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SURVIVAL
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She clenched the arm rests of the seat with sweaty palms. She sat mostly frozen with her seatbelt tightly round her slim waist.

Occasionally, someone passing along the aisle would brush past her or accidentally bump her seat as they tried to navigate the thin passageway. She declined the meal offered her but had accepted the short bottle of Merlot that came with it. She was surprised by the wide selection of liquid refreshment packed into the relatively small metallic cart being pushed along by the hostess. She was immaculate, donned in the calming pale blue colours of the airline, her hair tight in a bun and her make-up almost tattooed on to conform with company perfection.

Talisa hesitated. Red or white. She couldn’t decide. In the end the hostess placed her hand on red and held it out suggestively, so she accepted it without complaint.

The leggy air hostess lent slightly across her to ask the portly gentleman to her right, who was also travelling alone, what he wanted. By the time he had a chance to answer Talisa had cracked open the lid of the bottle and downed almost half of its bitter tasting contents. He looked at her with concern. She looked to him, and then up at the stewardess, half shrugging her shoulders in response before ignoring them both.

The heavy-set man, whose slight body odour issues were thankfully stolen by the atmospherics of the plane, raised an eyebrow, half shaking his head. A knowing look past between him and the air hostess, which Talisa pretended not to notice.

Her unwanted travelling companion beside her had attempted to instigate pleasant conversation before take-off. She had given him daggers along with a curt, frosty reply that said in no uncertain terms that she wished to be left alone. If that and her demeanour during the first half hour or so of the flight, along with her studious examination of the flight safety demonstration and the intimate perusal of the emergency flight card, wasn’t enough to have informed him of her fears, then he was surely dumber than your average frequent flier.

It wasn't that she was scared of flying; she flew loads, so often she got confused to her destinations, like this one. She thought hard – where the hell was she going this time? It didn’t come to her, so she dismissed it for the moment. No, flying wasn’t the problem, it was the crashing she didn't care for. She was so very desperate to avoid going through all the pain of it again.

She watched with pity and a tinge of jealousy the young family in the centre row taking up three of the four seats. Mum was on the farther side taking up care duties while the two boys, maybe 5 and 7 years old, tried to entertain themselves. Occasionally they would turn around to the seat behind where dad sat. He was relegated on his own to the aisle seat after the snooty woman, so the mum had called her (Talisa would have called her bitchy but could understand the mother's restraint with her language) refused to change seats.

The boys leapt up and shook the cushioned headrests and called constantly to dad, an early thirty-something escaping the toils of the workplace for that precious two-week vacation away with the family. The boys pestered constantly, trying to show him what they were colouring in on the child's pack the stewardess had given them before take-off. Their meals sat mainly untouched, piled up on mum’s tray and clamping her in, who, being plump around the mid-drift, had never lost the excess from her pregnancy weight. She had long auburn curls once, in years past, but they she had never regrown them beyond the length of the straight bob she now wore having, most likely, cut it following the constant tugging endured when the kids were mere babes. If only they were that small now and not the loveable rogues they had grown into with too much energy for a flight of any length, ignoring the repeated requests of both mum and dad not to kick the seats in front of them.

Talisa hoped for their sakes the flight would be uneventful.

The seatbelt sign lit up above her head with a chime, drawing her attention as the turbulence began. She shook her head, expecting the worst. The glistening brown, springy ringlets curled down passed her ears, bouncing as the plane began to gently jolt. Her eyes began to water, not quite enough to roll a tear along her cheek, to drip onto her conservative V-neck sweater and the striped shirt she wore beneath, but it was enough to cause her to suck in breath and blink profusely.

The stewardess began walking up the aisle, cautioning everyone to buckle up. She appeared unperturbed by the sway of the plane as though it was a normal and regular occurrence, which of course it was, but to Talisa it was just the beginning.

If it were possible to grip the arm rest tighter, she would have, but the white of her knuckles showed it couldn't be done. There was a jolt and a sharp dip as the plane caught a pocket of air, but the pilot seemed capable as it quickly regained composure. The picture-perfect hostess grabbed hold of the shoulder of a seat this time, but still she managed to smile with professional calmness at the worried boys whose energetic bobbing had been stilled by the rising chill from their stomachs as the plane momentarily lost altitude.

For minutes the plane flew along with nothing more than an exaggerated shake and sway of the wings. Even farther back along the aisle, another stewardess was still moving along unperturbed with a trolley, collecting up any rubbish. For a brief moment Talisa thought her paranoia was just that, but then there was a loud bang like the back firing of a car, only a hundred times louder due to the size of the engine.

The sound roared across from the far wing. All eyes to snapped in that direction, including the stewardess who gripped the front seat of the aisle as the nose of the plane dipped sharply, dragged down to the left by whatever had caused the explosion: a failed engine, a bomb, a collision, who knew, and really, right now, who cared? At this point in time, all anybody cared about was not dying.

As the plan plummeted time seemed to slow as Talisa took in the rapid events erupting around her.

The stewardess (Talisa hadn't caught the name on her badge, frankly caring little to get too acquainted with anyone she may later regret remembering) had she been looking back up the aisle, she would have seen the trolley come careening along the passage unhindered by the brakes which were not engaged, allowing it to move along with a gentle push. The cart rolled like a runaway train on tracks of grey plastic arm rests bouncing it back on course as it struck the seats. Eventually it collided with the slender legs of the leggy blonde who noticed it too late to avoid it completely but, in enough time, to escape the full impact by throwing herself sideways into the vacant toilet. It clipped her legs side-on, scraping tights, flesh, and bone all in one hit as it toppled to a rest beside her. The curtain separating the compartments flapped open as she went down, exposing the terrified faces of the forward cabin who stared back in two minds as to whether they should unclip and help. One man who was close enough did, something he would regret as he would later find himself flung to the back of the plane. For now, he reached her as she screamed out in pain, joining her voice to those of the passengers as the nose of the plane failed to recover an upward momentum.

There was a moment of pandemonium as the tail of the aeroplane seemed to lift, throwing the nose down and the contents of the cabin up. With it went the contents of a good many stomachs whose failure to reach for the sick bags in time meant a warm, foul-smelling splattering was had by most sat behind, especially those at the rear as the chunky vomit sailed over a number of seats as it sped away from the descent of the plane.

A laptop, loose on a forward seat, no doubt at rest from the fingers of its weary task master who, like most people had slammed his hands to his ears at the sudden pain caused by the change in cabin pressure, took flight and bumped off the overhead storage compartments, some of which had popped open and spewed their contents south, hitting hard on the heads of the unsuspecting and already panicked passengers. One was struck out cold - a fortunate occurrence for him as he was spared the anticipated end. The loose laptop journeyed on. It flapped with the gaping mouth of a hungry Pac-man seeking a ghoul to swallow up in the maze, eventually slamming down on the snooty woman sat next to mum, leaving a gash across the side of her head before continuing to find another victim. If Talisa hadn't been so sure of the end, she would have said this was karma, but truly it wasn't comical enough to even break her thin pursed lips away from her clenched teeth.

As well as all the other debris floating about the cabin, the flapping of oxygen masks added to the confusion. The masks dropped with the cabin pressure as the vessel fell into an apparent free-fall. She could picture the pilot desperately trying to regain control in a vain attempt to save all the lives on board, living for real every pilot’s worst nightmare.

Mum ignored the instructions of the safety guide by trying desperately to fit her children's masks before her own. She almost passed out in the process before realising the sense of what she needed to do. Her futile attempts eventually won through as she mentally tried to block out all else around her, her motherly instincts kicking in as she reached up and attached hers before checking theirs were secured in the proper manner. She attempted to hug the nearest with a glance between the seats to her husband behind who was reaching forward around the aisle to hold the backward reaching fingers of their other screaming son.

The only blessing for all was that all the window shutters had been down for the majority of the flight so that as it plummeted in free fall, no one but those in the cockpit could visualise the end, and so could only guess at when the collision would come as they prayed to a god they had previously ignored.

This was how Talisa pictured it. She didn't bother with the oxygen mask, hoping, if at all possible, to pass out as she closed her eyes. She felt the heavy sinking of the metal shell as it flipped from a nosedive onto its back, the seatbelt pulling tight and bear hugging her intestines as it twisted once more onto its belly.

Everyone was screaming. Everyone was bracing for impact as the plane fell out of control. Then, after what felt like an age, in what could only have lasted for a split second, there was a short, sharp, momentary thud, and what felt like the blistering heat of a fireball rolling down the cabin, engulfing the plane as white light instantly blotted out all else from Talisa’s mind.
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She stared at herself in the mirror. The glass was still misted from her shower, causing her to wipe it occasionally with the palm of her hand to get a clear view before it clouded over again.

Part of her felt coy at the image reflected but part of her also felt impatient. She wanted to inspect the phantom of herself that threw back through the rising moisture of the vacated shower. What stared back was a far cry from what had terrorised the glass twenty minutes earlier when a different person altogether stood in her place.

Twenty minutes earlier the tangled mop of auburn hair clung to the sticky spittle of crimson splatted across her face, drying to mix with the smeared violaceous streaks strobing her cheeks in a gush of elated emotion. She couldn't contain it as she climaxed with the painful thrill of his mouth flinching and biting down uncontrollably on her clitoris. She held his head down with one hand, whilst with the other she thrust the sharpened letter opener she had secreted beneath the pillow through the top of his skull. It entered with enough force to push down deep into the back of his throat, pinning his tongue in position.

He had no way of knowing what hit him as his body jolted and fitted. His fingers gripped at her bare buttocks. His nails dug in, adding to the ecstasy as she wrapped her legs around him. Her hips rose up to join his suffocating face as she relished the death throes of the dead man's five seconds, stifling his cry and any exasperated attempts at protest. It was just as she had planned it. No, it was better.

It was a death scene only movie script writers could conjure up, and just one of many she had fantasised about.

She had lain there for a minute or two before lifting his naked corpse off her and removing her blood-soaked body from his. Only then did she step across the tiled hotel room floor to the bathroom to peer into the mirror.

She had stared into the mirror full of self-loathing at her appearance. A crazed smile come grimace strained through the tear smeared make-up and smudged bright red lipstick, a result of either the over passionate snog she shared with the man she just killed as they entered the bedroom and frantically pulled off each other’s clothes, or from where she wiped her bloodied mouth after being slapped, or both.

She knew the type of man he was. She could tell from just looking at him. He was short and stocky. He had a short back-and-sides haircut with a low flattop. He wore a permanent scowl, the sort you could imagine from someone who would batter his wife for not cleaning the dishes thoroughly. She knew he wouldn't hesitate in knocking her around when she suggested some rough treatment, encouraging him to slap her as he penetrated her. She liked it rough; it was a real turn on.

It wasn't the first time she had lured a man back to her room for sex and then killed him, but it was the first time she had killed a man during sex - and she liked it. The time before she had left the poor soul handcuffed to the bed. She left him there as went to the bathroom and retrieved the gun from the cabinet, screwed on the suppressor, and then checked herself in the mirror before calmly walking back to shoot him in the head. His erection was still standing proud, clearly expecting more of what he had been getting before she left the room.

A bloody mess, she had returned to the bathroom. She loathed the person that had stared back at her in the mirror, but at the same time she couldn't imagine loving herself any less. She ripped off the wig and wiped the fresh tears beginning to form as she briefly thought of her mother long passed. Not a day went by when she didn't think of her. She would scold herself for what she imagined her mother would have thought of the person she had become. She stepped to the shower and let herself be cleansed, not of her sins but of the thoughts that tempted to betray her.

Twenty minutes was all it took for a different woman to be staring back out from the mirror. This was Vicky Rivers: wild, intelligent, unpredictable, fearless, and ruthless. Her hair, her real hair, was cropped short with a straight blonde fringe that washed over her left eye. Her eyes were a startling blue that stood out, often drawing unwanted attention for their beauty. She disguised them with a heavy mask of make-up, a ghostly ring of eyeliner and shadow meeting to bridge at her nose as a painted-on eye mask. This was in contrast to the white foundation she brushed on to the rest of her face to smooth out the sharpness of her jawline and high cheek bones, a strength of features she sought to hide as though ashamed. Her eyebrows were plucked thin, her eyelashes short, her ears pulled back tight to her head sitting squarely on a slender smooth neck.

She examined her body. It was strong and muscular, a result of the steroids she used to take, not for performance enhancement or recreational, but medicinal. She was tall too, a height that most women couldn't achieve even with heels, yet her loftiness wasn't clumsy or out of proportion, but gracefully carried on pins that would turn most heads as her legs reached up to her firm buttocks. A tattoo decorated the outside of her right thigh, it was high up and not too big to be a distraction from any clothing she would normally wear, but its theme bore a meaning in her manner as the black Colt 9mm smoked out into a blood red daisy chain wrapping itself around the handle of the gun. She was tempted to get another one of a dagger on the other thigh, but so far had resisted the temptation.

A firm six-pack of muscles lined her abdomen. They were not too bulgy, but flat and smoothly ripped. Her biceps were strong, too, telling of a no messing woman but one that could equally carry off a ball gown if she needed or wanted to. Her breasts were an ample C cup, not too saggy, they held nicely without a bra. Her nipples were pert which distracted from the deep slash of scarring across and below the left nipple from a wound that had almost cost her the breast. She stared down at a rogue mutant long blonde hair that seemed to sprout from the areola which she hadn't noticed before. She inspected for others before gripping it between her finger and thumb and yanking it out.

Happier with her appearance, she allowed her mind to settle on the practicalities of what she needed to do. She walked to the bedroom and turned on the television, allowing the late-night news broadcast to filter loudly through the rooms to disguise any humping around that she required as she sanitised the scene. She didn't bother dressing for this; it was easier to clean herself off than any clothes she might put on.

She moped at the bloody footprints she had left on the floor with a towel, knowing she would take the towels with her and dispose of them elsewhere. She had been careful with her appearance on booking the room, careful, too, with how much she touched. The wipe down was an easy task.

She bleached the sheets on the bed, inspecting closely for hairs or any other fibres that might give her away, before bleaching her victim’s genitalia and mouth, cleaning out his fingernails and erasing all evidence that she had been there.

It would, of course, be easy to put together what had happened. She would leave a bizarre scene, but she figured it would be at least two days before it was discovered, so long as the maid respected the privacy sign she would leave on the door when she left. She was sure the police would figure out the basics of what happened, as for the motive, even she wasn't sure of that.

Everything had been pre-planned. Her fresh set of clothes were laid out carefully in the bathroom, her handbag containing her passport and cash were there on the floor behind the door. She hadn't needed to bring too much for this job and was keen to get onto the next. They had already assigned her another. She was expected in Stuttgart tomorrow night.

The news channel rambled on in the background, repeating the political wanderings of a government official and his connections to the mob. It was boring and nothing new.

She pulled up her panties and was reaching beyond her back for the clasp to do up her bra when a breaking news headline caught her attention. "Ultime Notizie: Un aereo si è schiantato in America uccidendo tutti a bordo" the female newsreader announced.

Vicky's ear turned towards the small television set sat propped opposite the bed. She stopped what she was doing and listened without being able to see the screen from where she was stood. A plane had crashed somewhere in the America’s. She listened intently for the precise location. All aboard were thought dead, although one unofficial report claimed that there had been at least one survivor.

Her imagination went into overdrive.

It was her. Instinctively, she knew it was. It had to be. She could feel it in the depths of her guts, wrenching her innards with the deep routed knowledge that threatened to tear the flesh from her bones. For a moment she doubled over at the psychological phantom that stabbed her midsection. She gritted her teeth and shook her head, spitefully kissing the enamel with both tongue and lips as she did so.

Standing tall once more, her proud cheekbones bulged with the tension in her face. This changed everything. They wouldn't be happy with her, but she didn't care. "I'll get you this time," she growled in Italian.

She would have to change her plans on the hoof. It would be risky. She would need to make sure she covered her tracks properly.

Looking about the room distractedly, she tried to double-check in her mind that she wasn’t skipping any detail. It would be easy to do as she gave into obsession. Satisfied, she resumed getting dressed with a renewed sense of urgency.
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Tomek laughed heartily, a short deep snort filtering through his nostrils as he balanced on the back two legs of his pale wooden chair. The tip of his magazine barely rested on the matching tabletop as the four of them sat shaded under the wide brimmed ivory umbrella that protruding out into the street.

Lenart also let out a chuckle, being equally tickled by the story Wieslaw spluttered through reading out.

Wieslaw attempted to sip at his coffee, trying to maintain composure as his eyes followed the newspaper print, his shoulders hunched forward from his seat over the slatted table.

Justyna walked around the table with a steaming jug in her hand and refilled two of their cups and wiped at a spillage Tomek had left when he jogged the table with his leg.

“Ah, dobra. Dziękuję,” said Tomasz. He lifted his head from his iPad with a distant smile, thankful for the refill.

Justyna circled another table within the metal railings of Czekolada’s expanded pavement space before retreating back inside the café.

“It has that one in here too,” directed Wieslaw barely above a whisper towards Lenart without lifting his head from the newspaper before him, “the one you read earlier about better dads having smaller testicles.”

“I’m still laughing from that one,” said Lenart. His face lit up with a broad smile at the memory of their earlier discussion.

“I have one,” spoke up Tomek, blind to the eyes of Lenart following the firm rear of Justyna as she walked away behind him. He tipped his chair forward and placed the magazine on the table to read aloud. “Headline is: Predicting Your Death - 'Scientists in California now believe, by the use of a few simple tests, they can accurately predict when elderly people will die. A study of 1,189 old people identified 13 'biomarkers' such as heart disease, stress and high cholesterol levels which can be linked to early mortality. A mixture of high levels of adrenal hormones and immune problems was especially risky to people aged over 70, they added.'” He looked up for approval, but it was clearly in the balance as heads were wobbling sideways in an uncertain gesture.

“Would you really want to predict when you die?” asked Lenart. He was a thin man with blonde hair that flopped across his brow and a well-groomed fair goatee that didn’t really suit him. His pallid blue shirt with faded white vertical stripes hung loose over his black jeans which were out of sight beneath the table. His sleeves were rolled up tightly to expose the short blonde hairs on his arms that gave them the appearance of being smooth down to the expensive Timex adorning his left wrist.

“Why not? Just think, if you know what’s likely to kill you then surely, you’ll try and change your habits, your diet, the way you live – wouldn’t you?”

Lenart and Tomek paused to consider Wieslaw’s viewpoint.

“I think I’d rather it just crept up on me. I don’t want to spend my life looking over my shoulder worrying about doing this and doing that just because it ‘might’ kill me.”

“Tomek’s right,” Lenart agreed. “You go to all that trouble and then you step off the kerb into the path of a bus.”

“Or Lenart’s car!” chortled Tomek. He looked over Lenart’s shoulder and across the road to where Cristian Lenart had parked his green Volkswagen Passat. It sat not quite straight in one of the bays opposite, forming a long island of parked cars in the middle of the street. Traffic flowed either side as the shops around formed a wide square along Chmielna, ended at the Atlantic cinema and the C&A department store at one end, with the St. Andrew’s Palace Hotel opposite, and a pasta bar at the other end which backed onto a vacant lot before the shops began again. The empty lot, with its broken bricks and discarded rubbish blown in, or thrown in, had stood empty for almost two years and yet no plans were in place to build on what had been the old car showroom. Today, the whole street of Chmielna was fairly quiet, for both vehicular and pedestrian traffic, considering it was not far from Marszalkowska Street and Aleje Jerzolimskie, the two main roads intersecting the centre of Warsaw.

“What’s wrong with my parking, you son of a bitch!” retorted Lenart as he looked over his shoulder at the family car housing the two child seats in the back which would later be filled with his twin girls once he picked them up from kindergarten after lunch. Until then he would waste away his morning as was their regular customary routine as they hovered around their most respected friend, Tomasz.

Once more they bowed their heads to their respective periodicals. It had become the norm, to sit around the table mid-week for mid-morning coffee at Czekolada’s perusing the various newspapers and popular magazines for intriguing and humorous, supposedly true, stories to bat around the table as comical issues of debate amongst themselves. Mostly Tomasz would only be vaguely listening as he worked, not that anyone would ever ask him what he was doing. In his stead Justyna, or Bronislaw, the café owner, would be drafted in as they busied about attending them or other customers.

The four of them were well-known and well respected amongst the community. Often, they would be greeted by a familiar face passing, or a car would toot in friendly acknowledgement of their presence.

Tomasz was the reason they were together, allowing them to benefit from the morsels he threw them from time to time as they regularly met for coffee. He would hold them there with his insistence on working away from a desk, preferring to keep a mobile office attached to just one of his many regular haunts. Their hangouts had changed little since they were young men wet behind the ears, full of spunk and ambition, but his dynamic gaze hadn’t changed. It drew all to him with the strength of a master vampire, casting into a trance everyone he deemed to command. Tomasz had an enigmatic character; one you simply didn’t want to part from.

All four had their own jobs and families, but it was to Tomasz they each held their loyalty.

“I have one.” It was Tomek again, once more tipping his chair forward and placing the magazine on the table so that his companions could see the insert of a zombie taken from a horror movie. There seemed to be a theme running through the weekly satirical magazine Nie he was reading. They often found this was the case, similar stories were often repeated in the different publications, almost identical in some cases, but occasionally taking different, if not opposite, slants on the varying stories.

Wieslaw held aloft the extra-large pages of the Gazeta Polska. Lenart’s copy of the tabloid Fakt lay flat on the table with its pages open wide for all to see, his coffee cup centrally placed on the table far from his reach, resting on the unopened copy of the folded Dziennik. The two attentive men cocked an ear to listen.

Tomek Bednarczyk was the older looking of the quartet, a look that came from his unshaven designer cheeks and his broad paunch that leant to the wearing of sweaters rather than the crisp tight-fitting shirts his friends tended to wear. It wasn’t that he was older, quite the opposite, and often his roguish boyish behaviour would betray him as the youngest of the group, for he was the junior to the others by almost three years. He had known his three companions his whole life and had grown up in the rough tangle of grey webbing that caught the winter breeze between what was officially business and unofficially crime. He used to think of it as menial, rather office level misdemeanours, not quite street level robbery but sophisticated enough to be organised, and calculated enough to know whose heads to step on and whose arse to lick when necessary. It was a learned talent, one he felt privileged to have been indoctrinated into.

“The Walking Dead, reads the headline,” began Tomek.

“What is the obsession with death this morning?” Lenart chirped.

“Like the series? Zombies, yes? I get it,” quietly mumbled Wieslaw as if speaking to himself.

Tomek resumed, “‘Could zombies, the stuff of horror films soon become reality?’ The article asks. ‘Scientists in America...’ blah blah blah...”

“America again.”

“Humph,” agreed Wieslaw with a shrug of his shoulders.

Tomek finished scanning the column and picked up on the basics of the story. “‘Using a so-called suspended animation technique, they emptied the dead animals' veins of blood and filled them with ice-cold saline solution to preserve the tissues and organs. The animals had no heartbeat or brain activity and were classed as being clinically dead. The saline solution was then replaced with fresh blood and electric shocks were used to restart the heart. The dogs were unharmed by their suspension and appeared to suffer no brain damage.’”

“Sounds more like Frankenstein,” piped up Wieslaw.

“‘Scientists in Pittsburgh hope to use the technique to save the lives of people who have suffered massive blood loss, such as battlefield casualties or stabbing victims. They are in talks with hospitals about beginning trials on human trauma patients within a year.’ It waffles on a bit more about the dogs being in complete cardiac standstill for hours before they recover... blah blah."

“The bloody Americans are obsessed with keeping everybody alive.” It was Wieslaw’s turn to take the lead with a vocal concern on the subject. “What happens when we save everyone? Where do we all live? How will we all work? Obtaining immortality is one thing, the quest for it I mean, but globally on a large scale it’s not sustainable, surely.”

Lenart was nodding at his friend’s viewpoint. Wieslaw Raczynski was wiry thin, even thinner than both he and Tomasz, and his shirt was almost a clone too, as though the three wore a uniform but of differing shades and colours. He had a narrow chin below a bulbous nose, besides which was a large mole. His dark hair was fashionably unkempt in a fringe that rested over his forehead but above his eyes. A wave of cigarette smoke wafted from his mouth floating upwards past his eyes as he blew it away and reached forward to stub out the butt in the ashtray in the middle of the table. He wasn’t the only one of the four men to smoke, but for the last half hour he was the only one to light up. Tomek resisted the urge to smoke at the table to aide Lenart in his attempts to quit in order to please his wife, who was not so much nagging as manipulative, cunningly drawing her husband under her thumb.

Lenart stared at Wieslaw hunched over the Gazeta Polska, not for the first time thinking that his friend reminded him of a weasel yet knowing that when he wanted to there could be a rapid and suave transformation. He could become a different person when he adopted that skill Tomasz had taught him.

Tomasz had taught them all. The ability to look cool, slick, and confident before all others, so that upon inspection they would not be intimately aware that any of them. None would recognise them as sniffing the brown of the proverbial backside, nor shafting anyone in direct competition or with influence of the rungs of the ladder they were climbing or had climbed in the decade or so they had run together since finishing business college.

“Do you think it’s true?” Lenart enquired with a hint of scepticism.

“Who are you going to get to volunteer for that sort of stuff? Not me!” exclaimed Tomek, rebalancing his chair with a smile. “Who wants to live forever anyway?”

“Bloody American’s,” muttered Wieslaw, tapping off his box of cigarettes on the table as he weighed up lighting another one.

Tomek and Lenart shared a look with a smirk and a raised eyebrow in Tomasz’ direction. Wieslaw caught it and waited for Tomek to ask the question.

“He’d know. Wouldn’t you, Tomasz?” Tomek joked with a raised voice. “You could tell us if the American’s have achieved immortality. Go on, look it up on your iPad. I bet it’s there.”

Tomasz Sikora was the master of all he surveyed, having attained his status through cunning endeavour, devious planning, and the restructuring of those around him. He had trained those he surrounded himself with to be like minded and appeaseable to his condition, including his closest friends, who were not outside of his domineering influence. He was smart in both appearance and intellect, ruthless yet sophisticated, with a sleight of hand in the commercial world that had allowed him to outplay old time criminals and government officials alike as he operated on a different level, appearing the pleasant businessman. In truth, he was just that, amenable to all and courteous even to his greatest enemy.

Tomasz had come to notice by those with even more power than he had ever hoped to wield, and to this he had succumbed. With a head no older than mid-thirties, he wielded in a new age within an ancient and esoteric organisation into which he had been invited with the devious charms of the devil enticing the selling of one’s soul.

A slight smirk curled the lip of Tomasz as he felt the teasing eyes daring him to break his silence and access the classified files they suspected him to sit on as he worked alongside them.

“Go on, look it up,” Tomek begged again.

Tomasz shook his head unreservedly, not giving anything away, having listened to their conversation but not, hearing but not consciously taking in. He had caught enough to know it was too close to the mark. A stern, slight shake continued to say it was never going to happen. His smile broadened wider than his emotions could claw at as he stretched the tension his perturbed mind felt as he wore the mask they could never see through.

He looked away from them through the cigarette smoke as Wieslaw lit up another, causing them to laugh at his coyness, Lenart reaching for his coffee and Tomek straightening out his copy of Nie.

The phone ringing in his pocket was a relief he had prayed for, wanting something, anything, to break the awkwardness he felt at turning away from his friends. Tomasz reached inside his trouser pocket and retrieved the phone, knowing the caller from the distinctive ringtone before he even looked at the caller ID on the screen. He said nothing to begin with but tapped a name and a note of half-finished words onto the keyboard on the screen of his iPad. To anyone else it would mean nothing, but to Tomasz it was a priority.

“Sir, yes Sir. I'll deal with it immediately."

He hung up the phone and turned back to his friends. They had seen and heard, and they knew the signs. They each gave a nod as acknowledgement that coffee time was over for the day.

“Excuse me gentlemen, I have work to do.”

4

He exited the four-story building with a tilt of his head up to the second-floor window with the expectation of seeing Garbriella's head peering beneath the net curtains with a broad smile and wave.

No face pushed up against the closed window, not even Francesco's bouncing mop of hair could be seen.

To be sure, he stepped out further into the street and craned his neck to see past the concrete overhang of the balcony and the black metal inlay serving as a see-through barrier to the window. There were no bars on the windows on the upper floors, unlike the ground floor, which was secured to deter unwanted visitors and vandals. Still, no faces appeared. He supposed Maia was busying them for school.

He stepped back around the blue line marking his parking bay beneath the streetlamp. It hung tall on its green, morbidly drooping neck. He had a love hate relationship with the lamp, for as well as keeping him awake at night as it shone through his bedroom window of the humble second floor flat his family rented, it also protected his car which lay beneath it in the otherwise gloomily narrow street.

He climbed into his little red Fiat Punto and swung out into Via Francesco Morosini.

It was early, but still late enough for the traffic to have built up on Corso Vittorio Emanuele II, the dual carriageway bridging the gap between home and work. The journey was a ten-minute drive, although he had managed the 1.8-kilometre journey in seven minutes in clear traffic before. Carmela would already be there; she always beat him in and usually had a coffee on the go waiting for him as she sat at her desk opposite his, carrying the office whilst he went off trawling for dirt that couldn't be uncovered by an internet search.

He reached the Metro Re Umberto, one short stop away from Turin's main station, Torino Porta Nuova, in the centre of the city. He took a left before the road turned into the Corso Vittorio, sliding up Corso Re Umberto towards the office. He didn’t get far before he was flagged down by a stationary police motorcycle officer who was sending cars on a detour around the block.

Rolling down his window, he tried to ask what the problem was but received a smileless grunt in return and a forceful wave of an arm. Doing as bid, he joined the tail of the snake weaving its way around the maze of five storey buildings separated by squares of zebra crossings at each junction and parades of shops at their feet.

The traffic cleared. He swung his little Fiat into a parking spot opposite the Banca
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