
FOUR STORIES TALL

––––––––

By

James Loscombe

Copyright (C) 2020 by James Loscombe

The rights of James Loscombe to be identified at the Author of the Work has been asserted by hi in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any for of binding or cover other than that which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

FREE STORIES

CITY IN THE FIRE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

THE IMPOSSIBLE SISTERS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

THE ISLAND

SWIFT CREEK

BOOKS BY JAMES

ABOUT JAMES

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

FREE STORIES



[image: image]


Members of my mailing list get sent a free copy of every short story I publish, usually before they are available to buy. 

If you would like to join them then you can sign up here:  http://jloscombe.com/subscribe/
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CITY IN THE FIRE


[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1


[image: image]


She squinted as she climbed out of the dark van into the bright morning. Sunlight reflected off the glass towers in the distance and she raised a hand to shield her eyes while fishing in her breast pocket for her shades. Despite the brightness of the day it wasn’t warm. The winter cold snap had set in and she pulled her jacket tightly across her chest.

“Captain Shelton,” said a deep voice to her left. She turned and saw Jarred Dawson walking towards her. Smooth shaven and chiselled, the man looked like a Greek statue made flesh. He was her second and she wasn’t supposed to think about him like that, but it wasn’t always easy. She stood back and bit her lip. When he reached her he took her hand. “It’s good to see you M’am.”

She hated that she called her ‘M’am’. It made her feel about a hundred years old, she was only thirty-four and she worked out. A lot of people said she could still pass for someone in their twenties, although she had her doubts. She ran a hand over her dark hair which was tightly pulled back in a bun. “What’s the status?” she said.

“All of the charges are in place. Just waiting on your go ahead,” he said.

“Very good Dawson. Lets go take a look shall we.” Gwen took her work seriously so she would have checked anyway but this was a big operation. It had taken years of planning and preparation. The Grigori had been leaking false news stories to the media and preparing for the huge amount of interest the story would generate. Regardless of how much they prepared there would be conspiracy theories. Even if the story they were leaking were true that would be the case. As long as they could convince the thinking, rational majority that it was all an unfortunate accident then it would be a success. There might even be another promotion in it for her.

The control room was in the back of a truck. Half a dozen people and a hell of a lot of electronic equipment were crammed inside. Displays hung from every wall showing maps of the city alongside live satellite feeds of the same. When she stepped inside all six people stopped what they were doing and stood up.

“At ease people,” she said and awkwardly they sat down again.

On the wall at the far end of the truck there was a large screen dedicated to showing a clock. One half showed the current time as 0650, the other half showed a countdown in seconds, currently it stood at 4,200. She watched the timer run down to 4,140 and gave her team a chance to relax a little but not too much, she wanted them alert and ready.

“Are all the explosives reporting as live?” she said.

“Yes M’am,” said Dawson.

She paused for breath and reminded herself that everything was going according to plan. In fact, according to the plan they were 600 seconds ahead of schedule. Which worried her. Everything had been accounted for and run through, they had been practicing this for months. Those ten minutes needed to be accounted for. Or maybe she was just being uptight.

“Get me section four on the screen,” she said. The only way to be sure they hadn’t missed something was to run the checks for herself. Make sure they had done their job properly and not cut corners.

On the screen at the end of the van the face of a blond haired girl appeared. Gwen didn’t know her name, she looked like she had barely finished school let alone had time to pass the gruelling months of recruitment tests and training required for field work. “What’s your name soldier?”

“Sullivan M’am.”

Gwen nodded, the girl seemed nervous but not out of control. That was good, just how she wanted her to be. “Is your charge set?”

“Yes M’am.”

“And your station is ready for disposal?”

“Yes M’am.”

“Very good,” said Gwen and then looked away from the girl, the conversation was over. “Get me section ninety six,” she said.

One of the geeks tapped something into their computer and a moment later Sullivan was replaced by a man called Taylor. Taylor reported that everything was set at his end and he was replaced by Helms at section one-hundred and twenty-eight who was replaced by Coreno at section eleven. She ran through more than a dozen sections and each reported they were ready. Unless she was prepared to contact all two-hundred sections there wasn’t much more she could do. “Okay that’s enough,” she said and the last face was replaced by the clock and countdown timer.

She left the control centre and Dawson followed. The cool morning air was welcome after the confinement of the truck. Gwen stood on the crest of the hill which allowed her to look down over the city of Langford. Ancient roads twisted around giant glass structures that dwarfed the historical buildings that were dotted around the city. Gwen had spent many hours walking the streets, pacing the course so to speak. She knew Langford as well as she knew Oxley or Lunden. It was an old city and that was part of the problem.

She shook her head and cleared the unwelcome thoughts swimming around. She was tired, that was the problem. As the months leading up to today had become weeks, had become days she had found it increasingly difficult to sleep. This was make or break time for her career with The Grigori. 

It wasn’t her decision and, whether she gave the order or not, it would be given and the work would be carried out. Even if she wanted to there was nothing she could do to save the city now. And, she realised, that she didn’t want to. She wanted to see Langford and everything in it burn.

She took a breath, a moment to prepare herself, and then turned around. Dawson stood there waiting for her. He didn’t ask what she had been doing or if everything was alright. He was young but he was old school, he followed orders and he didn’t ask questions.

“Light the fireworks,” she said.

“Very good M’am,” he replied and she watched him turn and go back into the control centre. 

She waited but after a minute he still hadn’t come out so she walked back across the clearing to the car that she had arrived in. The driver climbed out as she approached and held the back door open for her. She took out her phone and slid into the warm leather interior.
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There was nothing under the bed except dust bunnies and an old shoe box. She pulled out the shoe box and could tell by the weight that it was empty, just as it had been when she’d checked ten minutes ago. She pulled out the tissue paper again for good measure but her shoes weren’t there.

“Abi are you coming?” called Craig from the bottom of the stairs. Why didn’t he come up and offer to help her instead?

She closed the shoe box and slid it back under the bed, ready to find again the next time she was looking for something. She heaved herself up and glimpsed her swollen ankles in the mirror. The stripy dress she had put on was stretched tightly over her distended belly. She looked like a circus tent.

“Abi?” called Craig again.

“Alright,” she shouted back. “Keep your hair on,” she added under her breath. He was sensitive about his premature hair loss and she doubted he would find it funny. 

There was no time to get changed so she grabbed her green cardigan from the back of her chair and wrapped it around herself. She could hear Craig walking around downstairs, his shoes clunking on the hardwood floor.

“Are you ready?” he said looking up at her from the bottom of the stairs.

“I can’t find my shoes,” she said and suddenly she felt as if she might cry, which was ridiculous, but they were green and and oh so comfortable.

“Don’t you have any others you can wear?” he said and did everything except tap his watch to indicate that it was time to go.

“No,” she said which was not at all true, she had a cupboard full of shoes but they weren’t the same; they were either pretty but uncomfortable or comfortable but hideous. She didn’t want to be another pregnant woman waddling around in ugly shoes. “I mean yes but they aren’t the same.”

“Ab I really have to go,” he said.

“I know,” she said, nodding and now actually crying. She felt like an idiot it was just a pair of stupid shoes.

Craig checked his watch. “Come on then, let’s have a look.”

He went through all the places she had already been and of course he didn’t find them. She was beginning to wonder if she had left them at Fran’s house but that would have meant walking home in bare feet.

“What about these?” said Craig holding up a pair of silver sandals. They weren’t as pretty as her green shoes but at least they were flats. She nodded and took them off him.

She sat down on the shoe box at the bottom of the stairs and brushed strands of long red hair out of her face. She was out of breath and could barely reach her feet to buckle up the sandals. Another advantage of the green shoes was that they were slip ons.

“Can you give me a hand?” she said.

Craig sighed and put down his briefcase. He kneeled in front of her and pushed the sandals onto her feet. From above she could see the bald patch at the back of his head, it was red from the sun they’d had at the weekend. It made her smile and that was enough to stop her snapping at him for sighing.

“You ready?” he said, springing up to his feet and not even offering a hand to help her.

“Almost,” she said. “Where’s my bag?”

“Right here,” he said and was at least gracious enough to hold it while she pushed herself up with a heave. “Thanks,” she said and grabbed it off him.

“No problem,” he said and walked towards the door. “Come on, we need to hurry.”

She waddled after him feeling heavy and tired. Her face was red from the minor exertion of standing up. By the time she reached the front door she was too hot and sticky to be wearing a jumper. She took it off and considered leaving it at home but took it anyway.

“You look nice,” said Craig as he stood back to hold the door open for her.

“I don’t, I look like a beached whale,” she said and scowled at him.

Outside a wonderful cool breeze swirled around her but after a moment all it did was highlight the damp places where she had already started to sweat. Craig locked the door behind them and followed her down to the road where his silver Ford was parked.

Getting into the car and strapped in was an awkward task not made any easier by Craig sitting in his own seat tapping the steering wheel impatiently. “I’m going as fast as I can,” she said.

He looked at her with wide eyed innocence that she just knew was fake. “What? I didn’t say anything.”

Finally she was in and the door was closed behind her. She pulled the seatbelt down and strapped in the little harness they had bought so the seat belt didn’t cut into her bump.

“Are you ready?” he said.

“Just go,” she said and he started the engine.

It was seven-thirty in the morning and the roads were quiet. They made it onto the motorway in less than ten minutes and she could only see four other cars. Abi had never worked in the city but if this was the rush hour that people were always complaining about then she didn’t see what the big deal was.

“I’m going to be late home tonight,” he said. He had to raise his voice for her to hear him over the loud engine of his crappy old car.

She turned and scowled at him, she still hadn’t forgiven him for the ‘you look nice’ comment. “Again?”

“We only moved in two weeks ago,” he said. “There’s still stuff I need to sort out.”

“Like what?”

He shrugged and she wondered, not for the first time, if he was really staying late to screw Debra from accounts. “You know, paperwork and that sort of thing.”

She turned away, she didn’t want to have this conversation with him. It would upset her and she’d already cried once that morning.

“Plus I need to make up for the time I was off yesterday.”

“Yesterday?” she said.

“At the doctors.”

That did it, the last of her self control failed. “Oh so it’s my fault is it?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to Craig. I know exactly what you meant. You know, it took two to put a baby in here,” she said and pointed at her stomach.

“I wanted to be there,” he said.

But she wasn’t listening to him anymore. “I suppose you want me to do everything by myself?”

“You’re just being silly now,” he said.

“Oh I am, am I?”

“Abi, please.”

“Don’t worry Craig, I won’t bother you any more.”

He sighed but said no more. It was probably the best thing he could do in the circumstances, but she wasn’t done with him yet.

“Will you want dinner when you get home?”

He paused before he replied. Probably trying to work out what he could say without setting her off again. “I could pick up a pizza or something on my way home.”

“And what time will that be?” she said.

They pulled off the motorway and Langford spread out before them. The bright sunshine made the glass towers look like mirrors. It wasn’t even eight o-clock yet.

“I don’t know,” he said.

She sighed dramatically and turned away to look out of the window. There were a few people in suits walking into the city and a cyclist, but they were the only car on the road. “Whatever Craig,” she said. “Just do what you want, as usual. I’ll look after myself.”

“Abi that’s not fair,” he said.

“Isn’t it?” she said. It wasn’t but right now she didn’t care.

He drove through the winding streets towards his office. “We made better time than I thought,” he said. “Do you want me to drop you off at the coffee shop?”

“I can walk,” she said. Any chance of easy forgiveness had been lost He had been rushing her all morning and for what? So she could arrive two hours early to meet her mum.

“Well if you’re sure,” he said. “If I get an early start I might not have to work so late.”

She grunted, she didn’t know the words to tell him how pissed off she was about that.

He stopped the car opposite his building. The tallest building in the city it was a monument to glass and steel. It had been designed by some Japanese architect and the way Craig talked about it you would think it could survive anything short of Armageddon.

“You sure you’re alright walking?” he said.

“I’m sure,” she said. She undid her harness and opened the door.

“I’ll see you tonight then,” he said.

“Whatever Craig,” she said and heaved herself up and out. She felt like a whale trying to squeeze through a tennis racket.

“Love you Ab,” he said once she was out.

She turned around, not sure whether she was going to repeat the sentiment or give him the finger but he had already leaned over and pulled the door closed. She watched him indicate to pull away from the curb, despite there being no other cars on the road.

Abi watched until his car disappeared behind the metal barrier beneath the towering obelisk. She turned away with a huff that no one except her heard and contemplated the long walk ahead.
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She arrived at CoffeeKing just before eight, panting and wheezing from a ten minute walk that had taken closer to an hour. The sandal straps had rubbed her little toes raw and her hips ached. She collapsed into one of the garden chairs outside the shop and tried to catch her breath.

The door to her right jingled as it opened and she glanced up to see a dark haired teenage girl in the black CoffeeKing uniform step out. The girl turned, smiled at her and then walked over.

“Good morning,” she said with a big smile.

Abi looked up, she felt tired, hot and swollen and the last thing she wanted was to be confronted by some teenage girl who looked as if she’d just stepped off the page of some magazine. She managed to force a smile. “Morning.”

“Do you know what you’d like to order?” said the girl.

She groaned and felt like hitting her head on the table. CoffeeKing didn’t do waitress service, obviously this impossibly perky teen had seen her exhausted, bloated body collapse into one of their uncomfortable chairs and taken pity on her. Normally Abi wouldn’t have accepted it but right now she was too tired to argue. “Peppermint tea please,” she said.

The girl nodded. “Anything else?”

What, she thought, like cakes or biscuits because I’m so fat? I’m pregnant you stupid girl. She shook her head. “Not right now, thanks.”

The girl smiled and spun on the spot. She practically skipped back inside. Abi leaned back in her chair and pulled off the stupid cardigan that was damp with sweat.

Her phone started to ring and she put her bag on the table to try and find it. Craig was probably calling to say sorry, yeah right, fat chance of that. She pulled it out and saw that it was her mum.

“Hi mum,” she said, feeling better already.

She sounded like she was shouting at the phone from across a room. “Abi? Is that you?”

“It’s me mum, how are you?”

“There’s a problem with the trains Abi.”

She wasn’t due to meet her mum for another three hours but they were both early birds who didn’t like to arrive late. If her mum had already left she would be there in less than an hour. “What is it?” she said.

The line went quiet for a moment and Abi thought they had been cut off. “That’s better,” said her mum who now sounded as if she actually had the phone to her head. “All the trains into Langford have been cancelled. I’m stuck in Wreathing at the moment. I could try to get a bus...” she trailed off.

Abi was reluctant to give up on lunch with her mum but she couldn’t expect her to spend the next hour sitting on a bus just for tea and sandwiches. “Don’t be silly mum, we can do it another time.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I do,” said Abi. “Seriously, I’ll get Craig to drive us over at the weekend.”

“If you’re sure?”

“I am. How are you keeping?”

“Oh you know me,” said her mum, “I get by. Listen Abi I need to go, I think there’s a train leaving for Oxley in ten minutes.”

“Okay mum.”

“Love you Abi.”

“Love you too mum.” She was about to hang up when she remembered there was something else she needed to tell her. “Oh mum, one more thing.”

“What’s that?” she said sounding distracted, probably already looking around to see which platform she needed to go to.

“We’re calling her Victoria. After dad.”

“Abi that’s lovely. Your dad would be so pleased. Are you sure Craig doesn’t mind?”

“When he asks me to marry him he can have a say,” she said. She meant it as a joke but there was an undertone of seriousness to it and her mum didn’t laugh. She could practically hear her shaking her head.

“I should go.”

“Of course,” said Abi, now feeling a little embarrassed. “Let me know when you get home.”

The girl came out with her tea and she paid for it. She leaned back in her seat and looked at her phone on the table. She tapped her fingers on the glass surface and then suddenly snatched it up. She opened the message application and wrote:

‘Sorry for being such a bitch. Love you. Xxx’

Before she could think herself out of it she pressed send and then put the phone back down.

She sipped her tea and wondered what she was going to do now. She didn’t much fancy spending the day in town by herself but if there were no trains running into the city there were probably none running out. Maybe she could pop down to the book shop and get herself something to read, then she could spend the day at the coffee shop until Craig was ready to take her home. If he returned her text. She glanced at the phone but there was no reply.

He was probably in a meeting or something where he couldn’t use his phone. There was no reason to think that he had taken the argument, if it had actually been an argument, as far as she could remember she was the only one arguing, particularly seriously.

On the street a woman wearing a dress that looked more like underwear ran past barefoot, she was holding a pair of black heels in her hands. There were no cars on the road. It seemed more like a Saturday morning. She didn’t make a habit of coming into town so early on a weekday but the few times she had done so it had been busy. Men and women in business suits had swarmed through the streets holding their paper cups of coffee with newspapers tucked under their arms. But now she could count the number of people she saw on two hands.

Now that she had stopped moving she started to get cold. She reached behind her and pulled the cardigan back on. She glanced at her phone but there was still no reply from Craig. She was being silly, worrying about nothing. If he had a problem he was not the kind of person to ignore it. If he had really been annoyed about this morning he would have called her and spoken to her about it. Unless something had happened to him. She shook her head, of course nothing had happened to him, what on earth could?

She looked through the floor to ceiling window of the coffee shop and saw that it too was practically empty. The comfortable sofa by the window that was usually taken over by teenagers who should have been at school was vacant, as were most of the tables. A few middle aged men sat around their laptops using the free wi-fi. Three members of staff stood behind the counter talking and looking at their phones.

Abi finished her tea and realised that she needed to use the toilet quite urgently. She braced herself on the arms of the chair and heaved herself up. Her belly knocked the table and the china cup rattled as it shook and settled down. The door tinkled and the waitress came out.

“Is everything alright?” she said, very concerned.

“Fine,” said Abi, feeling herself starting to get annoyed with the eager little beaver. “I just need to use the bathroom.”

The girl smiled, her teeth were bleached white and she had a tongue stud. “It’s this way.” She reached out to take Abi’s arm which was not going to happen. 

Abi pulled her arm away from the groping hands. “I can manage,” she said with more venom than she had intended.

“Sorry,” said the girl, obviously realising she had overstepped some line. “I just... my sister had a baby last year, she could hardly get around towards the end.”

Abi sighed and forced a smile. The girl was just trying to be helpful, it wasn’t her fault she was still in a mood about Craig. Craig who still hadn’t texted her back and was probably making her wait on purpose so she would feel bad about their argument. “It’s okay,” she said. “Could you show me where the toilets are?”

“Of course,” said the girl and she pushed open the door and led Abi inside.

The noise was overwhelming. The television was on showing the news. Some story about unseasonably warm weather and what scientists thought was causing it. Coffee beans were being ground in the big machine on the counter and the business men she had seen huddled around laptops were talking loudly and incoherently. The air conditioning unit hummed in the background. She felt herself go a little wobbly but forced herself to keep moving. It was probably the change in pressure or something.

“They’re just through there,” said the girl and pointed Abi towards a wooden door tucked away in a dark corner next to the bar.

Abi turned to smile at her and thank her for her help but as she did everything suddenly stopped. The television went off with a loud clunk and the blade in the coffee blender slowed and then stopped. The business men kept talking for a moment but then the lights went out and they fell silent too.

“What’s...” she started to say but her head was swimming. She felt herself falling and saw the waitress girl try to grab her but there was no way the skinny little thing could hold her up. She felt the air rush past and red hair floated in front of her face. She reached out to grab hold of the counter but her fingers were moist with sweat and slipped right off.

She hit the floor with a thud that she felt all the way through her body. Her hands automatically went to her stomach but how could she tell if the baby was alright. Faces looked down at her from above. She could see their mouths moving to speak to her but she couldn’t hear anything. Then it all went black.

When she woke up she was no longer on the floor. Something soft was beneath her. It was still dark and there was no noise except distant voices which she couldn’t hear well enough to understand. She sat up slowly, her head still swimming. The waitress appeared before her like an illusion.

“Are you okay?”

Abi nodded but the truth was she didn’t know. She had never passed out before, what was it supposed to feel like?

“Here drink this,” she said and handed her a glass of water with ice cubes starting to melt in it.

Abi took the drink gratefully and started to sip it. “How long was I unconscious for?” she said.

“Not long, a few minutes maybe.”

The business men had left the shop so it was just her and the staff. “What happened?”

The girl shrugged. “Power cut I guess. Hopefully they’ll send us home.”

Abi smiled and finished the glass of water. “Thanks,” she said. She sat there for a moment longer but she didn’t want to stay for long. According to the clock above the counter it was just after eight but the day had already been a complete disaster; first she could find her good shoes, then an argument with Craig and her mum cancelling lunch. Now this. She just wanted to find a taxi and go home.

She pushed herself up. “You should rest,” said the girl.

Abi shook her head. “I just want to go home.”

The girl shrugged and helped Abi to stand. “Do you want to call a taxi or something?”

“I’ve got my mobile,” she said patting her bag. “I think I’d just like to get some fresh air.”

The girl helped her to the door and held it open for her. Outside the air was not fresh and there was an unusual warmth. She smiled at the girl and walked away as quickly as she could manage.
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Gwen stood in the doorway of the control centre and watched the screen light up. As each charge was detonated successfully a green dot appeared. Soon green lights circled the city from the bay to the canyon cutting it off completely from the rest of the country.

“The power is out,” said Dawson.

She nodded and tried not to think about the people who were inside the green circle. They had kept out as they could but they couldn’t save everyone. When the smoke cleared bodies had to be found and the people that were in there now could not be allowed to escape.

“Are we ready to begin phase two?” she said.

“One moment,” said Dawson and stepped away from her side and out of the control centre. She could hear him talking on his phone, checking the status of the second stage of the operation. After a moment he stuck his head back around the door. “Final preparations are underway. They want to know if secondary charges will be required?”

The second stage was more difficult than the first. Despite extensive computer modelling they couldn’t be quite sure how well the primary charges would work. Now the agents they were sending into the city wanted to know whether they would need to take extra explosives with them. It was as if they hadn’t spent the last year training for this.

She sighed. “They need to take them,” she said.

Dawson nodded and disappeared again. She glanced up at the live satellite image and watched the smoke drift east across the city. She didn’t want to think about what it was going to be like for the people trapped in the smoke and the heat. It was never pleasant to kill somebody, especially this many, but when you worked for the Grigori you quickly came to learn that sometimes the ends justified the means.

“They will be ready to go in ten minutes,” said Dawson.

“Tell the pilots to get ready then,” she said, “and start packing up here.”

There were nods of understanding around the small room but the geeks still had jobs to do and furiously bashed away at their keyboards. They had fifteen minutes, once the helicopters were in the air they needed to clear the area. The last thing they needed was for some dumb ass with a camera to photograph their black vans on top of the hill. Besides, they didn’t need to stay close to complete the operation. A few miles or a thousand wouldn’t make any difference now.
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A large man in a business suit held out his phone, waving it around and looking at the screen. A teenage boy with too much product in his hair shouted into his hand. Abi looked along the street but she couldn’t see lights on in any of the other buildings and there was a background noise, like a distant roar.

Abi took out her phone and turned on the screen. There was still no message from Craig. The little icon in the corner that displayed signal strength was blank. She went to her text messages and saw a little red exclamation mark next to the message she had tried to send.

She looked back at the coffee shop but couldn’t see anyone inside. Across the street there was a pay phone but the metal cable hung limp and phone less.

More people came out of nearby buildings and filled the streets. Soon they were everywhere.

A screech of car tires caused her to turn around, a red convertible came roaring down the street, swerving from side to side as if the driver was drunk. Abi stood in stunned silence as the out of control vehicle raced towards the heaving crowd. She wasn’t sure if anyone else had even noticed it.

A woman screamed but the car kept going. It fish tailed back and forth. It must have been travelling at close to sixty miles an hour.

There was a loud screeching sound and the car folded in on itself. It must have hit a bollard or something and saved countless lives. But the car hadn’t stopped moving yet.

Abi watched in horror as the back wheels lifted off the ground followed by the rest of the back and then the front. It flipped into the air, turning two, three, four times as it flew over the heads of the crowd.

People tried to move but there was nowhere to go. The crowd was thick and there was no time to get out from under the red death.

It hit the ground roof first and if the driver hadn’t already been dead he was now. Smoke filled the air and the wheels continued to turn as if the car was trying to turn itself over. There was blood and screaming and Abi felt faint. She leaned against a rubbish bin and tried to calm her breathing.

“It’s okay,” she said putting a hand on her stomach and gently rubbing her bump. “Everything’s okay.”

But it wasn’t okay, how could it be? The power was still off and, as far as she could tell, no one could phone an ambulance. People were screaming and crying and she had to look away. She closed her eyes for a moment and tilted back her head. When she opened them she saw a heavy grey cloud spreading across the sky.
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The kitchen was completely dark. It was in the basement of the Park Harrington hotel and there were no windows. Victor stood at the sink and waited for the generator to kick in or for the emergency lights to start glowing.

“Victor?” shouted Mr Fisher from somewhere in the darkness behind him. “What have you done Victor?” he shouted, getting closer with every word. 

It hadn’t been his fault, of course it hadn’t, but that wouldn’t stop Mr Fisher blaming him. He was sure the old man had it in for him.

“There you are,” he said, appearing at the end of the row just as the generator kicked in and the emergency lights came on. “What happened?”

“It wasn’t me,” he said, hating the whiny pathetic tone of his voice but that’s what they did to you inside; turned you from a man into a snivelling wimp.

“Well it wasn’t me was it?” said Mr Fisher. He was a squat little man, in every respect Victor’s physical inferior. So why did he have to put up with being spoken to like this? He was younger, he was bigger, he was stronger, it should be Mr Fisher that was cowering beneath him.

“No Mr Fisher,” he said and he knew the reason. He did it because if he didn’t he would be breaking parole and he had no doubt that Mr Fisher would gladly see him back inside.

“Go and see if you can find out what happened,” said Mr Fisher.

“I just started the washing up,” he said.

“Are you arguing with me?”

He shook his head.

“Go and find out what happened. The washing will still be here when you get back.”

“Yes Mr Fisher,” he said and finally put down the pan he had been washing and dried his hands on his apron.

Victor had been working in the kitchen for three months. A thirty year old man reduced to washing dishes for a living. He felt pathetic. He didn’t know the layout of the kitchen as well as Mr Fisher but with the dim emergency lights glowing in the ceiling he managed to make it to the stairs.

Normally, of course, he would have taken the lift up to the first floor but with the power off he guessed it wouldn’t be working. Even if it was he didn’t think it was a good idea to use it. If it took him a few extra minutes to get there and back then that was fine, he could feel himself getting angry with Mr Fisher and when Victor got angry things tended to end badly for someone.

He stopped at the top of the stairs. The gold motif on the red carpet had faded almost to nothing. He listened but he couldn’t hear anything in the dining room beyond the doors which was strange. Breakfast was served from six until ten but eight o-clock was the busiest time. Usually people were waiting for tables to become available.

Victor pushed open the door and blinked in the sunlight flooded room. Dust floated lazily in the beams of light that criss-crossed the space like laser beams. Two of the tables had been dragged together by the window and had dirty cups and plates on them. The other tables in the room looked unused and there were no people at any of them.

He walked slowly to the windows. Outside the street was empty. The air looked hazy. He let the curtain fall back across the glass and carried on across the room to the guest entrance.

The heavy doors squeaked as he pushed them open. In the lobby four old people stood together, two men and two women.

“Oh excuse me,” said one of the women.

Victor turned around slowly and looked at her. She was a frail old thing with patchy yellow hair. She looked about ninety. The man standing next to her looked even older and cowered like a scared animal. “What?” said victor, making no effort to keep the anger out of his voice.

The woman opened her mouth as if she had something else to say but clearly thought better of it and shut it again. Maybe he was being unfair; he was angry with Mr Fisher not these old folk. He started to apologise but before he could an angry voice behind him boomed. “Victor!”

Mr Fisher apologised to the old people and told them that he was sorry but he had no idea what had happened to the power. The old folk told him that about five minutes ago a large number of people had gone running through the street past the window. Mr Fisher thanked them for the information and then told Victor they needed to go back to the kitchen.

“What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” said Mr Fisher once they were back in the stainless steel darkness of the basement kitchen.

Victor bowed his head and felt the familiar anger start to burn inside him. It wasn’t that he felt Mr Fisher’s criticism was unjust, he agreed with the pudgy little chef that he’d been out of line talking to guests like that. Agreeing with him didn’t help the situation, however, if anything it made it worse because he couldn’t put up an argument.

The anger inside of him had nowhere to go but Mr Fisher kept pushing him. “I have never see such idiotic behaviour, Victor I don’t know how you manage not to drown in the shower every morning.” Which was alright, he could handle that. It was a stupid thing to have done and he could take his punishment like a man. “You know I should have you fired for that.”

Fired. Victor shook his head but not in denial of the statement, he was certain the Mr Fisher could have him fired. And if that happened he would end up back in prison.

“What’s the matter?” said Mr Fisher, pocking him in the chest as he spoke, “scared of ending up back inside? Do the big boys pick on you there? Do they rape you when you’re in the shower?”

Victor didn’t even know he was going to do it, he certainly wasn’t aware of what he was doing while he did it. The first thing he seemed to know about it was when Mr Fisher screamed and he opened his eyes to find himself holding the fingers that had been poking him in the chest. He twisted them cruelly and the little man bent around his arm unsuccessfully trying to relieve the pressure.

“Please,” he said. “Please Victor you’re going to break my fingers.”

Victor smiled. This was how it was supposed to be; he was younger, bigger and stronger, Mr Fisher was the one cowering like a wimp. He bent the mans finger backwards and now he was practically on the floor. It was surprisingly easy to manipulate someone this way.

“Victor let go,” he said, practically crying now, “please. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m sorry.”

He wasn’t sorry and he had meant something by it, Victor knew, but a new hierarchy had been established and Mr Fisher was no longer the one in charge. With a final bone cracking twist Victor pushed Mr Fisher away and let go of his fingers.

The fat man fell to the floor, cradling his hand like a baby. When Victor took a step towards him he scrambled backwards across the kitchen floor. “Stay away from me,” he said and kept going back until he crashed into a counter and knocked the silverware over his head.

Victor laughed, it wasn’t very nice and if there had been something sharp like a knife then he might have been seriously hurt. But he didn’t feel like being nice, not to this man, not any more.

Mr Fisher leaned against the counter and pushed himself up. “Stay away from me,” he said. “I’m warning you.”

Victor had to laugh at that. “What are you going to do to me?” he said.

He watched the stupid little man reach behind him with his good hand and when it reappeared he was holding a sharp pointed knife. “Stay back,” he said, holding it in front of him and looking at Victor as if he was a fish he was going to gut.

“You think you’re going to stab me?” said Victor not moving.

“If you come any closer,” said Mr Fisher, his voice trembling from pain or fear, most likely both.

“You haven’t got the guts,” said Victor but he wasn’t sure. In prison he’d seen a lot of people go completely off the deep end and do things that he never would have thought they were capable of.

“Try me,” said Mr Fisher, gaining in confidence as he saw Victor’s concern.

Victor licked his lips. “Do you know what it feels like to cut something that’s still alive?” he said. “Because it’s not like cutting up meat. Meat doesn’t cry out in pain, meat doesn’t fight back. Have you ever seen a guy get stabbed Michael?”

Mr Fisher shook his head and Victor took a step towards him.

“There’s blood, lots of it. Some of it sprays out, hits you in the face and down your shirt. Some of it just oozes out like dirty oil, all over the floor, your shoes.”

“Just stay away from me,” said Mr Fisher.

Maybe he should have done just that. He hadn’t wanted to hurt Mr Fisher, not much anyway, maybe just enough to scare him a little. But he’d pulled a knife and if there was one thing Victor had learned while in prison it was that backing down when someone started something made you a bitch and you did not want to be a prison bitch.

“You ever been to prison Mr Fisher?” he said.

Mr Fisher shook his head and looked like he might be about to drop the knife. Before he could Victor reached out and took it from him. The dumpy man tried to keep hold of it but he was old and half Victor’s size.

With the knife in his hand Victor gave in to the anger and rage that lived inside him. He pushed the sharp blade into the soft bit of flesh beneath Mr Fisher’s chin and saw the blood dashed metal glint as it passed through his mouth. Mr Fisher cried out but there was no one to hear him. No one else had turned up for work today.

Victor twisted the blade and pushed it deeper still. It met resistance as it perforated the chef’s pallet and drove up through his sinus’s in search of its final destination; the brain.

He let go of the knife and Mr Fisher collapsed. He was still moaning quietly as he lay on the floor in a growing pool of his own blood. Victor considered kicking him but the moment had passed. His rage was satisfied in a way that almost disgusted him.

Instead he turned away from the dying body and walked towards the changing rooms where he thought he might take a shower, if there was hot water. If not he could wash in cold and change into a clean set of whites. He smiled to himself and started to whistle a tune he had heard a long time ago.
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Chapter 7
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Abi watched with an increasing sense of disconnection as people tried to help each other away from the burning car. She wondered why no one had gone to call for help. Maybe their phones didn’t have signal and the pay phones were all vandalised but surely one of the shops had a telephone they could use. Or maybe someone had called for an ambulance but it just wasn’t coming.She liked that idea even less.

The air was warming up and she pulled off her cardigan. She needed to find a taxi so she could get home but that would mean walking to the train station on the other side of town and she wasn’t ready to walk anywhere yet.

She turned around when she heard the bell ring behind her. The coffee shop door opened and the three of the kids who she’d seen working there walked out. Now dressed in their own clothes the girl who had served her earlier was wearing a short skirt over leggings and carrying a beaten up canvas bag.

Abi had only made it ten metres away from the door so they all looked at her when they came out. The first two didn’t seem to recognise her and even the girl looked as if she had trouble placing her. “Are you alright?” she said, drifting away from her colleagues towards Abi. She didn’t seem surprised by the car crash but she had probably seen that from inside.

“Tina come on,” called the boy, not stopping to wait for her.

“I’ll catch up with you guys,” she called and there was no argument to try and convince her otherwise. She turned back to Abi. “We couldn’t get through to anyone at had office,” she said. “The lines are all dead.”

So no one had called an ambulance. Abi felt sick, this wasn’t just an ordinary power cut, something else was going on. She nodded at the girl.

“Do you live near?” said Tina. “I mean we’re going to the station if you want to come with?”

Abi shook her head and remembered the phone call from her mum. “There aren’t any trains today,” she said.

“No trains?”

Abi told her about the phone call from her mum.

“Shit,” said Tina and then, “sorry.”

Abi smiled, for some reason a lot of people thought they needed to reign in their language around her.

“So what are you going to do now?” said Tina.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess try and get a taxi but I haven’t seen anyone drive past. Or I could...” she could go and see Craig but he was in his super hi-tech building and they probably had generators and hadn’t even noticed there was anything wrong.

“What?” said Tina.

She sighed, what else was she going to do. Craig’s building was a lot closer than the station and she knew he would want her to go there. “My partner works in the Merrell Chang building,” she said, “I suppose I should go and see him.”

Tina nodded. Her friends had disappeared and the people around the crash site had begun to move on, some carried injured friends or strangers, others limped away by themselves, covered in burns that would need to be treated at the hospital. Some people just walked away, there was nothing they could do. Perhaps they had tapped into the same feeling of despair that was currently washing over Abi.

“I guess I’ll go to the train station anyway,” said Tina. “Maybe they’ve got a bus on.”

Abi sighed. Tina had been kind to her, even if she had made her feel like even more of a flat blob. “Do you live far?”

Tina shook her head. “Only in Baylis, I guess I could walk if there aren’t any buses.”

Baylis was a housing estate not far from where Abi and Craig lived. It would be pretty selfish not to at least offer her a ride home. “Come with me,” she said. “We can drop you off on the way home.”

Tina smiled and it made her look very young. “If you’re sure it’s okay?”

Abi forced herself to smile. She didn’t really want the company and, what if things were still awkward between her and Craig? She hated the false politeness you had to put on in front of other people when you were having an argument. “It’s fine,” she said. 

She took a deep breath and forced herself to stand up and walk away from the rubbish bin. She didn’t look back at it in case her mass weight had caused it to dent.

Tina put a hand on her arm and helped her to stand. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad having someone else keep her company. She smiled at the girl and they started to walk.
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Chapter 8
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Victor stepped out of the shower and wrapped a hotel towel around himself. His body was covered in scars and on his chest there was a large tattoo of a bird with its wings open. He didn’t know what kind of bird it was, just something he had seen once and liked. Maybe an eagle or a hawk. He was calm now, the hot water in the shower had dissolved the last of his rage and he was able to think clearly about what he was going to do next.

It was clear that he needed to get away from the scene of the crime. The last thing he wanted was to end up on one of those ‘worlds dumbest criminal’ shows because, instead of running away and hiding out somewhere, he had stayed by the body. That was the sort of thing only an idiot would do.

First though he had to do something about Mr Fisher. He couldn’t just leave him in the middle of the kitchen waiting for the lights to come back on where anyone nosing around could find him. But that was another reason why so many people got caught; how did he get rid of a body?

The problem was still bugging him as he finished drying off and started digging through his locker for a change of clothes. He found an old pair of jeans and a t-shirt, a dirty pair of socks from his trainers. He laid them all out neatly on the bench that ran down the middle of the room and then stopped. He was about to make a terrible mistake. This was his last set of clean clothes and if he put them on now he would get them covered in blood when he dealt with the body.

Wearing only a towel Victor walked out of the changing rooms and back into the kitchen. The emergency lights were still on but starting to flicker as the generator struggled to keep them running throughout the building. He wondered what had happened to the electricity but pushed the thought away to deal with another time, there were more important matters to attend to first.

His bare feet slapped against the cold tiled floor as he negotiated the many runs and counters back to where Mr Fisher lay. The blood had stopped running out of his head now and lay in a sticky pool, congealing on the floor below him. Victor realised that he should have dealt with this before he’d showered but when he was angry he didn’t think so clearly. He knew that about himself and tried not to let it frustrate him. Instead he dropped the towel and, now completely naked, bent over Mr Fisher’s dead body.

The dumpy little man must have weighed close to twenty stone and, even though Victor was in good shape, it was a struggle to lift him. He couldn’t get the legs off the ground and they dragged behind leaving a sticky red trail across the floor.

He stopped at a silver topped work surface and caught his breath. Once he had recovered from the struggle of bringing the body this far he heaved again and managed to lift the dead weight onto the counter with a bang that resonated around the cavernous space.

Victor looked down at himself and saw that his bird tattoo was obscured by blood and bile. He leaned forwards pulled open Mr Fisher’s white uniform revealing something red below. When his eyes adjusted he saw that it was just a vest but he smiled to himself anyway. For a moment he’d thought he was going to find out that Mr Fisher was a tranny.

Mr Fisher was wearing gentlemen’s boxers and they came off too. Victor threw the blood soaked rags on the floor to deal with later and picked up the meat cleaver. Mr Fisher insisted that all of his knives were maintained and regularly sharpened. The blade was so sharp that it could have cut a human hair lengthways.

He lifted the knife above his head. Victor had never cut up a human body but he didn’t suppose it could be very different to any other animal. The knife whistled through the air and then made a wet thud as it cut through the neck. Victor had to grab the hair to stop it rolling off the counter onto the floor.

The head was going to be the most difficult part to get rid of. The rest could be cut up, wrapped in the bags they used for meat and stored in the freezer where no one would ever be able to tell the difference between it and beef. At least that’s what he hoped. But how was he supposed to get rid of a human head? He dropped it on top of the clothes that he had removed from Mr Fisher to deal with that later as well.

Cutting up a human body was a laborious process. He discovered along the way that the hands and the feet would present as much of a problem as the head. By the time he had finished he was covered in blood. Mr Fisher stared up at him from the floor with his hands folded together on his feet while the rest of him, organs and all, were neatly bagged on the bench.

He wondered how much time had passed. It might have been hours or only a few minutes. It was easier to look at the dead body now that it was indistinguishable from beef or pork. He opened the walk in freezer behind him and the cold air wrapped around him like an icy blanket. He considered going to get some clothes to put on but there wasn’t time to mess around with that. He would be in and out inside of a minute and he still needed to get rid of the head and hands, not to mention clean up all the blood.

Victor shivered as he walked into the freezer. It contained thousands of pounds worth of meat and he knew that most of the power from the generators would be diverted to keep it running. His feet stuck to the icy floor and he could feel his flesh being pulled with each step. He carried the remains of Mr Fisher right to the back of the freezer where it was dark and he hoped they wouldn’t be found. Although the idea that guests at the hotel might one day be eating Mr Fisher was somewhat amusing. When he was done he hurried back out of the freezer and closed the door behind him.

He wrapped his arms around himself and shivered. He felt sure that he had given himself frost bite. When he started to feel his blood flowing again he considered the rest of the mess. Well, he knew where the mops and cleaning fluid were so he could get on with that. He would just have to take the hands, feet and head with him and keep hold of them until he figured out what he could do.

Still completely naked Victor walked over to the cleaning cupboard and pulled out a mop and bucket. He poured in most of a bottle of bleach and then topped it up with water. He wrapped the head, hands and feet in Mr Fisher’s clothes and put them in a bin bag, slid them across the floor and out of the way. Then he got to work doing the job he had been hired to do in the first place; clean the floor.
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Abi was panting. They were walking slowly and, at Tina’s insistence, they stopped frequently to rest. The air seemed too hot and she couldn’t get enough of it into her lungs. She needed something to drink, the mint tea was repeating on her and she didn’t think it would be long before they saw it and her breakfast on the pavement.

A black Merc sped along the road and they stopped to watch it pass. It was only the third car she had seen since the red convertible had crashed and she hoped they weren’t all ending up the same way. All three of them had been driving well above the speed limit and she wondered what they were trying to get away from. She had to remind herself that this was just a power cut; the car crash had been a coincidence and nothing more. The dreadful sense of foreboding that she felt was just her mind playing tricks on her and nothing else. They would reach Craig and he would drive them home and she could put the whole miserable day behind her.

“Are you okay?” said Tina as they started to walk again. “We can stop for longer if you need to?”

Abi shook her head. She didn’t want to stop, she wanted to find Craig and hopefully a glass of cold water. She could rest when she was back at home.

“I wonder what’s going on,” said Tina. “You would have thought the power would be back on again by now.”

Abi nodded but didn’t reply. She needed all of her energy to keep walking.

“And it’s all the way out here as well,” Tina said. Abi looked at the buildings they were passing and couldn’t see lights on in any of them. “Maybe it’s the power station.”

“Maybe,” said Abi but she didn’t really want to discuss it further. She had an idea that electricity didn’t work quite like that. Maybe some of the city would be on the same grid but not all of it. They’d had power cuts at home before and sometimes it was just one side of the street that was affected.

They kept walking, it felt unbearably warm but she couldn’t tell whether that was just her or not. Tina seemed quite content in her big jacket, she wasn’t even sweating. But there was a heat haze rising up from the road in the distance and that couldn’t just be her imagination. The glass towers seemed to radiate heat and the grey cloud continued to spread across the sky like an oil leak. If they were lucky it would be a storm cloud and it might rain.

Her legs felt wobbly and she seemed to be able to feel her blood pulsing in her head. They kept walking but they didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. The great glass tower loomed in the




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JAMES LOSCOMBE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





