you, some sort of conchie? Is that it?”

“No…A conchie? I’m sorry?”

“Or a spy. Is that what you are? A fucking Hun spy?”

Was that a joke? It made no sense to Jack. He shook his head. Confusion outweighed his ability to compute the information he was receiving.

“I am an observer,” he said. “Is that what you mean?”

“An observer, eh?” the soldier said. Jack noticed three vees on the arm of his tunic. They must mean something. The man’s features were raw, like granite. There was tension in his body. His fists were clenched. “And what are you observing then, sonny? Troop movements, armaments factories?”

“Leave ’im alone,” Jack’s portly benefactor shouted suddenly. “’E’s not right in the ’ead. ’E can’t ’elp it. He don’t know nuffink’.”

The soldier wasn’t listening. Jack stumbled back as the man moved in and lashed out with his fist. There was an explosion of pain as it crushed his nose. His already muddled senses shattered into confusion. The Fabric flared bright. Jack almost fell but felt hands on him, pushing him back up onto his feet. There was cheering and jeering now. Someone shouted a startled; “There’s no blood. Look at his nose…there’s no blood.”

What did that mean? No blood?

No one else appeared to be interested. They had a fight to entertain them.

The soldier’s eyes burned and there was something resembling fierce joy in his face. Jack found balance as the soldier came in again. He saw muscles tense in the man’s left arm. He saw the direction from which the punch was coming and when it did, he was able to feint left and step aside, out of danger. The soldier, meanwhile, drunk and driven forward by the momentum of the punch staggered into a nearby table. Glasses fell and beer spilled. He ended up crouched over the tabletop, hands bleeding from broken glass. The three men who had been sitting there were on their feet, as angry as he was.

The soldier pushed himself upright and came at Jack again, swinging wildly. Jack dodged and ducked. He felt the shockwave of each blow as they hurtled past but managed to avoid each one. His own head was ringing, he felt nauseous, but some instinct had been energized within him that kept him out of harm’s way.

The soldier finally dropped to his knees, exhausted and raving. His comrades had him now. As they dragged him to the door, one of them glared at Jack, while another of them stared at him with something resembling fear. There was a hush once more in the pub.

Until Jack’s benefactor said, “I ain’t seen nuffink like that before. Beat the bastard and never laid an ’and on ’im. That deserves another pint.”

The barman did not look pleased but took the benefactor’s money and passed another glass of gold-coloured drink over the wet shining bar. Jack didn’t want it, but it seemed to be part of the ritual here. He was not sure what he had done to deserve this praise.

“Now listen,” said the benefactor, his voice as slurred as that of the soldier now. “When we sings the National Anthem. You’ve got to stand still and to attention, see?”

Jack nodded. “I will next time. Thank you.”

He drank the ale, sang along with the other men, and let the good feeling surge through him. Then suddenly, the nausea increased, and he felt the need to vomit. Amidst a storm of laughter, he stumbled outside and emptied his stomach onto the already filthy cobbles.

Recovered, Jack groped his way along the street and away from the pub. The Fabric was beginning to elude him, but he managed to find the threads that led him back to the ruined house. The city was quieter now. Most of the people who lived here were asleep, at rest from their cares and fears. Some, he could feel, were awake and staring into the darkness, unable to rest.

His hand went to his nose. It had been broken but now there no was pain or injury there at all.

No blood.

The lone voice in the pub was right, Jack mused. The soldier had cut himself on the glass broken by his fall and he had bled. Jack’s body had healed itself. The realisation was reassuring, but it also brought loneliness. He was different.

He was empty.
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