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Shady Arcade Book One

 


Amnesia Bites


Chapter One

 


Zack poked at
the hole between his left pinkie and his ring finger, filling up
with dread as he realised it had widened considerably since the day
before. The gloves were falling apart again, and he didn’t like
what that meant. Every time he repaired them, it took him days to
get used to the weird tingling between his fingers. Better this
than the alternative, though: buying a new pair.

He didn’t mind
the expense or the annoyance of finding the right fit for his long
fingers, but the story they pushed through him was something else
entirely. Someone somewhere left their mark on each and every
little thing that was produced every day in every part of the
world, and the gloves were no different. The problem was he’d get
to discover who’d left their mark the second his bare hands touched
them. They’d be infused with something he didn’t want to
experience, some measure of melancholy that wasn’t his own but that
would slip under his skin and force him to experience the dark
emotions he tried so hard to avoid. The effect never fully wore
off, so every time he put them on he’d get the same damned story
played out in strong emotional resonances that felt like his
own.

Eventually,
this would fade into an echo of a feeling which would still absorb
into his skin but would become a dull background noise. The worst
part of the whole thing was no matter where he bought his clothes,
the feelings they’d absorbed were always negative. They weren’t
typically made by workers who loved their jobs; sure, maybe the
designer had been happy, but the production line staff were
generally a tired, over-worked, miserable bunch who left their
unhappiness in the end product without ever knowing it.

Well, Zack
knew it, and it gave him a headache. He tried to count himself
lucky that it was only his hands that would feel the pain—his body
had no idea if his shirt and trousers were depressed—but that only
made him more anxious about his current problem. New gloves were
not happening.

He ignored the
hole, which was easy to do since it wasn’t in a place that would
let his bare skin touch his desk. His unbearably lonely desk. He’d
grown sick and tired of feeling sorry for the damned thing.

He
straightened as his office door opened. Well, more of a back room
than an office, but he was happy enough to make do since it was
windowless and more peaceful than expected for a unit inside a
rundown, small town shopping arcade.

The
professionally dressed blonde who manned his reception desk on the
shop floor stood in his doorway, one hand on her hip as she
informed him that he had a client.

“Are you ready
for company or should I tell him to wait?”

Bridget didn’t
bother to lower her voice as she spoke, her bored tone letting him
know the ‘client’ was another one of those damned private school
kids looking for a cheap way to have a laugh on his lunch-break.
She had no patience for pleasantries. It was the cop in her. She
was only playing receptionist, and she didn’t seem to particularly
enjoy it.

He cleared his
throat. “I’m ready.”

She nodded and
stepped back from the doorway.

The boy who
walked in had a pensively drawn frown that he threw back at Bridget
as she closed the door. Zack caught the snide smile on her
exquisitely pretty face before she disappeared from sight. The boy
indeed wore the blue and grey uniform that signalled he went to the
private school down by the lake. Less expectedly, he clutched a
little pink purse.

Zack motioned
for him to take a seat. “What can I do for you?”

“I heard you
can find people.”

He raised an
eyebrow, a little shocked. This was usually the line adults who
visited his agency gave, the ones actually looking to enlist the
help of a licensed detective with alleged psychic abilities, not
the snickering little brats who came to amuse themselves at the
local freak show’s expense. He’d built up a poker face for those
moments and could usually keep it on until they pissed off back to
their afternoon lessons. Sometimes, he even managed to get a laugh
at their expense.

Shaking out of
his thoughts and nodding slowly, he wondered just how many
fifteen-year-old boys carried purses around these days. Chances
were high this wasn’t a trend most likely to catch on.

“That’s right.
Usually, though…” He didn’t quite know how to put it. His parlour
trick price was substantially lower than his rate for actual
detective work. One real job every month or so could keep him going
for a while, but the freak show act made sure his funds between
times never ran out. This kid didn’t look like he was here for a
laugh, but Zack doubted he had the cash for anything more
substantial, even if his parents might.

He was proved
right when the kid whacked a twenty down on the desk and put the
purse down after it with considerably more effort. His knuckles had
turned white while on the damn thing.

Zack gazed
down at it, imagining how happy it should feel, given the
bright colour and pretty little bow. Dread flooded through him as
he looked at it, not quite ready to remove his gloves.

“That’s the
rate for one question,” he said, not wanting to give him any false
hope.

“I know,” the
kid said, face scrunched up with determination underneath his
pallor. “It should be enough.”

At least, he
didn’t seem to be expecting more than he could pay for. Sighing
inwardly, Zack removed his right glove. Hope glowed in the kid’s
eyes as he watched Zack touch the purse.

The trace
feelings of desperation he picked up instantly were overshadowed by
the terror that engulfed him, making him jerk back in his chair and
curse loudly, right before the vision flooded his brain.

This happened
once someone had owned an object for long enough. It became theirs,
saturated with their thoughts and memories imprinting themselves
over the original production-line-embedded feelings. The kid hadn’t
just bought this thing, after all; it had belonged to someone. None
of that worried him. It was the intense fear that grabbed hold and
swept through him that was making him shake now, causing his heart
to race and his mouth to dry up. Something terrible had happened to
the owner of this purse. Something he was about to bear witness
to.

Zack hit the
button to call Bridget back in before the room itself faded in
front of him, giving way to an open air car park in the middle of
night.

The broken
remnants of a street lamp at his feet appeared to be thickly coated
with a dark substance he didn’t want to identify.

A shriek cut
through the stillness, and he turned to see a young woman with long
dark hair fall down in front of him, the whoosh of air as her body
hit the ground making him shudder uncontrollably. Blood obscured
the left side of her face, her dark eyes empty and staring.

The sound of
an engine behind him let him know the girl’s attacker was getting
away. He moved quickly, pushing the horror of what he’d just
witnessed down. The dark estate car was gone before he could get
more than a few rushed steps closer. The part of the licence plate
he’d seen, he repeated to himself over and over again, knowing that
when the vision cleared, he’d find it almost impossible to remember
otherwise.

As light
slowly replaced the darkness around him, he studied the details
he’d been given. The girl wore a pink T-shirt and bleached jeans.
She had dark hair and eyes, just like the kid who’d brought him the
purse.

Reciting the
partial licence number, he closed his eyes.

When he opened
them again, he was back in his office sitting behind his desk with
one hand on the purse. The kid was staring at him open-mouthed.

He ignored the
weird look and muttered the licence numbers under his breath until
he had them written down. It could be difficult to write with
gloves on, but he’d taught himself to do it so that he’d never have
to put up with the emptiness the average ballpoint had buried
within it.

“What was
that?” the kid asked, sounding awestruck.

A horror story
in extreme close up for me, kid. A glimpse at the freak show your
friends told you about.

He shook his
head and pulled his poker face back on. His job was almost done
here. He could forget this shit soon enough.

“Who does this
belong to?”

He was almost
afraid to ask. Holding back a shudder, he removed his hand from the
purse and put his glove back on. The cutesy pink thing appeared
evil to him now, mocking him from the desk in its own unique,
inanimate way.

He grabbed the
purse, thankfully taking it out of Zack’s sight. “My sister. Can I
ask my question now?”

Bridget made
them both jump as she opened the office door and looked
questioningly at Zack. “What’s wrong?”

“Maybe
nothing. Stick around.” Code for don’t leave me alone right
now.

She nodded,
coming into the room and closing the door. She sat primly behind
the client, brushing at the leg of her grey trouser suit. Her clear
blue eyes never left Zack’s face.

He relaxed
slightly. “Where did you get the purse, kid?”

“My name’s
Dorian,” he said, sounding thoroughly insulted at being called a
kid.

Zack rolled
his eyes, making Bridget smile. “Where did you get this,
Dorian?”

Dorian picked
it back up. “It’s my sister’s. It was next to her car.”

The bags under
his eyes should have tipped Zack off in the first place. He should
have told him to leave the minute he came in. He’d never get the
sight of that girl falling down dead at his feet out of his head
now. She’d haunt him for weeks. Those dark, vacant eyes, and that
blood flowing from her cracked skull... touching the purse had been
a mistake.

He ground his
teeth as he tried to calm himself down. It wasn’t working, but he
couldn’t stand to finger-tap pulse points in front of people. The
weird looks that got him only stressed him out more. He
concentrated on his breathing instead.

Bridget got to
her feet and placed a hand on the kid’s shoulder, and her voice
hardened when she spoke. “What’s going on here exactly?”

“I need to
know,” the kid said, his voice getting louder. “I need to know who
killed my sister.”

The
determination on his face shot right through Zack, jolting him into
action.

He lifted his
mobile phone out of his pocket and turned away from them both.
“Excuse me a moment. I have to take this call.”

 


***

 


Bridget sighed
as Zack turned his chair around to face the wall. She dropped her
hand from the kid as he glanced at her again, clearly confused at
what the man he’d asked to help him was doing.

“Steve, I’ve
lost… I’m losing it again,” Zack said, grabbing at his hair with
his gloved hand.

She bit her
lip, gauging the situation and waiting to figure out what to do
with the kid. Zack was going into melt-down mode, and she needed to
know what the hell had caused it. But she couldn’t walk the brat
out of there and find out how badly Zack was cracking up at the
same time.

Zack’s chair
creaked slightly to the right. His voice took on a soothing lilt.
“Calm down, Zack. Everything’s just fine. Relax. Listen, I’m sure
it’s not as bad as you think it is.”

She winced.
He’d gone straight into ‘Steve’, his invented therapist. His speech
had slowed, and he spoke quietly. She’d been hoping the guy would
turn out to be real and that Zack had actually dialled his number,
but apparently, the phone was a prop right now. What a bizarre
thing to see happen, and this was only about the tenth time she’d
actually witnessed it in the six months she’d been watching over
him. Something messed up had to have happened, something that had
poked at his trauma.

He laughed
maniacally as his chair swung back slightly to the left. He became
his own hysterical self again. “How can you even say that? Another
girl is dead. They’re still out there! They’re real, and they’re
still out there. I thought they were gone, but no…”

She cringed
hearing those words. Exactly what they didn’t need. This was going
to be a bad one. The boy was staring goggle-eyed at the man she was
paid to protect. This situation had trouble written all over
it.

“Right, come
on, get up,” she muttered, giving his shoulder a shove.

“What?” Dorian
wasn’t moving. “No chance. I need his help…”

“Who are you
talking about, Zack?” Steve’s soft voice returned as Zack’s chair
moved swiftly to the right again. “You’re talking crazy. Is this
the monsters thing again? I think you know ‘they’ don’t exist.” He
paused. “There is no dead girl, is there?”

Zack’s
self-doubt appeared when he moved to the left once more. “I… I
thought there was. I saw her, I’m sure… I mean I think.”

Steve was
quick to wrestle control at the first sign of Zack’s doubt. The
smooth swing to the right came before his typically reassuring
comments. “It’s all right, Zack. You’re simply seeing things again.
All you need to do is take your tablets.”

Zack sighed as
he swung back lazily to the left. “Goddamn it! I’m not seeing
things.”

His tone had
lost all of its punch. He sighed again, pulling at his hair
hopelessly.

Steve ended
the conversation, as always, with the simple but firm statement,
“Take your pills.”

Zack’s chair
stopped moving as he took the phone away from his ear. Bridget
watched the kid; he merely blinked as Zack turned back around,
clasping his gloved hands in front of him, no trace of crazy in his
dark brown eyes.

“Where were
we?”

“He was just
leaving,” she said, the warning tone in her voice directed at the
brat.

“I was not,”
Dorian protested.

She frowned at
him. If she were in a less preoccupied mood, she might have forced
the issue. As it was, her attention was split over Zack’s melt-down
and what it could mean.

Zack took a
breath. “Your sister is dead. When did this happen?”

He swallowed
audibly before he talked. “Last week. Friday night. She was
supposed to be going to see a film, but she never came home.”

Bridget
watched Zack carefully as he took in that information. If he
attempted another call to his imaginary therapist, she was calling
time on the whole mess and getting rid of the boy before he could
cause any trouble for them.

“And the
police don’t have any leads as to who killed her?”

He appeared
remarkably calm by now. She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d
imagined taking his imaginary medication.

The kid shook
his head. “I don’t have the money to hire you properly, but I
thought if I paid you for the answer, then I could check the guy
out myself.”

Ballsy.
Stupid, too, but she had to give him some props for his gutsy
attitude.

Zack shook his
head.

“I can’t tell
you who killed her. The guy got away too fast.” He pulled a scrap
of paper off of his writing pad and passed it to the kid. “Here.
That’s part of his licence plate number. You could give that to the
police. Might help.”

The brat
picked it up along with the purse. The disappointment on his face
made his features sag.

“I
thought…”

“I’m not a
miracle worker, kid,” Zack said.

Dorian stared
at his gloved hands as he got up. “Okay. Thanks.”

Bridget opened
the door, and the kid left. She closed it again and locked eyes
with Zack. “You did it again.”

His face
flushed. “It?”

She nodded.
“Steve.”

He broke his
gaze, dropping it to the table. She drank in the sweet smell of him
as long as he was distracted, longing stirring deep within her.
Strong emotions, particularly the negative kind, always seemed to
make the scent of a human much more tantalising. She hadn’t been
this tempted by anyone in a while. Pinching her arm, she tore her
focus back and told herself he couldn’t possibly taste anywhere
near as good as she imagined.

“It must have
been because of the vision,” he finally said, tonelessly. “The girl
fell down dead right at my side. She was so young.”

“How young?”
She’d found it easiest to ground him with questions based around
facts.

“I don’t know.
A little bit older than the boy.”

Time for the
reality check. “And you think you could have done something to help
her?”

He shook his
head, ruffling his overgrown dark brown hair with one of his
leather-gloved hands. “No.”

“Then stop
worrying about it.”

It should have
been the end of things, but if Bridget knew Zack—and she definitely
did—this wasn’t the end. Not by a long shot.

He sighed. “Is
lunch here yet?”

Her smile
tightened. ‘Lunch’ always made everything better, didn’t it? She
had to fight not to roll her eyes at him as she opened the door.
“I’ll check.”

 



Chapter Two

 


The sandwich
bitch made her deliveries between one and two every day, and every
day Zack ordered a ham and cheese sub roll with mayo and pepper.
That meant every day, Bridget had to stare down her worst nightmare
in the perfectly toned flesh.

She heard the
clacking of the woman’s summery clogs on the tiled floor outside
before her tartily packaged body appeared in their doorway. Bridget
folded her arms. If Zack wasn’t such a quaking mess around women,
she’d have snatched the sandwich from her before she could even get
the chance to clop into the office and ask about him. She tried to
relax. Cassandra probably didn’t present a real danger to him, but
Bridget didn’t like to take chances when the stakes were so high. A
nuisance at best, she’d rather the woman didn’t get the chance to
become anything more than a passing fancy to the man she was being
paid to protect.

Shaking her
head, she put on her best coldly condescending smile. “Cassandra.
You’re looking… pink today.”

The woman
shrugged, grinning inanely. “Rico got new stock in. He wouldn’t let
me leave without taking one in every colour. How’s Zack? Is he
in?”

The dress was
more suited to a night clubber. At least Cassandra had the decency
to wear it with jeans even if they looked like they’d been painted
on.

Bridget shook
her head slowly. “He doesn’t
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