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‘The craving to risk death is our last great perversion. We come from night, we go into night. Why live in night?’

John Fowles, The Magus




_______

Tessa was ready and packed with a few minutes to spare, standing in the open doorway enjoying a gentle evening breeze. It wasn’t quite dark, and the vivid powder-blue twilight felt like something she hadn’t had time to stop and contemplate in years. It struck her as a premonition, a promise of all the good things still out there on the horizon, and her hand went unconsciously to her stomach.

The street was quiet and Tessa could hear the little girl next door rehearsing at her piano, playing Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. She’d improved so much in the last few months, her rendition transforming from the halting scales of an amateur into something elemental, flowing out of her like water. A set of headlights turned the corner, strafing the houses on the other side of the road, and a matt-black Mercedes pulled up at the end of Tessa’s drive, precisely on time. The driver was dressed in a smart, dark suit and when he came up the path she saw he was wearing tinted glasses.

‘Miss Klein?’ he said.

‘Call me Tess.’

He asked if he could take her suitcase and she caught her reflection in his lenses. The amused smile in her eyes that said she didn’t do this often. She followed him to the car, where he held open a door for her and loaded her case into the back, before taking up his position in the driver’s seat.

‘Where to?’ he said, clearly in on the joke.

‘Oh, surprise me,’ she answered, feeling the smile split her face in half.

The driver gave her a nod in the rear-view and pulled out into the road. Tessa looked through the window, at the houses, the lit windows and lives she was leaving behind. She felt her eyes growing heavy, sinking shut, and when she opened them again it was full dark outside. The driver turned into a narrow country lane, crunching gravel beneath the tyres, approaching a small cottage with no lights on. He pulled up and touched the ignition.

‘Surprise,’ he said.

It was so quiet that Tessa could hear herself breathing. The driver climbed out and went to the car boot, taking her suitcase, and returning to open the door.

He clicked on a Maglite and led them towards the cottage.

‘We’re looking for a cactus,’ he said, examining the pots lined up against the wall. Tessa bent to the plant and found the spare key hidden beneath it. The door opened with a sigh, as though the building had been holding its breath, and she felt along the wall for light switches, pressing all of them at once. The bulbs were energy efficient, her preference, and she smiled to think that he’d probably had them changed especially for her. They gave off a soft glow that didn’t quite reach the corners of the room, making it seem even more cavernous than it was. The space was large, open-plan, including both kitchen and lounge, with enormous wooden beams lining the ceiling. Tessa forgot the driver for a second, and when he discreetly cleared his throat she twisted round to him.

‘I’m sorry, please put that down anywhere.’

He stepped inside and placed the suitcase beside a sofa.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ she said, moving to the kitchen. ‘Not that I know where anything is. We should probably wait for his lordship.’ When the driver didn’t respond, she turned to him. He was much closer now, and she wondered how he’d moved so quietly.

‘I’m afraid he’s not coming.’

She took half a step backwards. ‘Some kind of problem?’

‘You could say that.’ His tinted glasses made the expression unreadable. ‘I’m afraid it’s over, Miss Klein.’

‘OK,’ she said, catching her reflection in the lenses again. She looked afraid now, and tried to go on in a calm tone of voice. ‘That’s OK, but in that case I’ll be going home.’

‘It’s all over,’ he clarified.

‘You’ve got it wrong.’ She smiled, relieved that the answer had come to her. ‘We were together yesterday …’ She thought of their bodies intertwined on his office floor, her ear pressed against his chest like she was guessing the combination to a safe. ‘… I’m pregnant.’

‘Exactly,’ said the driver, sounding grateful that she’d broached a difficult subject. ‘Exactly, so you just take a seat for me,’ he said, motioning to the table. ‘There’s one thing I need and then we’ll be square. I’ll sit over here.’

He touched the furthest chair from her.

‘I’d rather stay standing, thanks.’

‘That’s fine,’ he said. ‘Me too.’ He reached inside his pocket, found a pen and paper and placed them on the table. When he slid them towards her she recognized the items from her own home. ‘These are for you. I need you to write something down for me.’

‘If this is about the baby—’

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Just pick up the pen, it’s all very simple.’ Not taking her eyes off the man, she bent to pick up the pen, holding it up to him. ‘Good. Then all we need you to do is copy this down.’ He searched another pocket and found a printed piece of paper, placing it on the table, sliding it towards her. She started to read and then took a step back, covering her mouth.

‘Let me talk to him,’ she said through her hand. The man didn’t move. ‘I’m not writing that, not ever.’

The man took off his glasses, looking at her with such sympathy that she thought she’d got through to him.

Then he took another item from his jacket pocket, a pair of pliers.

‘Sorry,’ he said, searching for something else. ‘Oh, here we go.’

He dropped a heavy envelope on to the table.

‘Money?’ she said, incredulous but feeling the relief work through her. ‘He thinks he can pay me off?’ The driver waited in silence, not looking at her now. She bent to open the envelope and poured out the contents.

They were glossy photographs.

The first showed her mother, working at the co-op, and the second was her dad behind the wheel of his car. The bulk of them were pictures of her sister, her brother-in-law, their two toddlers, Sarah and Max. The final three were taken from inside their bedroom, while the children were sleeping. Tessa looked up but she couldn’t speak, suddenly she couldn’t breathe.

‘Something really good can come of all this,’ said the man. ‘You can save their lives tonight, Tess. And all you’ve got to do is write that note for me.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, running out of air. ‘I don’t …’

He took his phone from his pocket, scrolled to an entry and slid it towards her. She recognized it as the landline for her sister’s home, a number she didn’t think she’d dialled in years. The adrenaline was making her fingers shake but she pressed ‘call’, looking defiantly into the driver’s face. It was picked up on the first ring.

An unfamiliar male voice: ‘Made up your mind?’

‘Who are you?’

‘You just worry about where I am. Where I’ll be when your sister gets home with the kids in ten minutes. Sign the note, Tess. I don’t know how to make it easy on them.’

The man hung up and Tessa felt the phone growing slippery in her hand. She dropped it and looked about her, then sank to the table, drying her right palm against her blouse so she could hold the pen. She’d copied down two halting lines before coming to a stop, hovering over the third for a long moment.

Don’t look for me, it said. I’ve made it so my body won’t ever be found.

Slowly, deliberately, she copied down the line, ending with a single initial. When she looked up the man had moved even closer, was standing almost directly behind her.

‘They will look for me,’ she said.

‘But they won’t find anything.’ He smoothed her shoulders. ‘Not anything at all. It’s the baby, see. It could lead back to him and, well. He’s a family man now.’ As Tess stared ahead at the empty room she thought she could hear the sound of a piano playing somewhere in the distance.

‘Do you hear that?’ she asked, holding up a hand, straining to listen.

‘People often hear things,’ said the man. ‘Can I ask what it is?’

‘Beethoven,’ she said, eyes falling to the pliers on the table. ‘Moonlight Sonata.’ The driver gripped her shoulders and she looked up at him, trying to smile. He gave her an affectionate squeeze and smiled back.

‘That’s magic, that is.’

_______




I

Night People




1

Later, they’d call it the lost weekend. A series of rolling blackouts disconnected entire city blocks for hours at a time, from Friday afternoon right through to Sunday evening, and the centre became temporarily exciting and unknowable again. Without the ambient glare of the high-rises and street lamps, the garish storefronts and facades, people returned to a kind of innocence that had seemed lost to them just a few hours before. The elderly were coaxed out to the ends of their paths, remarking on constellations that hadn’t been visible in decades, and packs of teenagers roamed the streets without destination, ignoring the police-imposed curfew and making each other jump, lighting up the faces of new friends with precious electricity from their phones. When the power came back it ignited the town, dazzling onlookers like some lavish Broadway set, and there was a kind of thrill as people really saw each other, tried to best use what now felt like essential, borrowed time.

With the lights out there was a sense that you could easily disappear or reinvent yourself, walk out of one life and into another. Crossing town on the way to my shift, I’d have said that this feeling was communal, in the air somehow, but on reflection I think it was just a feeling in me. I’d spent thirty-something nights in a row sitting in St Mary’s Hospital, off Oxford Road, watching a mass murderer slowly die.

When the lights went again, that’s where I was.

We were in a small room on an otherwise empty corridor, just me and Martin Wick. He was bound to his bed, too sick to stand now, and the restraints meant that he couldn’t raise a hand to wave at me if he wanted to. His arms were thin, allowed very little movement, and wasting away so quickly that the straps had to be adjusted each morning. So when the power cut out I had no reason to look away and no reason to be nervous. Except that, in those seconds before the back-up generator kicked in, it felt like I could really see him.

He always seemed more visible to me in the dark.

His eyes gleamed like they were backlit, as though there was something incendiary behind them. A cold flame that threatened to burn on long after his body died. I let out a breath as the power came back, and a muted light swelled through the room.

When I raised my eyes to Martin Wick he was smiling.

He said he didn’t remember killing them, so that was where the nickname came from. Nobody believed his version of events, that he’d woken up covered in blood, and the headlines, think pieces and profiles referring to him as The Sleepwalker were all dripping with sarcasm. Even people who didn’t know what he’d done felt uncomfortable around him. I’d heard one of the new nurses say he gave off a sense of impending doom, but she clearly didn’t know her history.

The doom had happened already.

Sent him slightly off course years before and taken him deep into this uncharted territory. There was no roadmap for the Martin Wicks of the world, no possible way back to civilization. So now, if you believed him, he’d found himself hopelessly lost and strapped to a hospital bed. If you believed him, he had no idea how he got here.

If you believed him.

In spite of the twinkle in his eyes, they were lifeless, full black, and slow-moving. Sometimes he slept with them wide open. You couldn’t distinguish the pupil from the iris, so you couldn’t tell whether he was staring into thin air or looking directly at you. Some nights it felt like neither, some nights it felt like both. Some nights, when his eyes moved on to mine, it felt like being under surveillance, and I could never quite shake the feeling that some third party was reviewing the footage from inside his head, going frame by frame looking for weakness.

My job was to sit there for ten hours at a time, waiting for him to say or do something, documenting his every move. When he remained silent throughout my shifts, I thought it was in the same way you’d keep a secret. The same way you’d grip the change in your pocket on a bad estate. I thought he was just making sure he didn’t jingle too much or give anything special away before he died.

Of course, it turned out he was just waiting.

I’d been there an hour or so when I sensed some movement. Looked up from my paperback and saw him reaching for the notepad. He lifted his pen, wincing at the limitations of the restraints, and wrote something down. His handwriting was the smallest I’d ever seen, and if I hadn’t read the transcripts of his plea agreement, squinted to find that half-empty signature hiding at the bottom of each page, I’d have thought the notes were some kind of mind game to get me out of my seat.

‘Don’t get up,’ I said, folding the page on my book and crossing the room.

Lying there beneath the hospital lights, Martin Wick was beyond pale. Whiter than one of Hitler’s cum stains, as Sutty said. The result of twelve years chain-smoking on the segregation wing, followed by a diagnosis of terminal lung cancer. He had a crumpled old rag for a face and his skin was as thin as tracing paper. You didn’t want to see what was underneath it, though. He’d had one lung removed and the other was knitted together with tumours, the effects, apparently, of running a cavalier asbestos clean-up crew, back before they put him in Strangeways.

I watched the heart monitor while he finished writing. The jagged peaks and troughs looked like a lie detector test that he was failing. When he dropped his pen on the bed I took the notepad and felt a jolt of electricity. Wick reacted strangely with the bedsheets, his every movement creating static, and any time I touched him I seemed to get a shock, like there was some dangerous current coursing through his body, something beyond a bad vibe. I could never quite shake the feeling that he intended something to pass between us with each spark, that he was contagious, and he knew it.

Sutte, said the tiny, joined-up handwriting. I dropped the pad on the bed so I wouldn’t have to pass it back to him, then crossed the room. I’d only relieved Sutty, my superior officer, one hour before, but our orders were clear. Until the day he checked out, what Wick wanted, Wick got.

‘I hope you’ll have something to tell him tonight, Martin,’ I said, opening the door.

‘What’s the difference?’

I turned. In more than a month on the ward I’d never once heard Martin Wick speak. He’d managed to remove the respirator from his mouth and when I looked into his gleaming, black eyes I couldn’t tell if he was staring up at the ceiling or directly at me. It felt like neither, it felt like both.

He coughed, hacking the gravel out of his one remaining lung. ‘Waste your life, son …’ It came out as a painful whisper. ‘… It’s all mean time, anyway.’

I stood there for a moment, saw he was sweating from the effort of speaking, then nodded and backed out of the room. Walking down the corridor towards the armed guard, I found myself rubbing my hands into my trousers, thinking of those sparks, wondering if I’d imagined him speaking.

For weeks it seemed like I hadn’t really slept and I hadn’t really woken up, either.

Each shift had felt like entering into some kind of stasis, like an episode of temporary insanity. So when the lights went out again I kept on going, feeling my way along the wall. The armed guard turned, blinding me with the torch attached to his Heckler and Koch, but I wasn’t afraid yet. I felt no more powerless or in the dark than usual.
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I’d only seen the footage of Martin Wick’s arrest once, some years before, but it had made a strong impression. It had been early, about an hour before dawn, and he was invisible against the dark until the door closed behind him, silhouetting his frame against the dull grey of the train station facade.

Wick’s head, neck and shoulders remained downcast, like a limp marionette, and when he lumbered forward into the light, he was dragging one leg. His clothes looked black all over and, even though the detail on the video wasn’t great, you could see that the buttons on his jacket were fastened all wrong, causing it to bunch up, giving him a hunch across one shoulder. He moved in spasms and jerks across the empty concourse, towards the unmanned ticket desk.

The grained image from the video feed behind the counter felt appropriate. As if a cloud of static surrounded him, an electric mist that made his body seem blurred and hazy at the edges. Then he shunted forward into the clarity of the dirty yellow lights, bringing himself finally into focus. The collar on his shirt was pulled inside out, the sleeves on his jacket were one up and one down, and his trousers were on sideways, the seams running diagonally across his legs.

If I remember rightly, he was only wearing one shoe.

The right foot was covered by a loose, wet sock, and it left red prints across the floor as he walked. When he reached the counter, it became clear that his clothes were a glistening wet-black, that they were stuck to his body in strange places. Over his shoulder, the blue lights that had appeared ghostly and distant began drawing nearer, pulsing through the windows.

Martin Wick raised his head and looked, blankly, into the ticket desk. At length, his gaze shifted from its interior to his own reflection in the Perspex window and he took a step back. A look of appalled recognition crossed his face, like a man waking up out of one nightmare and into another. As he staggered back, away from himself, his eyes flicked up at the camera that had caught his march across the concourse.

The image would be endlessly debated.

Was it the innocent flinch of a man who didn’t know where he was, what he was doing, or was it the calculated appraisal of a psychopath, making sure that his performance had been properly documented? After that he’d crumpled to the floor, where he lay flinching and foaming at the mouth.

They found the family home a few hours later, front door wide open.

Martin Wick had walked through town with the blood of five different people drenched into his clothes, and he spent the following twelve years in Strangeways.

It wasn’t quite enough.
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Detective Inspector Sutcliffe wasn’t answering his phone, but I found him in the first place I looked. The Temple was a small subterranean bar beneath Great Bridgewater Street, a brisk twenty-minute walk from the hospital. The room had been an underground public toilet in Victorian times, before being repurposed into a rock-and-roll boozer in the eighties. The tables were small and close together, and the surfaces were absolutely covered in band flyers, tour posters and graffiti. Sutty was standing in the corner, explaining something to one of the other customers. To make sure the man was really listening, he’d lifted him off the ground by his ears and begun banging his head into the wall with the beat of the drum.

He let the smile slide, dramatically, off his face when he saw me.

‘Oh,’ he said, over the music. ‘It’s the Great Depression. Shouldn’t you be queuing up for a loaf of bread instead of buying beer?’

‘Wick wants to talk to you.’

Sutty nodded, lowered the man to his feet and told him to get lost. ‘Strange, innit?’

‘What is?’ I said, watching the man walk away, rubbing his ears.

Sutty wiped his brow and gave me a slice of his dull-yellow grin. ‘That Wick prefers me so much to you.’

‘Yeah, funny that. He’s talkative tonight …’

‘Is he now?’ It took a lot to surprise Sutty but that got his attention. ‘Maybe this is it, then. What did he say?’

‘Told me I should waste my life.’

He snorted and turned to drain his glass. ‘You’re one step ahead of him.’

Standing there watching Sutty drink, it was difficult to argue.

My partner was built like a hip flask. A stout, neckless head on top of broad shoulders, with the whisky breath to match. There was something off, curdled even, about his face, which was bleach-white all over and studded with strange lumps beneath the skin. Somehow it suited his personality, like the warning sign printed on rat poison. He never ironed either of his suits, but filled them to absolute breaking point so they appeared perfectly pressed. He slammed down his glass and looked at me as if I was a stranger.

‘How do I know you don’t just want the night off? Didn’t your old bit used to work in here?’

‘She left,’ I said, searching my pockets for the note that Wick had given me.

‘The one of many that got away. You must’ve been coming in too often.’

‘One of us must.’

I found the folded slip of paper.

‘Yeurgh,’ said Sutty, scrutinizing it. ‘Pity we can’t tie his hands behind his back.’ He picked his blazer up off the bar stool and forced himself into it like a straitjacket. ‘Come on then, Bi-Wonder, to the twat mobile.’

‘I’m afraid I walked,’ I said.

‘Well then, I’m getting a cab and you’re coming with me. Soon as he nods off again, you’re back on duty.’

I nodded and followed him to the door.

We climbed the steps out on to the street and hailed a taxi, both staring out the windows as we rode, watching the city stream by. Charity workers going between wild-eyed homeless men. Boys peacocking, loaded with drink, on their way to or from pubs or clubs. And the girls gliding along in formation, doubling up and laughing at life. Usually, this would be our beat, but things had changed. Sutty sat beside me grumbling, rubbing antibacterial gel into his hands. He went through a bottle a day but somehow never got clean enough. Sometimes I wondered if he was absorbing the alcohol through his pores and into his bloodstream.

When we arrived at St Mary’s we saw two men carrying an unconscious teenage girl inside, holding her between them like a rolled-up carpet. We entered the building and the lights in reception cut out for a second then came back. I looked about me. Bloodshed, fistfights and stab-wounds. Confused, stunned people, drunk, on drugs, with life-altering injuries. Stick-thin single mothers on food bank diets, with morbidly obese babies. Sutty and I turned as the girl came to, fought free of her helpers, and made a break for it, back into the street. It seemed like the only rational response.
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Since the May 22nd suicide bombing, firearms officers were an increasingly common sight in the city.

It still felt unusual to see one stationed inside a hospital.

There had been some resistance from the health trust at first, until we presented the Osman Warnings on Wick’s file. These were risk-to-life alerts, letters which the force were legally obliged to deliver when we received credible death threats. Wick had amassed a long list of credible death threats in his years at Strangeways, and in the hour we’d had with the board, we hadn’t managed to get through them all. They declined to hear any more, and approved an armed guard for his hospital room immediately.

It had been an intentional strategy.

To use up the time discussing death threats against our prisoner, so we wouldn’t have to tell them about the actual attempts on his life. One cellmate had stabbed him through the ear with a sharpened ballpoint pen, another had tried to hang him with his own bedsheets. In the most inventive example, an unknown number of inmates had banded together to drown Wick in his cell toilet. Prison latrines are built in anticipation of this group activity and feature large trapways with low-volume flushes, so there’s not enough liquid for it. According to the report it would have taken at least five men with full bladders to fill the bowl, to keep it at the right level for the minute or more that Wick’s face was submerged. The screws got to him just in time, but on balance I thought it had probably been a relief when he was diagnosed as terminally ill and transferred to a hospital ward.

Sutty and I had been told that, where possible, one of us should stay with him at all times. Not because he posed any kind of threat to anyone, but because it was hoped that his proximity to death might make him talkative. Even now, twelve years after his original arrest, question marks hung over Martin Wick’s head.

When we’d first accepted the assignment, they’d said he only had five or six days left to live, and I’d felt relieved that we wouldn’t be here too long.

That had been five weeks ago.

Sutty’s presence had proved restorative, like he was draining the life out of me and donating it directly to our prisoner. By the end of the first week, I’d been certain that Wick would die in the second. By the third I’d thought he was rallying, and recovering by the fourth. Now, at the close of our fifth week on protective custody, I was afraid that Martin Wick might live forever.

Housing a national hate figure can be a delicate business, and it was agreed that Wick would be roomed in secret, on a dilapidated first-floor hospital wing undergoing renovation. It was one quarter of a corridor, rendered inaccessible by all but one entrance. The lift doors had been deactivated and a makeshift partition had been built between this and the rest of the ward. The only way in or out was through a fire escape which led on to a barren cement staircase. To access the rest of the hospital you had to descend these steps, cross reception and climb the central staircase on the other side of the partition. In theory, this meant there was only one way to or from Martin Wick’s room.

In practice, it made me feel like a rat in a trap.

Rennick, the armed guard, was in position as I emerged from the stairwell, Sutty still some way behind me. He was sitting behind what would have been the nurses station when the wing was fully functional, and he wore full tactical-style uniform. Body armour and fingerless gloves, as well as the newly issued black baseball cap. With the amount of equipment strapped to his vest, including speedcuffs, radio and taser, as well as the sidearm, medical kit and back-up rounds, he looked like a little boy’s action figure. He was reading the newspaper and smiling to himself. Scratching his ear with a G36 assault rifle.

I tried not to startle him.

‘Rennick,’ I said gently.

‘Waits,’ he answered, without turning his head. He placed the newspaper on the counter before him and stood, sweeping the gun barrel past me in one fluid movement.

‘You were about to give yourself a centre parting, there.’

‘Safety’s on,’ he said, voice level.

‘Well, Sutty’s right behind me, so you’d better look alive.’

He shot me a glance and then moved, slowly, round the counter, like it had been his idea. It didn’t seem worth making an issue of. Rennick was in his mid-twenties, four or five years younger than me, but we were still the same rank. I’d recently passed my sergeant’s exam but I wasn’t expecting a promotion. There were so many black marks on my file you’d think it had been dipped in shit.

Sutty burst through the door, strode past me and approached the nurses station. He turned out his pockets, handed over his phone and then leaned into the counter, spreading his legs.

‘Aren’t you gonna frisk me?’

Rennick slid the sign-in sheet towards him without comment. Sutty pushed himself upright, scrawled his name and carried on down the corridor. He had an uncanny knack for upsetting people, and the pleasure he took from it was nearly life-affirming. He turned to Wick’s room and went in.

‘How’s my big brave boy?’ he bellowed, before the door closed behind him.

Rennick looked at the sign-in sheet with distaste. ‘He always been like that?’ he said.

‘As long as I’ve known him.’

He looked towards Wick’s room, trying to maintain the cold front, but his curiosity about Sutty won out. He gripped his gun and nodded at me.

‘You’re both from the night shift …’

‘For our sins,’ I said. Between Sutty and me we had enough of them to send a priest screaming from confession. The night shift was the lowest possible rung of the force, and held some grim fascination for those who weren’t on it.

There were just two long-term members.

Myself and Detective Inspector Sutcliffe. Other officers worked it rotationally, and they were wary of us, afraid of contamination or the threat of permanent reassignment. As a consequence, we dealt autonomously with low-level, unglamorous crime, with little oversight or overlap from the force at large. Our official street-time went from the evening right through to the early hours of the morning, in a city with an expansive, thrilling nightlife. Problem officers occasionally got rotated through, until they changed their ways or put in their papers, but Sutty and I had been deemed beyond rehabilitation.

‘Detective Inspector Peter Sutcliffe …’ said Rennick, reading the sign-in sheet. ‘That’s a bit unfortunate, innit?’

We heard soft murmurs coming down the corridor.

‘I don’t know, I think it suits him.’

Rennick smirked. ‘Our DS said I must have heard wrong when I told him you two were assigned to Wick. Said the night shift couldn’t be trusted to count the cocks on a toilet door.’

‘Just the ones on a hospital ward, Rennie.’

‘Didn’t know they even sent people our age on nights,’ he said, ignoring the insult. ‘Permanently, I mean …’ He lowered his voice. ‘What did you do to earn that?’

‘Nothing exciting.’ He waited and I went on. ‘The right thing in the wrong way.’

‘That’s not what I heard,’ he said with a smile. ‘I take it you’re clean now?’ When I didn’t respond he moved on. ‘So, why the change, then? This feels a bit like the big leagues after all that.’

Of course he thought it was the big leagues. He was here, after all.

‘Sutty was one of Wick’s original arresting officers, back in the day.’

‘Him?’ Rennick looked impressed. ‘Thought it was that guy Blake …’

‘Blake got the conviction, but Sutty was first on scene. Someone called in about a man walking through town covered in blood and he dropped everything to get there first.’

Rennick frowned. ‘So they took him off the night shift twelve years later to come and hold Wick’s hand while he died? I don’t get it.’

‘You know one of the kids was never found …’

‘Course,’ he said. ‘Lizzie Moore.’

‘Right.’ I nodded up the corridor. ‘With Wick dying, it’s the last chance for the family to find out what he did with her.’

‘Yeah, but why you two?’

‘What’s the one word you’d use to describe the prisoner?’

‘Cunt,’ said Rennick, without hesitation.

I nodded. ‘Well, Sutty speaks the language. He’s fluent in it. They got along when he brought Wick in the first time. The higher-ups thought he might be their best bet to get him talking now.’

‘They got along?’ Rennick screw-faced and I thought I could see him bristling, hairs standing on end. ‘Wick murdered a woman, three kids …’

I nodded but it was hard to explain.

On the surface, Sutty had more in common with a career criminal than a cop. Except, where criminals act emotionally, out of anger or economic need, Sutty loved crime, and the lower down it went the better. His law-enforcement career was simply a way to be around it at all times without ever risking his liberty. Some days, when we’d gone too long without encountering trouble, he had a way of making things happen.

Privately, I agreed with Rennick.

Our being reassigned was unusual, unlikely even, but I didn’t want to know what had really motivated it. When the answers get worse and worse, you stop asking questions.

I wasn’t exactly sure how this change had come about, but I sensed Sutty’s antibacterial hand behind it.

‘What’s he like?’ said Rennick, breaking into my thoughts.

‘Sutty?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Martin Wick.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, and he made a dubious face. ‘I mean it, he doesn’t talk to me.’

‘So, when you’re in with him for ten hours at a time …’

‘I write down whatever he does and call Sutty if he asks for him.’

‘Sounds like you’ve landed on your feet.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. It felt more like they were nailed into the floor.

I moved around him, turning the newspaper over on the counter. The front page showed a picture of Martin Wick, our prisoner, sitting in his hospital bed eating cornflakes. It had been taken on a mobile phone, from the doorway of his room.

Cereal Killer!

‘Fuck sake,’ I said, looking at Rennick.

‘Not on my watch, I’m always relieved by breakfast.’

‘If Sutty sees it he’ll relieve himself in your eye.’ I checked the date. It was the early edition of Sunday morning’s paper. The world would wake up to it in a few hours. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘Picked it up in reception on break.’

‘And you didn’t think it was worth mentioning?’

‘It wasn’t taken on my watch,’ he repeated.

‘You’re turning out everyone’s pockets, though?’ Only vetted personnel were allowed past this point. The presence of orderlies, cleaners, even doctors and nurses, was strictly scheduled. It was the FO’s job to search them all.

No one was allowed to take a phone any further.

He frowned. ‘Course I fucking am.’

We both turned to see Sutty emerging from Wick’s room. He looked troubled, and I tried to stand between him and the newspaper.

‘Got a sec, Aid?’ he said.

‘Sure …’

I turned out my pockets, handed over my phone and signed in so I could cross the checkpoint. I went past Rennick and walked up the corridor, wanting some distance before I gave Sutty the bad news.

There were large plastic sheets covering the walls.

Buckets filled with rubble and dust. Remains of the refurbishment work that had been postponed until after Wick died.

Sutty held open the toilet door like he was inviting me into his office. I went inside and found the light switch. No one had been here in weeks, and it was probably the cleanest room in the building. I sat on the sink. Sutty drew the door closed behind him, then leaned on it so no one could get in or out.

‘Wick says he never asked you to come and get me …’

‘He did. I mean, he wrote that note. If I read it wrong, I’m sorry for dragging you in.’ Sutty was quiet, taking this in, and I watched his face changing.

‘Yeurgh,’ he said, finally. ‘I believe you. He wrote that note and he meant you to come and get me. Something’s up.’

‘Do you think he’s dying?’

‘He’s been dying for months. Should be used to it by now. Nah, this is different. He seems, I dunno. Scared.’

‘You think someone’s got to him?’ I said, thinking of the newspaper. He didn’t say anything and I lowered my voice. ‘Why? How?’

Sutty scowled down at the ground for a moment, then leaned off the door and opened it. When he looked down the corridor, he shook his head. I stuck my neck out to see Rennick reading the paper again. He was using the assault rifle to hold up his chin.

‘Koch in hand,’ said Sutty. We stepped through and he slammed the door with all his might. Rennick jumped out of his skin, got up and fumbled for his weapon. He was lucky he hadn’t blown his head off. Sutty marched to the counter, looked at the sign-in sheet and went face-to-face with him.

‘Constable, in our absence has the prisoner had any visitors?’

‘What?’

‘What, sir,’ said Sutty. ‘I think someone’s spoken to Wick while we’ve been gone. Might’ve been an unscheduled doctor or nurse, might’ve been someone you didn’t sign in. Maybe curiosity got the best of you, I don’t know. But I think a man who was about to tell us what he did with the body of a twelve-year-old girl’s suddenly clammed up.’

‘No one’s been past me.’

Sutty’s eyes went to the newspaper on the counter. He saw the picture of Wick in his hospital bed and picked it up. I knew that look, and was grateful not to be on the receiving end of it. Like a watched pot of piss, coming slowly to boil. He collected his wallet from the counter, opened it and began counting his cash.

Rennick snorted. ‘I wouldn’t touch your money, sir.’

‘I know you wouldn’t,’ said Sutty. ‘Aid, what was that Mick called who was advertising his services in the Rising Sun?’

I thought back. ‘Pipebomb Willy.’

‘That’s the guy. Said he’d break any limb on anyone for fifteen quid.’ Sutty slammed down his wallet and leaned into Rennick. ‘Well, I’ve got his phone number and two twenties, so you’d better make this good.’

‘I’m never on duty for breakfast. I wasn’t here when that photo was taken.’

At length, Sutty turned. ‘Confirm that for me, Aidan.’ He ripped the newspaper off the counter and thundered back to Wick’s room. ‘And get me a coffee. Blacker than the hundred-metre sprint.’

I waited until I heard the door slam, then I nodded to no one in particular and walked to the stairwell without meeting Rennick’s eye.
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As I made my way down, the lights waned, dimmed and died out again. Sutty lost his temper like another man lost his keys. Carelessly and completely without thought, and sometimes it seemed like he’d never get it back again. Rarer were these occasions when he trained it on people like a spotlight, stopping them in their tracks and illuminating things they really didn’t want to be seen. If he was unnerved by Wick’s apparent change of heart, then there was probably something in it. That his nose had led him immediately to Constable Rennick was concerning.

We had a long shift ahead, and firearms accidents happened all the time.

The back-up generator kicked in and the lights returned at about half their previous strength. I rubbed my face to try and activate myself, then stepped through the door, into the organized chaos of a city centre hospital reception on a weekend.

I went across the scarred linoleum as fast as I could, weaving through a riot of in- and out-patients.

I climbed the central staircase, away from it all, just in time to see a crash team of doctors and nurses pass by, wheeling someone towards surgery. There were no windows in this part of the building but I could usually guess the time by what state the patients were in. Tonight the beds were lined along the walls containing people in varying levels of distress, all queuing until more space became available. I wedged myself between them as another triage team passed, followed almost immediately by a third.

Saturday night fever.

As a final crash team blasted by, I looked into the blank, open eyes of the man on the gurney, taking in the cavernous head wound that he’d sustained. The team turned into a side room and the doors wafted shut behind them.

‘Excuse me …’ I looked down at a small woman who’d been following the team through the corridor. I tried to move past her but she put a hand to my chest. She looked bewildered, lost, and I saw that there was blood smudged about her forehead. I thought she was in shock. ‘Do you work here? Do you know if he’ll be all right?’

‘No,’ I said, stepping back from her hand. ‘I mean, I don’t work here.’

I walked around her, to the end of the hall, and turned the corner without looking back. I kept on going, following my feet, intentionally trying to lose myself in the maze of units and wards. I came to a completely empty stretch, leaning into the wall, closing my eyes.

Half the man’s head had been missing.

At length, I went to the coffee machine and searched my pockets for change. I was only a few feet further along the corridor that Martin Wick was on, but because of the partition it took ten minutes to get here.

Sliding the first coin home I caught my reflection in the black plastic. Looked down and saw the blood-red smear that the concerned woman had left on my shirt. I could have probably lifted her prints from it. I put the coins back in my pocket and pushed open a toilet door to clean up.
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The mirror above the sink was a slab of polished metal, so the junkies couldn’t smash it and use the shards for knives. Its surface was dulled, though, dented from some of their best efforts, and my image felt surreal, like the straining, de-tuned broadcast from another dimension. I looked at myself. The dark rings around my eyes that were slowly turning red.

Confirmation that I was the man in the mirror.

There was no soap inside the first two hand dispensers, but I tried the third out of a sense of completism. When I found that empty as well, I gave up on the bloodstain, fastened the button on my blazer to cover it, and went for the door.

I had it open when I heard a strange sound coming from one of the cubicles.

Something like a gurgle. Looking back, I saw two plastic gel bags which had been ripped from the soap dispensers, shredded and drained. They lay glistening and flattened on the tiles like enormous squashed slugs. Then I heard another sound from the cubicle. A long, wet kiss.

‘Hello?’ I said.

No answer.

The lights dimmed as I went towards it and I stopped halfway, knowing full well what I’d find. The door was ajar and when I pushed it open I saw an emaciated woman wearing a green tracksuit with the hood up, sitting on the closed toilet lid, sucking the life out of a bag of liquid soap. They said each pack was equivalent to six shots of vodka, and it hit you hard. It didn’t exactly clean out your insides, though, and the after-effects were as drastic.

Amnesia, blindness and loss of bowel control.

At least she was in the right place for it.

She had green fingernails and tattoos on her face, pentangles of varying sizes around her eyes, but I couldn’t guess her age. That kind of life puts a lot of miles on the clock, or takes a lot of them off, depending on how you look at it.

‘Fuck off,’ she said, sucking another mouthful from the gel pack. I felt sorry for her, so I didn’t pay attention like I should have. I nodded and left her to it, hearing the door slam and lock behind me. I’d have told her to wash her mouth out but it was too depressing.
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I returned to the wing with two coffees, finding Rennick standing to attention. When I left a cup on the counter for him he didn’t look at me, and I wondered if it was wounded pride or something more serious.

‘Cheers,’ I said, but he didn’t answer.

I went towards Wick’s room feeling hyper-aware, like I had a target taped to my back.

There were soft murmurs coming through the door, and I listened for a moment before I knocked and stepped inside. Sutty was sitting next to Wick, concluding a dirty story.

‘I said, I’ve heard of ministers kissing babies before, but he’s the first one to use tongue.’

Sutty usually came alive as a filthy raconteur but his delivery seemed flat tonight, and I thought he was covering an abrupt change of subject.

‘Black,’ I said, handing him his coffee.

He took the cup and left it steaming on the table, then cracked open a new bottle of antibacterial gel, rubbing it into his hands.

‘Still busy down there?’ he said.

I nodded and looked at Martin Wick. It felt like I was interrupting something, but his gleaming, CCTV eyes hadn’t moved since I’d entered the room. ‘Is he awake?’

‘Can’t you tell?’ said Sutty.

‘How are you feeling, Martin?’ There was a flicker in his face, and I felt a familiar chill as those black eyes moved on mine. Sutty leaned in, put his ear beside Wick’s mouth and listened to the whispered answer.

‘Says if there’s any justice in the world he’ll make a full recovery.’

‘If there was justice in the world, we’d be out of a job. How is he really?’

‘We were about to read his prognosis.’ Sutty held the paper up for Wick to see. Looking closer I saw that the picture they’d printed showed him in obvious discomfort and distress. ‘The cost of living,’ said Sutty, reading the caption. ‘Hospital insiders say that Mr Wick is clinging to life but has only a matter of days left.’ He put the newspaper down and looked at our prisoner. ‘Don’t believe everything you read, Mart.’

Wick’s lips started to move and Sutty leaned in to listen.

‘Hm,’ he said, as if answering a question. ‘Hospital insider could be anyone who’s been on the ward. Doctor, nurse, cleaner. You wouldn’t sell your story, would you, Aid?’

‘Who’d believe it?’ I said. ‘Are you sure he wants to be reading that?’

Sutty turned to a page with a picture of a smiling family. There were five of them. Mother, father, two girls and a boy. The Moores.

‘Nothing wrong with a trip down memory lane, is there, Mart?’ Wick’s lips started to move and Sutty leaned in to listen. When he sat up again his face had darkened, and his eyes came slowly to me. ‘Maybe you should go and wash that shit off your shirt?’

I looked down at the dried blood, still on my chest.

‘Course,’ I said, backing out of the room. ‘Don’t let your coffee go cold.’ Sutty didn’t look at me or the coffee but turned to Wick. Once I was out in the corridor I could hear the low murmur of his voice from inside. Glancing towards the nurses station I saw that Constable Rennick was watching me closely. From the way he just happened to be standing, I found myself staring down the barrel of a gun. I crossed the corridor to the toilets, wondering what was going on.
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When I switched the light on I saw another drained, flattened pack of liquid soap, like the ones in the toilet beyond the partition. It hadn’t been here when Sutty and I spoke earlier, and I looked at the hand pumps above the sinks. They were all empty. The cubicle door was half-closed, and when I pushed it open I saw the remaining two gel packs floating in toilet water. I stepped back, looked up and saw a loose ceiling panel directly above the stall.

My heart rate registered the anomaly and I left the toilet.

Rennick was watching me closely.

‘Everything OK?’ I said.

He didn’t answer.

‘Is everything OK, Constable?’

He nodded and I walked past him, into the stairwell.

‘There’s blood on you,’ he called after me.

I’d gone up and down these steps so many times in the last few weeks that I’d felt my leg muscles hardening, and I moved fast now, banging through the doors on to the floor below. I fought my way through the reception crowd, hoping I was being paranoid, then climbed the central staircase on to the ward again. It was still busy and I pushed through the corridor towards the toilet where I’d seen the junkie, twenty minutes or so before. There was a man at the urinal, and I felt the look he gave me as I began thumping on the cubicle wall.

There was no sound from inside.

I took a step back, looked up and saw that the ceiling panel above this toilet was missing, too. I shoulder-barged it open to find the stall empty, a drained gel-pack floating in the bowl. There was only a small gap above the door. Either the woman had flushed herself down the toilet or she’d climbed up into the ceiling.

‘Fuck,’ I said.

The man at the urinal left without washing his hands. I followed him out, pushing past patients and hospital staff, projecting people out of my way and descending the central staircase. By the time I’d navigated the gridlock of reception and re-entered the stairwell, the lights were flickering, dimming, dying out again.

I felt for the handrail and started up.

There was a strong chemical smell and I thought I could hear footsteps descending. My heart was beating so hard I thought it might bruise a rib, and something cold brushed past me as the lights flickered back to life. I turned to see the emaciated woman in the green hoody, first walking, then running down the stairs.

‘Hey,’ I called after her, jumping as the fire alarm went off.

Between such narrow walls it was like a pneumatic drill at each temple, and I covered my ears, continuing up the stairs. Pushing open the door I could see immediately that something was wrong, because Rennick was no longer in position. There was no sense in calling out for him over the din of the alarm, and I edged forward into the corridor. When I reached the nurses station and looked across the counter I took a step back. The constable was lying on the floor behind it, both hands around his neck. There was blood seeping out through his fingers and it looked like he was drowning.

At that moment, Sutty exploded out of Wick’s room, rolling in flame, banging from wall to wall and sending a roar of heat down the corridor. Coming back to life, I pulled a fire extinguisher off the wall and opened it up on him. He fell down and started to roll out the flames as the sprinkler system came on, soaking us both and finally extinguishing him.

Edging past my partner into Wick’s room, I was struck by the stink.

He was blackened and writhing, handcuffed to the still-burning bed. I turned the fire extinguisher on to his body, covering his torso. The flames went out but I could smell burned skin and hair, and I covered my face with my forearm to keep the taste out of my mouth. I wanted to back out of the room but could see that he was still alive, struggling for attention over the alarm.

I went to him, closed my eyes and put my ear beside his mouth.

‘Not me,’ I thought he said.

I could feel the heat pouring out of him. ‘I know that, Martin …’

‘Not this,’ he said urgently. I looked at him. Those black eyes staring out from charred, blistered skin. They were lit with anger. ‘The Moores,’ he said. The skin about his mouth broke and he began beating his free fist against my chest. Perhaps there was something else, but the fire alarm was exploding out from every surface. By the time his body slumped down into the smouldering bed, I didn’t need to check his pulse.

I staggered out into the corridor, stunned and soaked by the sprinklers. Sutty had crawled towards Rennick, and was using his hands to try and stem the blood flowing from the constable’s neck.

The water around his body was turning red.

I went towards them, past them, and on to the staircase. Three floors below, I thought I could see a figure running down. I went after it, throwing myself down tens of steps at a time, sliding on wet shoes, and tearing round each landing.

Looking over the railing I could see more shapes on the staircase, and when I reached the next floor down the door beside me slammed open.

People were flooding through the fire escapes.

Pushing through them, I thought I could still see the woman, but after a few seconds more I knew I’d lost her. Even shoving, shouting at the top of my voice, it took minutes to get to the ground floor. When I reached the people congregating by the exit everyone had the same sick, stunned look on their faces. They saw the blood on my hands, face and shirt, fresh and wet because of the sprinklers. I lifted myself on to the bonnet of an ambulance, then climbed on to the roof, but squinting into the sodium lights of the car park I could just see the same thing in all directions.

People, madness, everywhere.
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