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  To my parents

Look! I did it!




And for Sarah

Always







  
    
      No one knows whether death may not be the greatest of all blessings for a man, yet men fear it as if they knew that it is the greatest of evils


    

    
      - Socrates
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  Foreword



Dear Reader,




Here we go again. 

My second collection, this in many ways built itself faster than the first, probably because The Ties That Bind was as much an exercise in figuring things out as in publishing. But, also, because the general content of What Gets Left Behind was decided at the same time. 

It was, however, pushed out by several months due to me selling or placing several of the originally planned stories, and to be fair that’s a good complaint for any writer.

This is imagined as a sort of companion to The Ties That Bind, though there is no reason for you to need to have read the first to enjoy the second. The observant reader will, however, notice some connections between a few stories, both within this collection and in others that I’ve written and released into the wild. None of them require you to have read a previous story, though.

The general theme of this is, as the title suggests, the things that get left behind after death. Some are horrific, some are gentle, some are just whispers and projections (not everybody dies in these stories to leave something; occasionally they just feel particularly worn out).

There are more dark fantasy pieces in this book than the last one, and as it happens some of them fall into a particular story universe, but that universe is really more a setting than a series. I say that now, of course; I may end up revising this foreword in years to come to say otherwise.

As with The Ties That Bind, the stories here are a mix of previously published and unpublished works. All the published ones have had an edit — sometimes just a few tweaks, other times fleshing out paragraphs that could have been written better to begin with, but I haven’t extensively rewritten any of them. They were a point in time, and I’d like to keep them intact. They include the first story I ever had published, Losing Your Grip, which appeared on 2rulesofwriting.com, and several novelettes such as A Winter’s Wrath, written for a Christmas anthology a couple of years ago. So if you see various yuletide traditions corrupted into something horrific, that’s why.

There are also a couple of more experimental pieces, such as The Archaeological Findings, which is a found fiction-type story including newspaper clippings and supposed audio transcriptions.

Contain and Control, meanwhile, remains one of my wife’s favourites and I will eventually turn it into a novella, once I have it sort of mapped out.

And so, Dear Reader, onward we go.




David O’Mahony 

Cork, April 2025




Notes: 


	Contain and Control was previously published by Exquisite Death

	Losing Your Grip and Indistinct Background Character On A Field of Grey were previously published by 2 Rules of Writing 

	The Archaeological Findings of Ballybrassil, Cork: A Challenge to the Traditional Narrative and Whispers of the Wooded River were previously published by Perseid Prophecies magazine

	Blood Price was previously published in Masks of Sanity: In Plain Sight

	Sacrifices was previously published in Flash of the Undead

	What Gets Left Behind was previously published in Stygian Lepus 16

	The Cold Snap That Turns Into A Hard Frost was previously published by Manila Lit Magazine

	Opportunity Knocks was previously published in Blood Moon Rising 96

	The Shadow of the Wyrm was previously published in Dragon Flight

	The Urge was previously published in Dark Descent : Whispers From Beyond 10

	Upon Reflection was previously published in The Gothic Gazette: Withered Love

	A Winter’s Wrath was previously published in Christmas of the Dead: Krampus Kountry
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Bess rested one hand on the plexiglass as the other hovered over the incinerator switch. Her heart was rattling and her breathing came in ragged fits. When she swallowed it was hard like bitter tears. She shivered. The window ran the height of the room and had been made thick enough to keep the dead at bay, but it wasn’t thick enough to make what she had to do any easier.

She had spent more than two years working in the basement beneath a brutish grey building that stretched acres in every direction. Laboratory C6, it was called officially. But while it had no shortage of equipment the tech was only used for one thing: interrogation. Unofficially they called it the Torture Chamber.

The arrangement was simple: the guys in slate uniforms with the black body armor captured the ghoul, or the revenant, or the vampire, and Bess Coffey and her team tried to pry whatever secrets they could out of it. Usually the dead looked like ordinary folks; many of them held jobs, even had families. They were brought in from all over the country. The government, or the agency – Bess, trained as a chemist and once an advanced interrogator for a crime syndicate, had been recruited through so many intermediaries it wasn’t clear who was calling the shots – had long given up studying the causes. Countless groups had been studying the dead for centuries, after all. They had pivoted now to containment and control, so much as was possible. So the dead were dragged in, dumped in that little room with the stone furniture behind the one-way plexiglass screen, and drugged and quizzed or hammered until they gave up some information about nests or covens. What happened then was beyond Bess’s pay grade.

Every second day, grim-faced men in colorless suits came to download the latest data and reports. They seldom spoke, though recently they had seemed harried, as if desperate for answers to a question Bess hadn’t been told. “This isn’t going to work unless you tell me what you’re looking for,” she’d said to them, over and over, getting nothing more than a grunt and a glance in return. They were military men, judging by the way they carried themselves, but didn’t even have lanyards to show their identities.

Bess presumed they were happy with her work because nobody said otherwise. She was good at getting details. Different serums made different entities pliable. They had to be managed and balanced constantly though; compound-6 put ghouls into a suggestive state, but twenty minutes after it was metabolised the ghoul needed a dose of compound-4 to prevent psychosis. A blend of compounds 3 and 9 worked on revenants, but compound-5 killed them outright unless smoothed by a half-dose of compound-7. And when the drugs failed more brute tactics were required.

Bess had learned how exactly to leverage suffering on each individual for maximum results. Ghouls didn’t really feel pain; they needed to be starved. Revenants were hurt by grave dirt and holy water. Vampires … vampires were trickier. The longer they went without blood and sleep, the more irrational and more dangerous they became, and there were many subtypes who all reacted differently. They didn’t fear death or pain in the usual ways, while some of the older and more powerful ones could bewitch and charm their way out of almost anything.

Almost.

Nobody who ended up in the Torture Chamber saw the sun or moonlight again. They were too dangerous. When the work was done, Bess or one of her confederates would go into the control room and flick the heavy steel switch high up on the wall, reducing the whole thing to ash.

For two years, the work had been steady but occasional. Bess hadn’t minded. The pay was quite exceptional and she had been able to spend serious, unbroken time with her husband Francisco; they had finally been able to take that honeymoon in France, three years after getting married. Neither of them had to worry about the gang wars spiralling out of control again.

But recently the workload had spiked, so much so that she hadn’t felt able to leave the building in three months.

Whether it was the economic crash, a rash of new diseases, or a bevy of hidden nests that had grown out of control, Bess’s team had gone from dealing with one of the dead every few days to more than one some days. And the dead had grown angrier, more resistant to sedatives, more feral.

The vampires were the worst.

They were evolving, Bess thought, or a subspecies had risen to dominate the new population. Either way they no longer tried to charm their way out of the situation. They became savage at the slightest provocation, their features, normally pale but so ordinarily human, becoming twisted and disjointed, lips and gums retreating to expose the canines even as their eyes and skin became hyper-sensitive to ultraviolet light.

Bess’s job had become less about interrogation and more about probing for weaknesses; the new species, if that’s what it was, had proven three times more virulent and could shrug off even the most devastating stungun blasts. The only time the men in the colourless suits said a word to her was that there was interest “from above” in potential super soldiers… if they could be controlled. “We could win the war,” they said. Bess thought it an insane suggestion, but there were so many wars now she convinced herself that, in some way, she could save lives.

So far the efforts to keep them under control had failed. Bess had tried dozens of variations of serums and they had only partially worked. As soon as they failed – when they wore off and the blood lust came back even stronger than before – she torched the room and waited for the hygiene team to sweep away the ashes.

The cruelty had become routine, almost formulaic. She wondered, in those few moments when she had time to herself, if she was becoming a monster. What if it had become airborne, she thought. It would explain the surge in the population, how fast it had mutated, why she felt half-dead herself. She found herself checking her complexion in any reflective surface, pulling her lips up to check if her canines had begun to grow. She flicked them with her tongue, examining the sharp points she swore had not been there before. Her eyes were changing colour, she fancied, shifting from grey to green. And yet she swore it was all in her head. She had dealt with so many vampires now she was almost immune to it, but it must be affecting her somewhere. Interrogation had become more about disposal than getting information.

But this night was different. The vampire on the other side of the screen had broken free of his restraints and killed three security staff. It had been a trap, she realised in horror as she watched; it had come in docile, as if stunned from blows to the head, only to turn on its captors the second they dropped their attention. She saw it rip the head off the young guy from Wisconsin and bathe himself in the man’s blood, a sick leering smile on his face the whole time as he watched her horror mount.

She had seen that smile hundreds of times before it had turned into the broken monster of a thing before her now.

It was Francisco.

Bess sighed, her hand hovering over the incinerator switch even as every instinct screamed for her to stop what she was doing.

“Are you going to do it?” It was her assistant, Astrid, a flaxen-haired Swede who was almost as grim as her when it came to the work. “Or do you want me to?”

“Just… just give me a minute.” Bess couldn’t get her heart rate under control. Perspiration pooled on her palm and at the small of her back. Being watched so intently by Astrid didn’t help. “Stop looking at me, okay?”

Astrid spread her hands and took a few steps back, looking at the floor in an exaggerated show of acquiescence. “It’s not him, you know?”

“What?”

“Francisco. It’s not him any more. You know this.”

“I know, Astrid. Jesus. I know all this. I’m the one who trained you in, remember?”

Astrid muttered something vague and picked papers up off a nearby table, flicking through them just for something to do. Bess eyed the pulse in the younger woman’s throat, wondered if the thumping that filled her ears was her own heartbeat or that of her colleague.

Bess knew she was right. Once they’d turned, they were no longer the person they used to be. Even in the old days, when they’d been far more human than they were now, they were still different people, wearing a mask of the everyday to hide their appetites and new lusts.

But still, every instinct screamed that it was still Francisco, the only one outside the team who knew even a fraction of what they did down here. Bess’s blood ran cold at the sudden thought that maybe he had been sent to try and cripple her work from the inside. That couldn’t possibly be it, could it?

The observation room was mostly dark apart from the mottled green of emergency lights. Francisco had retreated to the furthest corner, his arms folded tightly across his chest like furled wings. He was silent and still, the only sign of life being that sick smile that followed her whenever she shifted in the window. There was a hunger to it. For the first time in years, she felt afraid.

“It’s a unique opportunity,” she said over her shoulder eventually, chewing down frayed emotions and the bitter stabbing pain in her stomach. “We’ve never had a subject that we knew before.”

“So?” asked Astrid, and without looking Bess could tell she was rolling her eyes in that frustrating way she had.

“So maybe we can get through to him that way. Maybe I can,” she added quickly.

“You’re stalling.”

“Go to hell.”

“We’re already there. Listen, I can guess what you’re hoping for. You’re hoping four or five of those security types come charging in and somehow put Francisco down for you. Take the decision out of your hands. And I don’t blame you, really I don’t. But you know you have to do the right thing. Isn’t that what you kept telling me when I got here? ‘We’re doing the right thing,’ you’d say, and then flick the switch and walk away without looking.”

Bess nodded. “Any word from upstairs?” Their section of the facility had been shut off as soon as the alarms went off. It was standard procedure to prevent the spread of contagion, though the main security office should have made contact by now.

“Nothing. I don’t think help is coming, Bess.”

“They’ll come.”

Astrid shook her head slowly and sighed. “The coffee machine’s empty. And the vending machine. I tried to get upstairs to find something to eat, all the doors were sealed.”

“This is what happens during a lockdown.”

“This was before the alarms went off. Something’s happened upstairs.”

Out of reflex Bess pulled her phone from a back pocket but this deep in the building her signal was intermittent at best. It wasn’t even connected to the wifi though; that was unusual. “Are you on the wifi?”

“No. We don’t even have the local network on the computers.”

“What? Why the hell didn’t you say anything?”

“I did. Twice. But you were too busy staring at Mister Used to Be Francisco.”

Bess pulled her lips back like a threatened animal getting ready to bite as she turned on Astrid. Behind her, in the gloom she wasn’t watching, Francisco imitated her sneer even though he could not have heard or seen her through the window. “You can be really awful, Bekk.”

Astrid sighed and shrugged. “I’m only doing what you taught me. Separate. Dissociate. Keep emotion out of it.”

“Yeah well it’s not your husband in there.”

“It’s not yours either. I keep telling you.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Bess shouted.

They both jumped as Francisco burst from his corner to hammer on the window, leering in at them like a hunter toying with its prey. His face was drained of all color now, his eyes a menacing emerald in the emergency lights. For a moment he bared his teeth – now fully erupted canines like daggers – and sniffed the air as if trying to catch their scent. His lips moved then, over and over, beckoning her toward him with one blackened ragged finger.

“He’s saying something,” said Astrid. “Turn the mic back on.”

Bess ghosted the hand that had been on the window toward the audio switch, low down on the left to avoid being mistaken for the incinerator. The microphone was never supposed to be off while a subject was in the Chamber, but she hadn’t been able to stomach hearing him gorge himself on the desiccated and desecrated corpses that lay discarded on the floor. Their blood was still damp on his face.

Bess’s hand hesitated. He was looking right at her now, lips still soundlessly rippling. Closing her eyes she flicked the switch and the audio blared into the room: “don’t want to hear it, don’t want to hear it, don’t want to hear it”.

It was a broken mockery of his voice but was still unmistakeably him.

Astrid’s lips parted to speak but the words evaporated as Francisco began banging his head on the plexiglass. Slow, hard, heady thumps, his lips forming a blood-smeared violation of the smile he had given Bess over so many dinners, so many roses, so many nights alone together before they turned out the lights.

The plexiglass began to crack.

Astrid cried out. It shouldn’t crack. It wasn’t supposed to crack.

Bess just breathed, the hammering on the window becoming dull and distant, Astrid’s screams becoming soft echoes, heard as if through a mountain of blankets.

Francisco slammed his head into the glass one more time. A heavy shard crashed to the ground at Bess’ feet. He thrust an arm through, faster than he had ever moved in life, the blood-slicked fingers a hair’s breadth from her throat. He howled at her as she dodged back just out of reach, howled as he grasped the rest of the glass with his other hand and began to pull shards away, immune to how they slashed at his flesh.

He no longer smelled of cinnamon and oud wood. Now he just reeked of death and the early grave.

His eyes were no longer full of irreverence and light. Now they were just deadlights staring at a woman who was no longer his love, but just his next meal.

He’s no longer Francisco, she said to herself. He’s just another test subject. And how long before I do this to myself, she wondered.

With a long, slow exhale she pulled the incinerator switch, closing her eyes and looking away as the orange flames poured down from the ceiling.
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Rough, damp sandpaper on my cheek wakes me. I’m lying on a hard stone floor; I can feel the rolls and bumps of the sandstone pushing up into me. I don’t know where I am, or how I might have gotten here. Everything is stiff: my arms, my legs, my stomach.

Something is pressing down on my chest. I force my eyes open and hear a happy brrrr as the black cat licks my nose and forehead. “Hello fuzzball,” I say, my voice raspy as if I haven’t used it in years. It brrrrs again and makes figures of eight on me until my joints begin to melt and I can boost myself up on my elbows. The cat floats to the ground, its paws making little echoing pats as it walks around me before sitting on its haunches and curling its puffed-out tail around itself. It looks at me with lazy yellow eyes, then tosses its head left and right until I look around long enough to focus.

I am in a room full of mirrors. I see myself in one of them, a grey shadow of a thing worn away almost to dust. My skin is taut across my face, my skull laughing at me behind my eyes. I wear only a loincloth of tattered leather. I run a hand across my ribs, protruding and empty under flesh no thicker than paper. My hair is white and wispy along my shoulders, though I barely feel it. I do not recognise myself, though I know it is me, has to be me.

The cat is by my jaw, sniffing at me, pawing at my face lightly. Look around, someone says. Time’s a-wasting. I hear it in my head and although I don’t remember the voice I recognise it. It is sweet and familiar, like a parent or a favoured uncle. Just look, it says.

The mirrors are fluid, endlessly folding themselves out to show a different face on each. A tall man with a crooked neck and a noose around his throat blinks at me. A wizened red-haired teenager eaten from the inside by a cruel disease. A woman with skin like ash who slit her own throat. A hundred others, and more besides as the mirrors stretch and split into new mirrors with new faces, all staring unblinkingly. I touch my face and they touch theirs. I run my hand through my hair and they do the same. A thousand faces moving in sync, waiting for somebody to remember them.

The cat meows and stands on its back legs to bat at me gently, shifting from sheer black to a tortoiseshell with gold eyes. Think about it, the voice says in my head. You always find this bit the hardest.

The thousand faces blur and run into one another, over and over until something in my mind clicks and I realise I’ve been here before.

The faces are all me, all the times I’ve died before.

The cat winds its way around my ankles. Faster than last time. But it always takes so long, even when time is on your side. The cat affectionately headbutts me in the leg and starts walking down a corridor that wasn’t there a second ago, sitting briefly and yelping insistently until I follow. A thousand dead faces mouth goodbye as the mirror room folds in on itself.

You don’t remember me yet, do you? The cat’s claws are lightly clicking on the floor, now a dark stone in a tight tunnel that absorbs all light.

“No,” I say. “I know you from somewhere though.”

That’s a good start, it says in my mind. The image of a box apartment floats up out of nowhere, and we are walking through it, its sterile grey and dilapidated furniture immune to touch, a starving man slumped in the corner against a kitchen cabinet. Next to him a tabby cat feverishly scrapes the side of a dry bowl for scraps even as the man’s strength ebbs away.

The man’s head has collapsed onto his chest but I can see his arms are sticks inside clothes that are now far too large for him.

“That’s me, isn’t it?” I ask as we step right through him and back into the black tunnel.

It is, I’m afraid.

“And you were the cat? Oh God,” I say with a sudden chill. “You died because I couldn’t feed you, didn’t you?”

A trilling, bubbling sort of meow fills my mind and I realise the cat is laughing. It’s no longer a tortoiseshell but a puffy silver Persian that looks incredibly proud of itself. Yes. And no. I don’t think I can be killed quite the way you think. Slipping between the worlds is easier if you stay half in, half out. I’m not, strictly speaking, a pet.

“What are you, then?”

The cat says nothing but hums a little purring song to itself. I see myself differently, it says eventually, swelling and stretching into a sleek panther that nuzzles my hand before becoming a shrouded man holding a shepherd’s crook and then returning to its normal shape.

“Do I always have cats?”

Yes. And no. I’m not, strictly speaking, always a cat when you know me. I’ve been a mouse and a hamster and even a giant sloth once – they don’t exist any more.

“We’ve done this before, haven’t we?”

Many times. It stops suddenly, reams of Persian fur standing on end and tail bolt upright as its ears flatten against its skull.

I see things in the tunnel wall. Hands, a hundred thousand hands reaching for me with rotting, ragged fingers, some beckoning me as if to say come hither, others wound into fists ready to strike if I get too close.

And I do, without meaning to. They catch me, the walls have shrunk tighter and they have me, pulling me in every direction at once, gouging into my brittle skin and grabbing hold of my collarbone and ribs. They’re pulling me apart, I’m screaming and they’re pulling me apart, I’m screaming and there is nothing I can do to stop it. My own fears and generations of my own mistakes beating me into submission.

Until somewhere in the distance I hear a cat hissing. It’s enough to bring me back to myself, or whatever I am, and I lash out at anything within distance, fighting open hand with open hand and fist with fist until the hands retreat in the face of my defiance.

The pain throughout my body lingers, then subsides, as the tunnel expands up and out.

Well done, says the cat. You don’t always make it past them.

I want to wrap an arm around my throbbing stomach but cannot bring myself to hold my decaying body. The skin torn by the hands is not repairing but hanging off of me in strips. “How many times have I done this?” I ask eventually.

Many.

“Shh.”

Somebody is weeping in the darkness. We are drifting forward even though our legs are not moving.

The tunnel becomes a sparsely gravelled floor bathed in soft light like moonlight, though there is no moon above us.

On the far side, huddled and cradled in what’s left of the shadow, is a grey mass like a person shrouded in a stone cloak. The weeping comes in rolls as the person’s shoulders rise and fall. Its face is turned away from me. Its sobs are neither male nor female but something that stirs me at my most primal level. It could be a child, despite its size.

I run without thinking, drawn to it, even as the cat howls a warning.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” I ask the grey, shuddering thing in the dark. It turns and I see a familiar face. Not mine, but like it. I had a son once, I remember, who was about that age. And a daughter. And another son. But I cannot remember if they were all at the same time.

My child’s face is streaked with dust and tears, with mud and neglect. The neglect is mine, the face tells me, the tears because of my failures as a parent, a spouse, and more besides. They eat at me, at what’s left of me, and I reach out for the sobbing face and juddering shoulders, desperate to fix it all with just one gesture.

The child extends their arms toward me and I open my arms wide, so glad that at last, at long last, I am going to bridge a gap between us and fill the gaping hole within me.

A bestial, half-demonic thing sheds the mask of my child’s face and lunges for me, its face a ruin of gore and pus and rows of savage teeth at every angle that snap and shatter at me only for the cat to leap at its throat, sinking its own savage teeth into it long enough to cause it to stutter and fumble. I run, without a direction or a plan, I run with the snarling and gnashing of teeth behind me until there is nothing but silence and dark.

I halt and freeze, looking all around to see where the demon may come from next. A clicking, padding echoes toward me and the cat appears not two feet away from me, its fur matted with blood and one paw tucked under it as it limps.

I crouch down and put my hand out, and it nuzzles my fingers. Ouch, it says.

“Why did you do that?” I don’t know whether to be angry at the cat for putting itself in harm’s way or angry at myself for not protecting the cat.

It’s my job, it says simply. I have to get you where you need to go. Although I can only do that once, and only if you’re on the right track.

“But where are we going?”

I think you know already.

It growls at itself as it tries to sit on a wounded black leg, then shakes itself all over and shifts into a black torpedo of an animal with white fur like socks around its paws and a vest on its chest. All its wounds vanish into the nether. There, it says, that’s better. Let’s go. It’s not far now, just up ahead.

We have been walking without me realising it. We emerge from the tunnel into a chamber that lifts as high as I can conceive. A white light shines down from the heights but it is neither cold nor warm. It is simple, pale, and relentless.

We are on a ledge above a floor of jagged rocks and ground bones. Even from here the taint of rotten flesh on the air makes me want to cower and it takes everything I am to stay upright. The cat nuzzles my shin. Right across from us is a sheer wall of melted rock broken only by a tunnel entrance, a pinprick of light shining from its depths.

Between the two is a bridge not even a foot wide and only a few inches high made of black polished glass. A wind whips what’s left of my loincloth. I want to go back, everything tells me I should go back but when I turn the tunnel has closed without even leaving a seam.

The cat, shifting itself into a skinny, hairless, blue-eyed thing as lean as it could be, saunters out onto the bridge, one paw carefully in front of the other to keep itself lean. It stops and mews over its shoulder. Come on, it says. There’s nowhere else to go.

“I want to stay here for a bit.” The words fall out of my mouth before I’ve realised I’m speaking. “I just want to rest.”

The cat breathes deep and sighs. I know. Me too. But we can’t.

I’m pushed very gently from behind, then more urgently. The wall is moving toward the chasm; glacially, but unstoppably.

Just do what I do, says the cat, daintily taking another few steps forward. The bridge could be a mile long and an inch wide.

“I don’t know if I can,” I say, slipping toward the bridge.

You always say that. Do your best. That’s all you can do.

I close my eyes for a few seconds until I feel as immutable as the stone beneath me, then slide one foot out onto the glass. It’s bitterly cold, almost burning, but I don’t slip the way I feared I might. Bit by bit I slide further out until both feet are doing their best to bite hold of it and keep me upright. The wind is slight but enough to make me rock.

Slowly, says the cat. Take it slowly.

I try, but even the slowest movement seems too fast, too reckless. And yet I do it. Step by step, breath by breath, moment by moment, I make my way across. Well done, purrs the cat. Look, you’re nearly there. I feel the excitement rolling off its fur toward me like pride.

And I really am nearly there, I find. A few more steps and I could be at the other ledge. I see the pinprick of light in the other tunnel and take one more step forward… then look down without meaning to. The chasm floor begins to sink away even as it stays in place and I nearly topple but stay standing out of sheer habit. Beneath me are shards of ribs and arm bones, tibulas and fibulas piled haphazardly after being impaled on the stone spikes. Some hold the slightest strips of flesh and muscle, and in horror I see those ruined limbs try to move, try to pull themselves together and reach up toward me.

A thousand skulls stare at me from a pit of my own regrets with empty voids for eyes, some of them reeking of old decay and misery. A thousand versions of my own face lying on top of who knows how many thousands more. The skulls begin to chatter, those still holding skin dropping open and closed in silent laughter, others summoning their long-lost jawbones to join together in one final mockery of myself.

I have been here so many times, I remember. So many falls, so many catastrophes, so many times I have had to go back and start again.

It’s a comforting thought. Perhaps they’re not trying to drag me to doom, these former mes, perhaps they’re trying to welcome me. Skeletal hands reach up to take mine, no longer a hundred feet below but close enough to touch. All I need to do is lean out and over the edge, and I can fall down and all my fears and cares will be forgotten…

Until you have to remember them here again, says the cat, shocking me back to my place on the bridge, swaying in a breeze that comes from nowhere.

I’m pitching over the side of the bridge until I dive forward instead, landing with a thump so hard it cracks what’s left of my ribs but lets me wrap my arms around the glass instead. I hold it tight for a moment and then pull myself forward. I laugh despite the stabbing pain; this is new, completely new.

Huh, says the cat in admiration. Never thought of that before. No opposable thumbs I guess. It creeps on ahead, not letting itself get too far ahead of me.

I creep on too, edging myself forward with my eyes closed until I bump into a furry rump. The cat is refusing to move on.

I sit on the bridge, squeezing my thighs against it as hard as I can to avoid falling even as my hair flits around my face on the wind. We are at the other side – almost. But the cat is sitting firmly in front of the ledge, its fur and tail spilling down over the chasm. I nudge it but it is steadfast.

“What’s wrong?”

I can’t go any further.

“What do you mean?”

Not by myself. It’s against the rules, you see.

“What rules?”

The cat is silent, instead taking a moment to lick its paw and wash its face. I scoop it up and it bleats in surprise, its hairy little warmth welcome against me. Pulling myself forward I hit an immovable barrier. I can’t see it and it is not hard to the touch. It’s a force that resists, unyielding yet undamaging.

You have to do this bit on your own two feet, says the cat.

“Is that part of the rules too?”

The cat somehow manages to shrug and licks my face for luck.

I’ve gone too far to give up now, although in the well of my soul I have a ghost of a memory of being almost this close before, more than once, only to topple from either exhaustion or the wind, I cannot say.

I set the cat down gently and lie as flat as I can, one leg braced on the glass bridge and my hands tucked under my chest. The wind picks up and I shiver without feeling the cold. Slowly, as steadily as I can, I heave myself and ignore my ribs until I can bring my leg up enough to take some of my weight. What weight, I ask myself, and almost giggle at the thought. The cat looks at me inscrutably with yellow eyes as I push the first leg up and get the second in place. When I stand perfectly still despite a blast
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