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      I woke up in a cell, my back killing me from six hours of lying on the concrete floor. The mangled remains of the cot in the corner were no longer useable, unless you’d had jabs for every living disease imaginable.

      I was getting a little peeved at being incarcerated for helping someone.

      Again.

      It’s not like I enjoy being cuffed and mishandled. Well, not by a guy twice my size with biceps like thighs, at any rate.

      The day had begun with a knock at the door. I was still asleep and had absolutely no intention of waking up any time soon, but the pounding on the metal door was too loud to ignore.

      I opened it to find a smiling Mylo standing outside. He was soaked to the skin from the torrential rain we’d been having lately and yet grinning from ear to ear.

      “Fuck’s sake, Mylo, I was asleep.” Then, after taking in his physical appearance, “You’re wet.” He was.

      “No need to invite me in. I’m inviting you out.” His eyes tracked downwards. Rookie mistake. “Put some pants on, though. You’ll have someone’s eye out with that.”

      Well, OK then. I threw on some jeans and a faded, retro Queen t-shirt, grabbed my coat and locked the door.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I met someone, mate. She’s so beautiful. I want you to meet her, and for her to meet you.”

      “Is she from The Bleeds?”

      “Yep, she’s local too. Surbiton.”

      “I thought you were staying away from local girls, given your proclivity to fuck everything up?”

      “Yeah, well, fifteen years left to live, mate,” he shrugged as we climbed into the mag-lift, “might as well make the most of them. And she is beau-ti-ful!” He stretched this last word out like it was a turn of phrase in a song, whilst holding his hands out, and wiggling his chest, presumably indicating that her physical form was something to behold.

      I laughed and shook my head. Mylo was a serial monogamist. He always had a girl on his arm and they were always ‘the one’. I’d known him for three years now, although I didn’t know him well. He had a natural ability to get into a girl’s knickers, and it usually started with a sob-story about making the most out of life before we all died.

      We were at the business-end of a global countdown to our oblivion. The Rogue planet continued to hurtle towards the Earth, and in fifteen years’ time, our way of life, our home, would become a cosmic apocalypse. I wish I’d known life before the desperation kicked in; when people still had some joy, something worth living for.

      Growing up in The Bleeds was enough to suck the happiness out of anyone. As far as the eye could see, these steel canyons, eight-hundred-storeys high, stretched to the horizon in every direction. My apartment was just over six hundred floors up.

      “High enough to give you a nosebleed,” was the expression I heard a lot from the older folks. It stuck, and now everyone calls it The Bleeds.

      We left the mag-lift and walked across town, weaving in and out of the darkened alleys, where the miscreants lurk, and the rats feed on despair. Everyone in The Bleeds was poor—everyone. The black market in this city was all about food vouchers. Nobody had anything precious to steal, but if you timed your weekly food shop badly, you were easy prey for the eyes that skulked in the shadows of these metal monstrosities.

      I bought my food day-to-day, which achieved two things: It got me off my arse and out of the door, and it made me a soft target, as I never had enough on me worth stealing. They still tried occasionally, and I didn’t always get away, but I always made sure they’d think twice about doing it again. This usually meant I took an epic beating, but that was just the way things were.

      Mylo was steering us towards the Horsefair. I always enjoyed walking up there, just for an hour on the wide boulevard. We didn’t see much daylight in the Bleeds; the buildings blocked out the sun and blanketed the streets in a perpetual shadow. Horsefair was an open street, though, fifty metres wide, snaking through the city. It gave home to the few shops and businesses that still operated, and to the inhabitants of The Bleeds it was a glimmer of hope in an otherwise bleak existence.

      We continued on, through this desolate wasteland, Mylo keeping up a narrative about this girl he’d met. His mood was infectious, and I found myself smiling as he talked about her.

      We turned onto Horsefair and squinted as our eyes adjusted to the brightness. It was still pissing with rain, but the contrast between the canyons and the open boulevard was stark, like coming out of a cellar into a summer meadow.

      Mylo pointed towards the river, and I followed him. We walked for another two or three hundred metres before he stopped dead in the street.

      “That miserable little shit.” He was looking at one of the caitiffs, crouched in a doorway to our left. “Mate, head to The Bishop. This little scrotum owes me, and I need to collect. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      I nodded. Typical. He woke me up, dragged me out in this crap weather, and then ditched me before I could be rewarded with a pint. Not that I expected Mylo to buy me a drink. That was his other great skill—dodging the bar bill.

      I followed the Horsefair up to the river and then left down the south embankment. The Bishop was just a way up, and in touching distance, and with no protection from the buildings the rain was coming in sideways at me. I jogged the last few yards and heaved the glass door open.

      I ruffled my hair in an attempt to get the rain out so it didn’t start dripping down my back, and then removed my sodden jacket and walked to the bar. The barman came over and I ordered myself a pint, and then settled at a table by the windows, where I could see the entire bar, and the river. I preferred to keep everyone in my line of sight. It was a good habit to get in to if you wanted to survive in The Bleeds.

      The pub had only a smattering of customers. Two guys were having an argument in one of the booths, and an assortment of locals were sitting at the bar, glued to their hollotabs, or else staring at the bottom of an empty glass.

      There were two girls I hadn’t seen before on a table to my right, and one of them was just putting on her coat to leave. I watched as she swayed from the building and then looked back at her discarded companion. She was young, probably eighteen or nineteen, with a pretty face and long, jet-black hair, tied back in a ponytail. She was wearing jeans and a button-down shirt, and looked for all the world like she was carefree and living her best days.

      I had barely a moment to take in her radiance when the door at the front crashed open and a wretched bellow coursed through the room. He was a big man, and full of rage. His face was contorted in fury as he scanned the room for his target. The behemoth was wearing loose tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt, which was good news; no weapons, at least. His eyes settled to my right, and it took me a few seconds to realise he was looking at the girl.

      She was visibly recoiling, clambering over the back of her booth. To what end, I had no idea. She was just boxing herself into a corner.

      The moment he saw her, he came for her, arms swinging and growling like a wounded bear. The regulars scattered. This man was a loose cannon, and nobody wanted to be at the end of his boulder-like fists.

      He was gigantic; well over two metres tall and wide across his chest. His enormous arms looked more like a gorilla’s. If he got hold of this girl, he was going to kill her; no two-ways about it. She was tiny, compared even to me, and this guy was a beast. Cursing myself for not walking away, I pushed out of my seat and accelerated towards him with all the power I could muster. He was so focussed on the girl that I was inside his swing before he could react, and we collided with ferocious force.

      I threw my arms around him, barely able to make them meet behind his back, linked my fingers and squeezed with all my might. His fists rained down on my shoulders and head, but they were little more than glancing blows as he fought to push me away so he could take a proper swing. If I let that happen, things were going to end badly for me.

      Our momentum took us backwards over a booth and sent us crashing to the floor. With a little luck, I landed topside, but the thrashing bulk of this rage-filled monster almost crushed my arms.

      And then it was over. As quickly as it began, it ended. I felt a pulsing sensation course through my body, and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, it was dark outside, and my back was killing me.

      The floor was cold and hard, and the room barely large enough for me to lie down in. It took me a few moments to realise I was in a cell. A solitary light flickering in the ceiling.

      I pushed myself up gingerly and walked to the cell door. There was an open hatch, about the size of a letter box, through which I could smell decay and despair.

      “Hey! Anyone home?”

      Footsteps approached, and within a minute I had a torch shone in my face. I blinked and held my hand up to cover my eyes.

      “Well, well. If it isn’t sleepin’ beauty.” He had a thick Geordie accent, and it reminded me of the last time the ICP shackled me.

      “Where am I? What time is it?”

      “You’re in Kingston nick, sonny
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