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Author’s Note




 


 


This is a work of fiction. The events
portrayed are mostly set in the United Kingdom with some scenes set
in Egypt and Sudan. The Volta is completely made up but much later
after writing and publishing this book I found out that the old
name for Burkina Faso, a small country in West Africa, was Upper
Volta until 1984. This was completely coincidental.

 


This book is written in British
English.







Trigger Warning




This book contains some very mature
themes of sex, violence, blood, gore and one attempted rape scene.
There is also language that some may find offensive.


Prologue











I take a deep breath and open my
chestnut-brown eyes. Confusion and disorientation are the
buzzwords. It takes me a few moments to notice my surroundings and
current predicament. I am tied crucifix style to a grey breeze
block wall with chains.

I attempt to struggle out of the
chains, but all my strength has left me, and I quickly give up. I
survey the concrete room. Dimly lit by one fluorescent strip, its
only furnishing is a simple wooden table in the far corner. On top
of the table are various grim-looking instruments—a steak knife, a
machete, an assault rifle, and what looks like dynamite.

The only other thing in the room is a
vast landscape mirror opposite me.

I am draped in a white hospital gown.
I am not pleased about this, so I stare at my pasty-toned physique
in the mirror. I see a shadow move behind it and realise it is a
one-way window.

‘Hello,’ I call in a
hoarse voice I don’t recognise. ‘Is anyone there?’

A moment later, the door opens, and a
tall person in black combat gear walks in, wearing a black
balaclava over his face.

‘Hey mate, let me out of
this.’

He ignores me. ‘Hello? The least you
can do is tell me where I am.’ Without a word, he crosses the room
to the table.

He looks down and picks up the steak
knife. My stomach sinks. Before returning to me, he throws a
cursory glance into the window mirror.

Instantaneously, I notice a speaker
above the one-way window. As if on cue, a deep male voice comes
through on it. ‘Proceed with test one.’

‘What’s test one?’ I ask,
getting increasingly anxious as the balaclava-wearing man advances
on me.

He stops inches away from my face.
Even through the balaclava, I can smell his breath, which faintly
reminds me of spaghetti bolognaise.

It is easy to understand what this man
is about to do. Panic starts boiling inside me.

I beg him, ‘Uh hey, you want to
reconsider what you’re gonna do? I’d really appreciate
it.’

Showing no emotion, the man plunges
the steak knife—all the way to the hilt—into my chest, where my
heart is. For a moment, the coldness of the blade going in is
accentuated by the coppery taste on my tongue. I don’t have time to
process the pain. I instantly die.

I’m unaware of how much time has
passed, but I eventually take a deep breath and open my eyes again.
I look down. The wound has healed. Lately, dying has become second
nature to me. The man is standing in front of me.

‘How long was I
dead?’

No answer.

In the time it has taken me to heal
and return, he has replaced the knife with the assault
rifle.

I imagine he took his time as
methodically as a kid in a candy shop.

He lifts the gun until the barrel is
pointing straight at my head. My eyes cross, trying to focus on the
end. All I can see is a big black hole.

‘Proceed with test two,’
the emotionless voice over the speaker demands.

Before I have time to react, I hear
him squeeze the trigger, firing one shot, point-blank.

I imagine blood and grey brain matter
splashing on the wall like a large rock into a small pond. If the
movies and TV shows are right, it will drop to the floor, with a
few droplets splattering back over the man’s balaclava. I’ve seen
too many movies, shows, and documentaries to know the damage a
weapon like this could do at this range. I can feel a golf
ball-sized hole in the middle of my forehead that you can see right
through to the other side.

My head flops listlessly to the side.
I don’t have time to process anything as my world instantly becomes
black again.

Once more, an unknown amount of time
passes before I open my eyes when the wound has healed.

It must have only been moments, as the
man is still patiently waiting with the assault rifle.

As soon as I’m awake, the man steps
back one pace and sets the assault rifle to full-on automatic,
aiming for my chest.

‘No, please wait,’ I plead
feebly, close to tears and exhaustion. Dying, I learn, is painful
both physically and psychologically. It wreaks havoc with my
self-esteem.

Once more, ignoring me, the man
squeezes the trigger, raining a hail of bullets into my chest and
stomach.

In the small, confined space of the
room, the gun is just a loud, offensive cacophony of noise that
reverberates off the walls and my ears. The noise doesn’t affect my
torturer as he stands there, calmly firing at me. His eyes are
blank.

I feel the first half-dozen bullets
piercing my body. Before I die again, I remember it’s like I’m
being struck in the chest by thousands of sharp stones. My body
flails like a rag doll in a vicious dog’s mouth as the man shoots
an entire clip of bullets into me.

I am long dead before the clip runs
out. When it does, I imagine my body will resemble a bloody slice
of Swiss cheese with hundreds of bullet holes covering my entire
torso and stomach.

As I am coming to, I can hear my
torturer talking to somebody behind the window.

‘The healing process seems
to take longer this time. ‘‘It seems to be dependent on the level
of trauma.’

The man has a slight cockney accent
that sounds familiar.

‘Who are you?’ I ask
wearily.

The man spins around and starts
towards me. Instead of a rifle, he is now holding a
machete.

‘Who are you?’ I repeat,
with what I hope is more force. ‘I recognise your
voice.’

‘You should. We were at
Cairo Airport when we last met.’

I realise and remember who he is a
split second before he pulls off his mask.

My eyes widen. ‘You,’ I say with a
mixture of fear, confusion, and anger. ‘Why are you doing this to
me?’

Before Sean can answer, the voice over
the speakers cuts him off. ‘Proceed with test three.’

Wordlessly, with a cold smirk, Sean
raises the machete and slashes my body countless times. I scream,
but he doesn’t care. He repeatedly plunges the cold weapon into me,
and that sadistic smile never leaves his face.

I imagine the screams and the squelchy
chopping sounds being heard outside the room—if anyone cares enough
to listen to them—are either sickly entertaining or
informative.

After a few moments, the screams and
chopping sounds grow silent.

*

I’m not sure how long I have been in
this room. I lose count of the times they have found increasingly
inventive ways to kill me, but it must be a fair few weeks, judging
by my beard growth.

I learn to mark the days passing by
the occasional extended periods that Sean—or someone wearing a
balaclava—leaves me alone.

On a few occasions, my torturers leave
a bomb in the room and run out before it explodes. Each time, the
yield gets stronger. Each time, I get blown into lots of little
pieces. And each time I wake up out of my chains on the cold
concrete floor. I am usually naked.

On one such occasion, I sit on the
floor with my back to the wall, staring into nothingness. Over
time, I have become a broken man. I have long gone past depression.
I no longer cry or plead for help when my torturers come in. I have
become desensitised to my own death. Instead, I stare into the
middle distance, waiting for the inevitable. I have forgotten who I
am.

I am obviously going crazy.
Hallucinations are proof of this, for example, the mouse that keeps
finding its way into my room. It will tell me the weather outside
and then leave.

So, when a man I do not recognise
suddenly appears in front of me without first opening and coming
through the door first, I naturally think I am having one such
hallucination.

‘Hello.’ The man is
sitting cross-legged, facing me. He is dressed all in black, with a
leather hood over his head. From what I can see off his face, he
has a long grey beard and piercing eyes that look familiar. The
ornate handle of a long sword held in a leather sheath with straps
crisscrossing his front, poking out from behind him.

When I don’t initially
respond, he kicks my foot. Can
hallucinations touch you?

‘What do you want?’ I ask
wearily.

‘What do
I want?’ The man echoes,
confused.

‘Yes.’

‘The question is, what
do you want?’

‘Who are you?’

‘A friend.’

‘You know me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who am I? How did I get
here?’

‘Oh boy, they have really
done a number on you.’ The man sympathises. ‘Your name is Simon,
and how you got here is a long story.’

‘Can you tell
me?’

‘Of course. Please sit
back and try to get comfortable. I shall start from the
beginning.’




 Chapter 1











On a bright, sunny late morning in
spring, you hustled through the exit of a fifteen-floor glass and
concrete building in the middle of Canary Wharf. When you felt like
you’d reached a safe distance, you stopped, slightly flushed and
out of breath. You looked back, expecting someone to follow you out
of the building.

*

‘Did someone follow me?’ I
suddenly interrupt.

‘No.’ The bearded man
says, clearly put off by my interruption.

‘What was I doing
there?’

‘All shall become clear.
Can I continue?’

‘Of course. Sorry,
continue.’

*

‘Shit,’ you said to
yourself, ‘I’m definitely not getting that job. You stupid,
stupid—.’ Standing in the middle of the affluent Canary Wharf, with
hundreds of business types walking past and imposing skyscrapers
climbing high, you looked like you were on the verge of a massive
anxiety attack.

You swallowed hard. Thankfully, it
didn’t happen. Pulling yourself together by readjusting the lapels
of your navy-tailored fit suit, you walked back to Canary Wharf
Underground Station to return home.

Walking, you retrieved
your smartphone from your pocket and, from
your list of contacts, proceeded to call Vasia.

*

‘Vasia? She sounds
familiar. Should I know her?

Clearly not liking the interruption,
the man facepalms again.

‘Sorry.’ I
apologise.

‘Vasia is your wife. ‘I
promise all will become clear. Let me tell your story and ask at
the end if you have any questions.

‘Okay. I promise not to
interrupt again.’

‘Thank you.’

*

She interrupted before you could say,
‘Hello.

‘‘So how did it
go?’

You hesitated for half a breath,
‘Well…’

‘That bad, was it?’ Vasia
asked sympathetically.

‘It was a complete
disaster, love.’

‘It couldn’t have been
that bad.’

‘Imagine the worst
possible interview you have ever had.’

There was only the sound of her
breathing before she spoke again.

‘Oh, God.’ Vasia
groaned.

You couldn’t help but grin. After
fifteen years together, with ten of those married, you can
sometimes tell precisely what she was thinking. She probably
remembered all the job interviews where old, balding, sweaty men
leered at her boobs.

‘Well now, times that by a
thousand,’ you emphasised.

‘Babe! No! You know you’re
always down on yourself after one of these things. I bet you nailed
it.’

Her encouragement washed over you like
a welcome hot shower.

‘I told the idiot of an
interviewer he was a joke.’

‘You didn’t,’ she almost
shouted.

‘Imagine David Brent
in The Office mixed with The Twilight
Zone.’ You started telling her about your
interview getting progressively stranger.

‘What? He asked you why
tennis balls are fluffy?’ She cut off your description.

‘Yup, and I’ve just
googled it. That’s what he’s done to me, Vasia. He’s made me google
why tennis balls are fluffy. And do you know what I
found?’

‘What?’ she
hesitated.

‘Nothing. Google doesn’t
even have an answer for it. And that wasn’t even the worst
question. He asked me whether or not I believe in
ghosts.’

‘Oh, no. You didn’t tell
him, did you?’ Vasia groaned.

As said before, you have been together
for a long time. So, Vasia had a unique perspective on what
questions and topics can make you go on a rant for ages. Ghosts are
one of those things.

‘Damn straight, I did. So,
when he pointed out that my CV says I’m outgoing and all that crap,
he asked me to tell him a joke.’

‘And you said he was.’
Vasia finished, getting the picture.

You nodded in agreement as if Vasia
could see that on the other end of the line.

‘Oh, well.’ she sighed. ‘I
guess there are other job interviews.’

‘Yes,’ you responded,
‘there will be.’

‘But you can’t speak to
people like that. If you want a job, you must grin and bear it.’
Vasia lectured, and you rolled your eyes. ‘As my mum likes to say
so eloquently, you must be all tits and teeth.’

‘I know,’ was all you
could say.

The strain of being unemployed since
the French-owned IT company went under—because of the triple
economic threat of the Brexit debacle, COVID and the Cost-of-Living
crises hitting the economy a few years back—was showing.

As you were nearing Canary Wharf
Station, Vasia changed the subject.

‘How did your run go this
morning? I was performing my Fajr and forgot to ask before you left
the house.’

Vasia was referring to her morning
prayers and your London marathon training.

‘Yeah, it went well,’ you
responded. ‘I ran eight miles in just under seventy
minutes.’

‘Wow, that’s good for
you,’ Vasia said supportively.

She knew you and your goals. You were
training for the London Marathon, planning to run for Orchid, a
male cancer charity that helped your dad when he was diagnosed.
Fortunately, he has been in remission for the last few years.
Therefore, you were very appreciative of the charity’s work, and
what better way to show that appreciation than by attempting to run
the world-famous London Marathon? Vasia knew how badly you wanted
to do this. That was one of the things you two appreciated about
each other—your drive to complete things.

‘Yeah, I feel like
training is coming on nicely.’

You were going through the entrance of
Canary Wharf Station when Vasia asked: ‘How did the journey to
London go?’

‘It was uneventful,
really,’ you answered, really selling it, ‘When I got to St
Pancras, though, I met these interesting people on the underground
platform. Some tribal people from Africa, I think. Got talking to
the grandfather and this pretty, young woman with braids; I think
their names were Eraaf and Ermee.’

‘Pretty, was she?’ Vasia
immediately asked.

You could see her smiling.

You laughed. ‘Not like that. You know
I only have eyes for you.’

‘Well, when you say you
meet pretty girls on the Underground, what else will I
think?’

She tried to sound serious, but you
knew she was pulling your leg.

‘Anyway.’ You carried on
as you went through the turnstiles with your Oyster card. ‘I just
had a pleasant conversation with them, although the grandfather
kept freaking me out. He kept staring and smiling at me. They call
themselves the Xuholo tribe. They live somewhere called the Volta
on the borders between Chad, Sudan, and Libya.’

‘That’s nice,’ Vasia said,
her voice breaking up.

As you travelled down the escalator,
you put it down to the signal about to cut out.

‘Listen, Vasia. I’m going
to the Underground, and my signal is about to cut out. I’ll see you
when I get home.’

Faintly, you could hear Vasia
acknowledge you with ‘See you later’ when the phone suddenly cut
out.

Shrugging, you put your phone back in
your pocket and proceeded down the busy escalator to the
platform.


Chapter 2











Halfway back from Canary Wharf to
Green Park, you noticed that the Xuholo tribe people you’d had just
been talking to Vasia about were on the same train, in the next
carriage.

The train was too overcrowded to move,
and you were slightly apprehensive about stepping from one carriage
to the other on a moving train in a dark tunnel. You resorted to
giving Ermee a nod and a smile through a scratched and grimy window
when she noticed you.

At Westminster, the last stop before
Green Park, you noticed a tall, muscular figure stepping off,
wearing a dark green hoodie with the hood pulled down. Before the
doors whooshed shut, you saw that he’d left a black canvas backpack
on his seat.

‘Hey,’ you shouted after
him.

The man froze in mid-step but did not
turn around at first.

‘Your bag,’ you shouted
again as the doors closed.

The figure turned. The hood obscured
most of his face so that you couldn’t make out any distinguishing
features, but you had the uneasy feeling that he was grinning at
you. It was the kind of smile used by the villain in almost every
comic book and action movie.

Your uneasiness steadily grew as the
train moved off again. Before it entered the tunnel and the figure
disappeared from view, you saw the guy reaching into his pocket and
retrieving a mobile phone.

Instinct told you that something was
very wrong and that you were doing an incredibly dumb thing by
stepping over to the backpack and looking inside. But that’s
precisely what you did.

What you saw caused the hairs on the
back of your neck to stand on end.

Holding your breath, you took a minute
to examine what you saw. A black rectangular cylinder took up most
of the bag. It had various coloured wires connected to a
see-through plastic container that contained a thick-looking
liquid.

Having not been brought up in circles
where bombs were commonplace, you wouldn’t have known, but there
was no mistaking that this was one.

As a sickening, dreadful feeling took
hold of you, a red digital countdown timer suddenly appeared on the
black box, and, with a little beep, it started counting down from
ninety seconds. The thick substance changed colour when the timer
started.

What happened next happened fast, yet
it felt like everything was in slow motion to you.

Turning to the rest of the people, you
screamed like a banshee. ‘EVERYBODY MOVE, THERE’S A
BOMB!’

At first, everybody stayed in their
seats, staring at you gormlessly. Many were plugged into their
electronics, and no doubt didn’t hear you. Some just thought you
were mad.

‘THERE’S A FUCKING BOMB,
YOU IDIOTS, MOVE!’ you shouted again in frustration.

As soon as you mentioned the ‘b’ word
again, everyone got the idea and, as one unit, started screaming
and panicking. They stampeded to the other end of the carriage,
crashing and shoving each other out of the way.

Just two metres before you, an
eight-year-old Asian boy got trampled in the mad rush, and you
immediately stepped over to help him. As you got the boy back on
his feet, the mother—wearing a black hijab and who must have
realised her son wasn't with her—doubled back and appeared running
against the tide of people. She must not have understood your
intentions as she took one look at you holding her son's hand,
presumed the worst, and screamed in your face. Her spittle flew
into your face, and her breath smelled of cinnamon.

With surprising strength for her size,
she shoved you to the floor. Barely stopping, she picked up her son
and ran back after the mob of people.

Slightly stunned and shaken, more out
of the sudden confrontation than getting hurt from the fall, you
got back on your feet. You saw someone had opened the door leading
to the next carriage. Giving no thought to their safety, they leapt
from one carriage to another. As everyone piled into that one, the
original occupants also caught on and turned to flee the unknown
horror.

Remembering that there was another
carriage behind you, you turned around to see the people in that
carriage—including Ermee and her tribe—crowded around the windows,
peering in at you. For a moment, you had this weird feeling that
they were like spectators watching fish in an aquarium.

Realising that over the noise of the
train, they could probably not hear your frantic shouts that there
was a bomb, you ran back up the carriage, taking a brief look in
the backpack. For a moment, you casually wondered how only twenty
seconds had gone past at this point.

With all your strength, you yanked
open the door to the carriage, and, taking no heed to your previous
apprehension, you jumped from one to the other.

Once in the other carriage, you
started shepherding the occupants to the other end.

As soon as you mentioned the bomb
again, everyone reacted as one and dashed away, trying to barge off
the carriage, crashing into each other as they pushed and
shoved.

Everyone apart from the Xuholo tribe,
that was. They stood together as one unit, looking with serious
interest at you.

You frantically turned to Ermee,
‘Please get your people to the other end. Something bad will
happen.’

As if getting the message for the
first time, Ermee turned to her people, saying something in her
mother tongue, and they scattered up the carriage. All apart from
Eraaf. A task in itself on a moving train, he was standing on one
leg, holding his wooden staff and staring at you with the same look
he had when you first met earlier that morning.

You had that slightly weirded-out
feeling again, especially when the tribal leader gave a half bow,
turned, and strolled after the others as if he was on some
leisurely walk-through Clapham Common.

The bomb momentarily forgotten, you
stared after the older man, half-dazed, but you were rudely dragged
out of your trance when the intercom announced you were approaching
Green Park.

Immediately, you realise this bomb
would explode at a packed station. You spun into action as if you
were running on some adrenaline-fueled instinct. Noticing the
emergency brake on the wall, you pulled it with all your
strength.

A horrible screeching noise and a hard
jolt forced you headfirst into a pole in the middle of the floor
with an audibly painful clang. You felt your head rebound off the
bar, and for less than a second, you wondered if you had
whiplash.

The train started its painfully slow
process of stopping, but unfortunately, it would not stop soon
enough.

Seeing stars and feeling a bitter
metallic taste in your mouth, you gained your balance before
hitting the floor and, unmindful of the bloody wound that had just
opened on your forehead, half-stumbling, you started running up the
carriage.

You caught up to an elderly
white-haired woman who had been rudely thrown to the floor when
you’d pulled the emergency brake.

You helped her back to her feet and
supported her with one arm around her waist. The two of you ran as
fast as she could manage. You headed up the carriage to where the
other people were trying to get into the next car.

Everyone screamed as the lights went
out just before you caught up with the others. If it weren’t for
the metal wheels grating on metal tracks and making sparks outside
the train, you would all have been plunged into total darkness.
This was causing an eerie strobe-like effect seen from inside. Your
heart started racing, and panic exploded through your whole body.
Suddenly, you couldn’t breathe.
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Your eyes blinked open. Your head was
pounding, and your body was disorientated as you realised you had
awoken upside down. Your entire body was hanging at an odd angle
that would make any yoga teacher proud. You knew you had to right
yourself, but as you slowly moved your body, the pain caused your
head to spin, and you almost blacked out again.

Falling to your hands and knees, you
stayed stock-still as you tried to shake off the fog clouding your
head. Disorientated, nothing was computing; nothing made sense. The
only way you could describe the feeling was to liken it to a
computer after it had rebooted. First, there’s blackness, and
slowly things come together.

Rather than hearing them, you slowly
sensed the screams of dying and injured people. You looked to your
left and then wished you hadn’t. You recognised the old lady you
had tried to save lying beside you. She was dead. The biggest clue
was the yellow vertical grab rail poking out of her right eye
socket. Her head looked like it was detached from the rest of her
body. It was hanging on by the few vertebrae of her
spine.

You couldn’t help a watery sensation
in your mouth. You swallowed hard and wished you hadn’t. The acid
scratching of the bile crawled up your throat. You turned your head
in the opposite direction and vomited.

After a few moments, you wiped your
mouth with the back of your sleeve. With your whole body shaking
almost uncontrollably, you tried to get up.

Your head hit something
hard.

‘Motherfucker!’

Seeing stars, you rubbed the spot. You
staggered to your feet, ducking to avoid the object and looked
around. The only illumination came from the cracked and dirty
windows.

You finally understood what was adding
to your disorientation. You stood on the ceiling in an upside-down
carriage, resting at an uphill slant. The object you had hit when
trying to stand was the headrest of a seat. You desperately looked
around for anyone who needed help. You were alone in the carriage.
The groans screams, and yells for help you were hearing over the
painful ringing in your ears were coming from behind you in the
next carriage.

You looked at the door separating the
two carriages and bent down to look through the broken window only
to find blackness—a seemingly endless void.

Your first thought was to squeeze
through the window to the next carriage, but you quickly fathomed
that the space was too small to fit. You had no idea what was on
the other side, either.

Panic clawed at your throat, and your
heart felt like it was beating out of your ribcage as you realised
you were trapped in this dark steel tube. Would this become your
coffin?

You took a deep breath to keep the
panic from overwhelming you. Hurriedly walking to the middle doors
that opened to whatever was left of the tunnel, you gingerly
stepped over the grab rails on the ceiling. You fumbled around the
wall in pitch black until you located the button to open the door
and pressed it.

Nothing. Nothing happened besides a
hissing noise, like air escaping the hydraulics.

You pressed the button again—still
nothing but the hissing noise and distant moans of those
dying.

In frustration, you repeatedly banged
on the button, getting the same result each time.

You had never felt so alone, so
helpless.

‘HELP,’ you yelled as you
started banging on the doors.

You kept yelling until your throat
hurt, and your voice went hoarse. Still, nobody came.

‘Calm down, Simon.
Breathe.’ You tried to self-soothe.

You stopped banging on the door to
catch your breath. You were just about to start again when someone
behind you moaned in a strangled tone.

‘Help.’

The ghostly sound chilled your soul.
You looked up and down in the darkness until your eyes landed on
the door to the adjoining carriage. Assuming the sound was coming
from there, you rushed back to it and started shouting through the
letterbox-sized space.

No answer.

You looked desperately around your
surroundings and caught sight of the red glass box with a small
hammer inside. The sign beside the box with the writing upside down
read, ‘In case of emergency, break glass.’

‘Well, if ever there was
an emergency, this would be it,’ you muttered out loud.

You went to the box and kicked the
glass out to get the hammer. Choosing one of the side windows, you
bashed the little hammer against the corner of it, and the window
shattered.

Getting down on all fours—mindful of
all the glass, debris, and stones on the track—you crawled out of
the side window.

Standing, you pointlessly brushed the
dirt and glass off your ripped, dirty, and blood-covered
suit.

Like a bolt of blue lightning, a
fleeting memory of that morning passed through your mind. You were
getting dressed for the interview and obsessing over the colours
you wanted to wear as if all that fussing would make any
difference.

Vasia will kill me when
she sees the state of me. For the briefest
of moments, you wondered if dying here would have been preferable
to what she would do to you.

Your carriage was still in the dark
gloom of the tunnel with a tiny sliver of light coming from the
platform, the only exit in sight, about fifty yards
away.

From your vantage point, you could see
that the station platform was in absolute chaos, with carriages
piled into each other. The front end of the train had mounted the
platform and punched through the wall beside the existing tunnel,
making an extra one. There was rubble, dust, and cables spitting
electricity everywhere. From this distance, you could see people
lying dead underneath the debris.

A few lucky survivors—if they could be
called that—were wandering aimlessly around the wreckage. Their
dirty, dusty faces were masks of vacant shock and dismay. Others
awkwardly climbed out of the side windows of the broken train or
had got the doors open and jumped four feet to the safety of the
ground. Through the debris, you could see that one person had
accidentally landed on the third rail and been instantly
electrocuted. The smoking body filled the air with the smell of
burnt flesh and smouldering death. The wretched stench forced some
people to vomit, bringing new meaning to the word
‘uncontrollable’.

You watched an older man, in a suit
ripped like yours clumsily climb over the lip of the window and
fall to the platform floor, smashing his head against the ground.
You were sure he must have died right away or, at the very least,
knocked himself out. To your surprise, he slowly sat up and dragged
himself to his feet, using the side of the train as support. Once
upright, he swayed and looked confused momentarily, then staggered
towards safety. You were forced to admire his
resilience.

The emergency services' faint and
distant siren sounds could be heard, and were getting closer.
Considering the cries of despair around you, they could not come
soon enough. For now, though, there was no professional help
around.

You didn’t have time to let all that
sink in. You trudged down the tunnel towards the station platform,
your feet crunching on the gravel, gingerly avoiding rubble and
broken cables.

You got as far as the middle of the
first carriage after yours when you heard knocking from
inside.

With the sliding doors at shoulder
height, you stepped over them and put your ear to the
metal.

You could make out someone sobbing and
another person moaning from inside.

Desperate, you banged on the door and
shouted, ‘Is anybody there?’

This instantly started a chorus of
bangs, yells, and cries for help from inside.

‘Hang on, I’ll get you
out,’ you promised, shouting through the door, probably sounding
more optimistic than you felt.

This started up another chorus of
‘Thank you, God,’ and ‘Bless you,’ with one voice saying, ‘Please
hurry, I think this person is dying. I don’t know how long they
have. She’s bleeding badly.’

‘No pressure, Simon,’ you
said under your breath.

You put your hands to the gap in the
middle of the sliding doors and tried pushing them open with all
your strength.

They wouldn't budge.

You tried a second time. Sweat started
pouring down your face to reward your exertion.

The problem was that the doors were
too high, and you couldn't get enough leverage to pry them
apart.

You gave up for a second.

‘Was I a tad optimistic
when I said I would help everybody get out,’ you quietly wondered
to yourself with a hefty sigh.

Not knowing what you were doing, you
aimlessly started looking for something to help you open the
doors.

Then inspiration struck
you.

You ran back up the train to your
carriage, and with
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