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Dedication


For the two furry souls who stick by me during the sunny days… and the stormy ones as well.
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Prologue

EGYPT, 1953



The wind whistled as it whipped across the barren landscape. It grabbed at hats, hair and tore at clothing as the storm bore down on the small but excited group of archaeologists.
“That’s a wall of sand if I ever saw one! Quick, everybody, into the shaft. Now!” 
The leader of the expedition, Professor Lewis Crowley shouted at the top of his lungs. Dry sand coated his tongue, and dust settled on the wet of his inner lip. He ran toward the colossal monument, down an uneven ramp of dirt and into a narrow, stone tunnel. He was closely followed by his three students. Almost on his heels was Alexis Allen, a slight twenty-year-old with curly red hair and glasses. She was fond of the Professor and hung on his every word. Behind her was Bennett Henderson, the man with two last names, as Crowley affectionately called him. Bringing up the rear was Matthew Davis. Davis was a handsome man in his early thirties. He’d found his calling to the field of archaeology later in life than the others and made a point of distancing himself because of it. 
The four dusty bodies raced down the sloping tunnel that ran along the outer wall of the inverted pyramid. The team had only recently located the tetrahedron buried only six feet below the surface of the Saqqara necropolis. Its discovery had garnered instant attention from the Medi. The Professor had become an instant celebrity. The three-sided pyramid was constructed with its base closest to the surface, the façade of which was encased in a five-inch-thick single sheet of gleaming obsidian. They had, by pure luck, uncovered the entrance on one side of the behemoth structure. There was one inscription in Egyptian Hieroglyphs over the concealed entrance. Translated it said: KEEP OUT.
Not one to believe in curses, and with the approval of the Egyptian Antiquities Department, the door seal had been broken by Crowley, and so had begun the laborious task of carefully removing rubble from the passageway. Crowley surmised that the pyramid was a tomb of sorts, constructed in the first Dynasty nearly 5000 years prior. As the tunnel progressed downward into the structure, each passageway contained a booby trap of sorts, although every one of them must have set themselves off over millennia. After weeks of clearing the tunnel that snaked its way around the outer edges of the tomb, nobody had been hurt and the team had found themselves in a rather perplexing room. It was triangular, another pyramid, though this time oriented with its point aiming toward the sky. It was entirely symmetrical, measuring twenty feet along every edge and the walls were carved with inscriptions that appeared to glow faintly under the flickering flames of their torch lights.
This was where the group found themselves now, taking refuge from the gargantuan sandstorm that raged above them. All four archaeologists fell to the floor, laughing, trying to catch their breath after the long race down the tunnel. Alexis had tripped and skinned her knee. The Professor pulled a handkerchief from his top pocket and dabbed at the blood.
“It’s alright,” Alexis batted her lashes, basking in his concern. “It doesn’t hurt.” The pair smiled at each other. There was a loud sigh from behind them.
“What do we do now? We’re trapped here for the next few hours at least.” Matthew unclipped his tool belt from around his waist and tossed it onto the floor. It landed with a puff of dust, which floated up into the air and hung, stationary, in the dim torchlight. The Professor furrowed his brow and glared; Bennett chuckled. They all knew the angry expression was meant in jest. Crowley was incapable of chastising anyone. There wasn’t a pessimistic bone in his body. His face relaxed into a smile.
“Well, laddie, what do you think we’re going to do? We’ve been granted several hours of uninterrupted time in the most important room in the pyramid! We’re going to examine it!” The Professor leapt to his feet, pulled a brush from his tool belt and walked over to one of the three walls. He swept the bristles along the outline of hieroglyphs. Each time his brush touched the surface the inscription would glow a little brighter, then fade as he removed it.
“Alexis, come here and translate with me. Bennett, you take the wall with the door in the centre and Matthew, you take the wall to my right. There has got to be a clue as to what this place was used for.” He waved his brush hand around the room and at the two men. “Come now, get cracking!”
Bennett leapt into action, grinning as he traversed the large space with a determined gait. Matthew sighed and retrieved his toolbelt. He clipped it around his hips, turned on his heel and pulled a brush out of his belt. For the next twenty minutes, Matthew swept at the dust that had settled in the inscriptions. They became clearer the longer he worked and some of the characters were easily identifiable.
Daemons…
Gods…
Offspring…
CURSE.
Matthew’s skin prickled at the last one. He knew all about the curses of the old days, people who discovered tombs with curses almost always mysteriously died. He took a deep breath and continued sweeping. One of the carvings seemed to be etched deeper into the wall. The more he brushed, the deeper the hole became. Intrigued, he swept at it ferociously. About two inches into the wall, the bristles of his brush snagged on something. He tugged at it, but the brush was stuck fast. He glanced around the room at the others, and, when he was sure nobody was looking, stuck his finger into the hole and felt around. There was a flat tab right at the back of the hole. Matthew could feel the hairs of his brush tangled around it. With a deep breath he pressed down on the tab. 
The earth rumbled.
Matthew jerked his finger from the cavity and leapt away from the wall. Ancient dust filtered from above, rapidly turning the air to a brown haze. The others spun around and the whole team watched as the entire wall Matthew had been working on laboriously pivoted in the centre. Half of the triangular wall protruded into the room where the team stood, the other half was sunk deep into a dark void. The foreign air that burst forth and intermingled with their own and made the team cover their noses and mouths with hands and forearms. It was a familiar stench, but Matthew couldn’t place it.
The professor grabbed one of the torches burning on the wall and inched cautiously into the black chasm. The light case by the flame of his torch did little to penetrate the inky blackness of the room beyond. One by one the rest of the team took a torch each and followed Crowley. Before entering, Matthew paused to examine the doorway more closely. He noticed a thin vein of obsidian, running the full length around the door frame. The black, glasslike substance gleamed in the flickering flame. He took a deep breath and stepped into the void. Immediately the midnight of the room vanished. Matthew’s jaw dropped.
As far as he could see into the darkness were rows upon rows of pots, statues and chariots with a large granite altar positioned in the centre. It was soon obvious to him that everything in the room had been subjected to some source of extreme heat. The sour smell that Matthew hadn’t been able to place was that of ancient, scorched wood. Anything that was of value in the room would be damaged and worthless in a monetary sense. The historical value would be priceless.
The team continued to move further into the room, their lights lancing the darkness. The full extent of the damage was becoming obvious. Matthew hung back. He alone had noticed exactly what was lying on the alter in the centre of the room. As he approached, and his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he heard a child laugh. He spun on his heel. There was nothing behind him. He turned back to the alter and crept toward it. The others were at the back of the room discussing their find. Matthew was oblivious to them. He climbed the three steps that led to the triangular altar and peered down at two small mummies laid out upon the top.
“Matthew, come down here and take a look!” It was Crowley.
Matthew didn’t respond. He was deaf to all sound except the laughter. It rang in his ears and echoed around his skull like some kind of demented wind chime. He stared at the corpses. They were holding hands. Between their palms was a large gold disc. It glinted brightly in the light despite the aeons of dust and ash coating it.  Whispering began inside Matthew’s head, behind the laughter, growing stronger and louder the harder he gazed at the disc. 
Then it stopped. The room was silent. There was nobody and nothing but Matthew and the disc. He reached out and plucked it from the hands of the corpses.
The room shuddered.
As distressed shouts went up behind him, Matthew turned and sprinted for the doorway. He made it and slipped through the narrow space between the door and the wall only seconds before it ground shut. As he skidded across the threshold, the obsidian seal shattered. Fragments of shining black stone exploded across the antechamber. The disc broke into two pieces in his hand and clattered onto the dusty floor. The door had closed with a boom. Crowley, Alexis and Bennett were trapped on the other side. Matthew knew they were lost. He backed away from the door and listened to their faint screams as searing bright light flashed in the cracks at the edges of the wall. Matthew’s chest felt cold and heavy. He gasped for air. The sound of laughter picked up again inside his head, deep and guttural.
He picked up both halves of the disc and fled.




Chapter One

Spencer Havelock



Coffee. Black”
Red vinyl squeaked as damp fabric slid across its polished surface. Detective Spencer Havelock took his seat on a bright chrome stemmed stool which was bolted to a floor that resembled a chess board. It was about the only thing that shone in this downtrodden district of Swift Hill. He was in the dirty part of town. Where crime thrived and the homeless begged for scraps on the street. Strip clubs, bars and seedy drug deals in stinking alley ways and ladies of the night taking up real estate on nearly every corner. They called it Perdition, the place where the unlucky resided. Where the destitute came to be forgotten by their families. Where suffering and fear was the natural disposition. Where all wicked things came to die. 
Lissy’s Diner was a safe haven. Clean, warm, inviting. Somewhere Havelock could find the stillness inside him again after a long day on the job. Amidst the bustle of the waitresses and the conversation floating from the red and white booths, Havelock reflected on the day that had been. Two homicides. One, a prostitute, slain by her pimp for taking private jobs. The other, a member of the ‘Clubs and Hearts’ crime syndicate. Johnny the Fish. Havelock had been investigating the man for months. He’d never been able to pin anything on the guy, but it seemed now he wouldn’t even have to try. 
The pimp case was cut and dry. The guy was in custody and cooperating to an extent. It was obvious to Havelock that the killing of Johnny the Fish was an inside job. Perhaps he was taking a bigger cut of the drug profits than he was meant to. Who knew? All Hav knew was that the case would remain unsolved, like so many deaths in this grimy little thirty thirty-blockof hell he called home.
A woman approached him, red dress and a white apron. Her platinum hair was styled into a beehive, her eyes dark and stormy and with red lips that were curved into a sly smile.
“Are you sure a coffee is all you want, Hav?” She placed a white mug before him and poured enough steaming black liquid to fill its insides. Hav wrapped his brown fingers around its sides, warmed his skin and sighed.
“You’re starting to look a bit thin, my man. What’s on your mind?” Lissy, the owner of the diner, leaned forward, folded her arms on the edge of the bar and stared at the Detective. He didn’t lift his eyes. At forty-one years old, Lissy was an attractive woman. She appeared untouched by the chaos that surrounded her little business, a chaos that constantly attempted to overwhelm her. Somehow, she managed to keep it all together. Patrons knew when they weren’t welcome, so tended to stay away altogether. Only the ‘good sorts’ came to the diner. The ones who behaved, the ones who kept their business to themselves. 
“You know I can’t discuss my work, Melissa.” Hav lifted his gaze and wearily regarded the woman who leaned on the counter before him. In another life they might have been an item. Hav knew Lissy cared for him more than she would ever admit, but his razor-sharp instinct told him that if he went there with her again, one, or both of them would end up hurt. He couldn’t have that. 
“They’ve got to stop running you so ragged. How long are your shifts now?”
“Fourteen hours, most days. But you’ll be pleased to know I’ve been assigned a new partner.” Hav scowled, then tried to hide it.
“Doesn’t seem like you’re too keen on the idea. Come on, who is it then?” Lissy turned around to the kitchen pass to retrieve a hot plate piled with eggs, beans, mushrooms and toast. She pushed Hav’s coffee to the side, slid the plate in front of him and handed him a knife and fork. Hav began to eat.
“I have no clue who he is.” He said through a mouthful. Hav realised he was starving. He pushed another fork full of mushrooms into his mouth. “All I know is he’s a rookie. They’ve transferred him in from Swift Hill precinct. Bunch of toff nosed soft cops. Wouldn’t know a real crime if it punched them in the face.”
“Now, now, don’t be too hard on the guy. You’ve never met him and you could certainly do with someone to lighten the load. I worry for you, Hav.” Lissy’s eyes were kind and she wore her concern with a tenderness that nearly undid him. There was also a hardness there though, Hav always saw it. He thought she was steeling herself for the day he got in too deep. When the job completely consumed him, when he drowned. Hav could feel it wasn’t far off. Some days he struggled to keep his head above water - fatigue and the horror of the job wanted to overwhelm him. Every killing, every horrific scene burned to the back of his eyelids, replaying themselves over and over every time he closed his eyes. 
Hav took a slurp of coffee, his grey eyes darting around the diner. Force of habit. He was always looking for clues, indications that something was afoot. He would never find it here. He knew that. But the urge was there nonetheless. Scooping some beans onto the corner of a piece of toast, he picked it up and bit into it.
“When do you get to meet this new partner?” A corner of Lissy’s mouth curled upward. She tipped the coffee jug once more, refilling the detective’s mug.
“Tomorrow. I’ve been told I have to look presentable. Can you believe that?” Hav chuckled. It was the first sign of amusement he’d displayed in days. Everything had been too grim. He realised it was the first time he’d actually smiled in weeks. The expression felt strange on his face, muscles that had long gone unused creaked and stretched as his mouth contorted into an unsettling grimace. The feeling unbalanced him. Happiness wasn’t something he was accustomed to. He was usually the brooding type. He could handle all the darkness if he kept it inside him. Protected everyone from it. Locked it away. A hot tear escaped the corner of his eye and fell silently to the lapel of his tan trench coat. It quickly sank into the already damp fabric, wet from the dark, drizzling rain outside. Hav could tell by her sad eyes that Lissy had seen it. But she said nothing. Concern flooded her face again.
“You’d better get some rest then, Hav. Stop drinking that coffee, it’ll only keep you up. Go home and sleep. God knows you deserve it.” She took the mug away from him and tipped its contents down the sink. Hav avoided her gaze and stood. His damp coat peeled from the seat he’d sat upon. Reaching into his pants pocket he pulled out a ten-dollar bill, slapping it down on the counter before turning away.
“Keep the change.”
Hav emerged from the diner and into the rain. It was cold and dark, the salt smell of the bay that lapped at the shore, right along the edge of Port Street, intermingled with the chemical scent of the paint factory across the other side of town. He placed his hat atop his wet hair and breathed deeply. Home. The city was decrepit though. A multitude of run-down buildings, coated in a thick layer of grime and filth. Doorways that smelled of burnt cigarettes and piss. It was something Hav had become familiar with and his eyes glossed over, but on a rare occasion the veil would drop and the bleak and repugnant reality of Perdition would hit him in all five senses. In those moments, Hav’s hopes would sink like a stone into the pit of his stomach and whatever hope he had would flee. Tonight wasn’t one of those nights though. Tonight, he was content.
As he wandered up the street, Hav shoved his freezing hands deep into his coat pockets. The side of his face was briefly illuminated by the garish fluorescent lights of Mackay’s 24 hour Convenience store. Once he was past it the darkness swallowed him again. Streetlights were few and far between in this part of town. There was one at nearly every intersection, but nothing in between. This made it easy for opportunistic thieves to stalk their prey and relieve them of whatever goods they carried. They knew not to mess with Havelock. His reputation for mercy, or rather, the lack of it, was well known. The .45 he carried showed none either. The majority of the detritus gave him a wide berth. 
It was because of this that he was surprised when he took a left turn onto Hyde Street and someone fell into step behind him. Hav turned his collar up and hunched his shoulders. He reached into his coat and curled his fingers around the butt of the revolver that nestled in its holster on his chest. He slowed his pace and waited for the individual who followed to pass him. The stranger slowed as well. Hav could hear both sets of their feet slapping the concrete in the rain, he could tell the person behind him was not small. The strangers breathing was laboured and when Hav heard a cloud ‘click’, he pulled his gun from its holster and turned to face his pursuer in one smooth action.
“Damn it!” the guy cursed. He was wearing khaki pants and a top that looked as though they hadn’t been washed in days. If it weren’t for the downpour, Havelock imagined there would be an odour to accompany them. The man was on his knees, a large suitcase open on the concrete, its contents spilled everywhere. He was clearly agitated and hadn’t noticed the gun drawn on him as he frantically tried to repack his suitcase. Hav re-holstered his pistol and knelt down to help him.
The young man looked up from his suitcase.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. This thing has a dicky latch and I was hoping I’d make it to my apartment before the damn thing broke.” He appeared anxious. Hav surmised the lad was in his early thirties. He would most likely be considered an attractive guy by the young ladies.
“Here, let me help you with that,” Hav picked up a wooden box and attempted to place it in the suitcase.
“No! I mean, that’s private.” The man grabbed at the box and snatched it from Hav’s grasp. Hav examined him more closely. The lad was highly strung but didn’t seem to be under the influence of any kind of substance that Hav could discern.
“What’s your name boy? Where did you come from, sneaking up behind me?” Hav reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge. Its shining silver surface glinted in the streetlight. The man stopped his rummaging and hastily scrambled to his feet.
“I’m sorry officer!”
“Detective.”
“Detective, I’m sorry! I live here! Just across the park in the Reverence Apartments on Smith and Henry Streets! I’ve been away, that’s all. For school.”
“Where do you go to school?”
“Swift Hill University, over in Swift Hill. I take the subway over every day. Please. Don’t arrest me!”
“Arrest you? Why would I arrest you? Have you done something wrong?” Havelock was beginning to enjoy himself. The young man stared, hands held up in the rain, his face aghast. “I don’t think I will arrest you, yet. What’s your name boy?”
“Matthew. Matthew Davis. So… you’re not going to arrest me?”  Hav grinned for the second time that night. This time it didn’t feel so unnatural.
“No, lad. Come on. Let’s pick up your stuff and get you home. You’re on the way to mine anyway.”
Matthew smiled with a relief that caused the dirty skin around his eyes to crease. His agitation melted away. The two men bent and lifted the broken suitcase from the sidewalk and together they carried it through the gloom of Shadow Park to Matthew’s apartment. 
When he strode back out onto Henry Street, Hav felt a spark of satisfaction he hadn’t felt in a long time. Helping people had been his aim in joining the force. These days it felt like he was only cleaning up after them. He smiled again and continued up the hill until he reached his own apartment block on Baker Drive. Only two streets over from the paint factory, the air was thick with chemical vapour, a by-product of the paint manufacturing process. Hav could barely smell it, he was so used to it. He paused on the front step and looked at the grimy double glass doors. He turned and surveyed the street. No-one had followed him. It was just after 1am and the city, for once, was quiet. Hav sighed as he walked through the doors and made for the stairs to his apartment, and sleep.




Chapter Two

Darkness Follows



Matthew closed the door on the detective. The door handle squeaked as it turned and locked. He leaned forward and rested his head on the aged wood panel that was the back of the door and sighed. The room was silent, for a moment. Three deep, slow breaths. A scraping sound made Matthew’s spine stiffen. He turned slowly. Wide eyes searched the room. Nothing. He crept across the small apartment to the ancient, dank kitchen, its chipboard cupboard doors rotting around the edges. White melamine flaked from the corners of the bench and the once white stove top was stained with years of burnt food and spilled cooking.  Matthew opened a cupboard door above the sink and retrieved a solitary tin of soup. He would have to go to Mackay’s in the morning and stock up on the tins which contained his daily sustenance. One meal a day, it was all he could afford. He’d need to get a job again too. His meagre savings were dwindling.
He picked up an old, rough looking aluminium pot from the stovetop. It was clean, but he wiped it with a tea towel to remove whatever layer of dust may have accumulated during his month in Egypt. As he reached into his pocket to locate his pocketknife, Matthew’s fingers brushed against a small pile of sand that had settled in the bottom. The tiny grains wedged under his fingernails as they scraped the thin pocket lining. He hadn’t changed his clothes since he’d left the tomb. His armpits stank. Matthew shuddered at the memory of it. There were pressing tasks at hand though. He pulled out the knife.
The top of the soup tin made a buckling sound as Matthew stabbed it with his short blade. He worked it around the edges just far enough that he could prise the lid up and pour out the contents. The soup was slightly chunky, with the generic meaty smell he loved the best. He sat the pot back on the stove and turned the knob. The smell of gas filtered into his nostrils. Without hesitation, Matthew struck a match and the flame lit. His stomach growled.
With a flick of the wrist, the knife was sheathed and back in his pocket. Matthew turned and gave an involuntary sigh. With a heavy heart, he rocked back and forth on his heels and gazed at the small room that was his home. The wooden floor was splintering in places. He’d purchased a small, second-hand rug at the Port Street markets but it did little to brighten the space. His single bed pressed against the wall by the door. He could hear every sound from his neighbour’s apartment through the thin walls. Most times this made sleep difficult. Now, while he waited for his food to heat, the raucous sounds of a sitcom playing loudly could be heard. Matthew tuned it out. At the foot of the bed there was a tiny card table, another Port Street purchase, with one chair and several candles. Matthew had kept the gas on because it was essential for cooking, but the electrics had long been shut off. This meant there was no heating and on a rainy night the chill would set into his bones. By the window sat a large, tattered recliner. It looked like it might be the most comfortable piece of furniture in the room. However when it was sat upon it transferred an odour of rat urine to the wearer’s clothing, skin, hair. Still… It was home. 
A peal of laughter startled Matthew from his daydream. A child’s laughter, but with growing, dark, rumbling undertones. He spun about, left to right and back again, face pale with terror. The laughter stopped. Matthew paced. Back and forth from the kitchen to the door. He muttered and cursed and ran his large hands through the floppy brown hair that fell over his eyes.
“I shouldn’t have left them… Why won’t they leave me alone? I feel like I’m going mad… mad! Please… make it stop… make it stop.”
Matthew continued his mumbled rant and paced his apartment for nigh on twenty minutes, until something stopped him dead in his tracks. There was a crackle behind him. A wheezing of breath. It was a sound he’d heard before. He turned from the door, arms raised to defend himself and stared, wild-eyed, toward the kitchen. The source of the crackle was a small child, maybe twelve years old, with charred skin and burning eyes. It breathed heavily and every breath was a ragged wheeze. Matthew saw flames lick flesh between blackened ribs. The air around him became dry, like that of an arid desert… scorching. A thousand-degree sun drowned him in its deadly rays. Burning air seared his lungs as the child hissed. 
“Ba…Kesi…”
The child spoke in a low, growling tone. The hair stood up on Matthew’s arms and neck.
“Go away,” he said. Fear dripped in his meek statement. Much like the sweat that ran down his face.
“BA… KESI!”
The shout was like a punch to the chest and Matthew fell to his knees, doubling over, hands splayed on the dusty floor. He lifted his eyes to look at the child. It walked toward him, its movements disjointed, unnatural. It reached out a small hand. With one finger extended it touched Matthew underneath the chin and brought his eyes up to meet its own. Time stopped. The flesh under Matthew’s chin sizzled and burned but he dared not move. The child brought its face closer until their noses were barely an inch apart.
“Al Mawt!”
Upon uttering these words, the child vanished. Matthew fell onto his hands and gulped in damp, cool air. He’d not realised he’d been holding his breath but now he was almost sick from lack of oxygen. The heat was gone from the room and the sweat that drenched his body cooled and a chill set in his flesh. Matthew sobbed and banged his forehead into the floor. With shaking hands, he gripped his hair in both hands and screamed. There was a bang on the other side of the wall near his bed, followed by a raised voice. He stayed bowed on the floor until his breathing returned to normal.
After a while, Matthew shakily unfolded himself from the floorboards and staggered across the uneven floorboards to his bed. The suitcase lay on the mattress, wide open. Its wet contents already smelled stale. He dug through the clothes and papers until he located a tattered notebook. He stared at the cover a moment, tucked it under his arm and continued to search. After a moment he found his prize. It was the box the Detective had picked up. The box that was the source of his current misfortune. The box that held the curse. 
He took it from its nest of sodden clothing. Both hands shook, as he carried both the box and the notebook to the table. Matthew placed them down with care and reverence, as though they were priceless objects.
The notebook was priceless to Matthew. It contained everything he had found, learned, and experienced on his trip to Saqqara. The knowledge it contained was invaluable to him. It would mean the difference between a horrific and unrelenting existence in the slums of Perdition, or a better life somewhere else, anywhere else. As long as he could get away from this dirty corner of the world. He immediately felt a pang of guilt upon thinking of a brighter future for himself. It would mean he’d have to leave his little brother behind. 
Paul, younger by seven minutes had been Matthew’s best friend. They’d grown up in Swift Hill with their parents, Richard and Josie. Their father had died first, Matthew and Paul had only been sixteen years old. He’d been murdered in the street on the way home from work. No-one was ever charged with the crime, but their father’s shady dealings had meant that the family had been left destitute. Josie and her boys had moved to Perdition, and she’d taken up residence on a street corner each night, to make ends meet. A few years later, the shame and humiliation grew too much for Josie. She took her own life. Matthew could still smell the acrid scent of burnt gunpowder lingering in the hairs of his nostrils, even after all these years. Paul had suffered a psychotic break. Matthew’s twin now resided in the Swift Hill Sanatorium, at the mercy of staff who had little to no care for their charges. Still, it was the best place for him.
Matthew sighed and glanced at the faded family photo that sat in its broken wooden frame on his table. He’d repaired it with glue many times over the years, but it was getting close to being beyond repair. The thought made him sad. His shoulders sagged as his dirty fingers teased the notebook open. Matthew found where he was up to and began to write. 
He wrote for some time, until the candle on his desk had reduced by a third. The quiet scratching of his pencil echoed in the sparsely furnished room. The only other sound was that of the forgotten soup simmering on the stove and the soft patter of raindrops on the window.
Eventually, Matthew placed his pencil on the table beside his notebook, leaned back and stretched. He closed his eyes and inhaled so deep he felt his lungs might burst. A stillness came over him. His heart rate slowed. Matthew opened his eyes and exhaled through pursed lips, adjusting his line of sight at the same time. His attentions were now turned to the small wooden box. It measured five inches square and had a lid on top that, when slid open, revealed the gold disc Matthew had stolen from the tomb. He had successfully smuggled it out of Egypt. It had been relatively easy. After running from the tomb he’d emerged onto the dig location, fresh air filling his lungs. The sandstorm had dissipated, yet nobody had returned to the site. He’d removed the tarpaulin from the Professor’s LaSalle Phantom and fired up the engine. He’d driven straight to the Cairo airfield at a reckless speed and taken a plane out of there. He knew it would be some time before the dig crew returned, and even longer before it was evident that they were all missing. Matthew hopes it would appear that the team had simply decided to leave. Nobody would know that Matthew had been the sole survivor. Unless they opened the tomb. He prayed that wouldn’t happen. The screams of his colleagues echoed in his brain; the image of the flames that licked around the edges of the door would forever be seared into the back of his mind. It would haunt him forever.
Matthew raised the amulet to eye level. The front and back halves had separated when he’d left the tomb, creating two separate artefacts. The shining surface of each half was decorated with hieroglyphs. He didn’t know what they said. One side had three raised triangles on the back, and the other had three triangular indents. Like the pieces of the puzzle, Matthew thought the two halves should fit together perfectly. He picked up both halves, lined the markings up and pushed them together with all the strength his weak muscles would allow. Red sparks flew from between the pieces and the discs glowed like fire. The stench of his own flesh burning invaded his nostrils as red-hot metal seared the soft skin on the palms of his hands. He dropped the discs in horror. They fell to the floor where the dry wood immediately began to smoulder. Flames shot up from the tinder dry timber, smoke filled the room.
Panicking, Matthew jumped up and grabbed the pot of soup from the stove. His scorched hands protested in agony, forcing a scream from his mouth. The neighbour banged on the wall again. Matthew poured his only food over the flames. The fire went out and he fell to the floor in relief.  For some time, Matthew sat slumped, motionless, despair darkening his eyes. After a while, his expression changed to one of deep thought. Eventually, he rose and stepped across the mess on the floor toward the manky armchair. Tucked into the crook of the chair was an old stuffed rabbit. Bitsy. It had been his since he was a child and he loathed to harm it, but he knew both halves of the disc couldn’t be kept together.
Matthew took out his pocketknife again and, with a great deal of tenderness, severed the stitches in Bitsy’s back. He then rinsed the soup off both halves of the gold disc in the sink and dried them with care. He carried them back to the table, set them down with a clunk and took a deep breath. Not knowing how to choose, Matthew closed his eye and waved his burned right hand over both halves of the amulet. He allowed his hand to descend upon one of the halves and when he opened his eyes, he noted that he had selected the disc half on the right. Reluctantly, he picked up the artefact and pushed it deep into the stuffing of the rabbit. He searched amongst the smelly suitcase for the tiny sewing kit he used to darn his socks, and with a sad heart, sewed Bitsy closed. The stitching was rough, but it did the job. He sat his darling, childhood friend on the table before him and regarded it for a moment. He’d spoiled the once innocent rabbit. Tainted her with evil. The thought almost made him cry.
After a few minutes, with an empty stomach and an empty heart, Matthew got up and removed the suitcase from the bed. He sat propped up against his lumpy pillow, in his four-day old clothes and stared at the rabbit until sunrise. 




Chapter Three

A New Beginning


Bright fingers of sunlight blazed through the mildly deformed glass of the bedroom window. Hav, who lay on his stomach, opened one eye, then the other. He took in the intense light, both pupils contracting to tiny dots as he stared down the yellow orb that had barely pushed itself above the ocean. There was no warmth in it. The winter sun, though dazzling, was a cold one. The best function it served was to bring greater attention to the filth of Perdition. Hav much preferred the night. It hid the worst of it - danger and disgrace sucked into shadows along with the stench of the sewers that ran into the polluted bay.
Hav glanced at the clock on his bedside table. 5:59am. He watched as the numbers all flicked over at once to read 6:00am. The tinny radio in the clock burst into life and jazz blasted from a miniature speaker blanketed in years of dust. Hav sighed, rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger, and pushed himself up from the mattress. The jazz music stopped, and a peppy voice replaced it.
“That was Jerry James and the Blues Band, bringing you your early morning dose of fun, what a way to start your day! This is Suedy Sweetman, and you’re listening to 4KG Swift FM! Hold onto your breakfast, we’ve got another hit coming your way!”
Hav rose from where he slouched on the edge of the bed. He wore a pair of blue and white striped pyjama pants and was bare chested. His forty-five-year-old body was painfully thin. His lower ribs were visible, his gut hollow. But the bony frame was encased in a steely strong network of muscle and sinew. Hav might have appeared slight, but his physical strength was not to be underestimated. He had taken down thugs twice his size with ease and was not afraid to throw himself into the thick of it. He had the scars to prove it. One such scar, on his abdomen, just to the left of his navel, was from a trauma he made a point of remembering every day. Each morning when he woke, Hav ran his fingers over the jagged scar and closed his eyes so he could picture the exact moment he’d acquired it. The scar served as a memento of a moment in his life that he would rather forget, but that memory kept him alert and aware. It had saved his life on more than one occasion.
Hav allowed his hand to drop from his stomach. With this morning ritual completed, he lifted the navy blue wifebeater singlet that lay draped across the wooden chair by his double bed and pulled it over his head. He exited the small bedroom into the equally small living, dining, and kitchen space. He’d left the radio going. There was a soft thud on the door and Hav strolled across the threadbare carpet and opened it. On the floor in the corridor was a rolled-up newspaper, thin, but it guaranteed information. Hav was always hungry for information. He brought it inside and strolled into the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee. As the dripolator burbled, Hav made himself comfortable at the dining table. With a steady hand, he rolled the red rubber band, that secured the pages, over the length of the paper. It bounced off in his cupped hand and he placed it on the table. The front-page headline immediately caught his eye and he groaned. 
Why, oh why?
Hav shook his head as he read the title out loud, his voice laced with disdain.
“Hero Detective Gets New Partner… what a crock of shit.” He shook his head and continued reading.
Local Perdition Detective Spencer Havelock is set to meet his new partner today in a move said by the Chief of Police to be a positive step for the department. The new Detective, known only to us as E. Jones, is a transfer from Swift Hill’s prestigious Swift Hill Precinct. This appointment comes six months after the devastating loss of-
Hav threw the paper down, it hit the floor with a rustle, and he kicked it, sending the flimsy black and white pages floating across the carpet. He scowled and crossed his arms in a huff and glared around at his small apartment. Feeling foolish at his outburst, Hav went back into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee. When the hot black liquid hit his tongue, Hav’s whole body underwent a transformation. The tension left his muscles and his face relaxed, even the hair on his head looked less unruly. He wandered toward the old window and peered out across his city. Beyond the tall buildings to the Swing Bridge, that connected Perdition to Swift Hill. The two municipalities were both part of the same sprawling city but were worlds apart. The harbour between them served as a divide in so many ways. For everything good that Swift Hill was, Perdition was not. They were two sides of a coin, and when flipped, Swift Hill always landed face up, and Perdition, face down in the dirt.
It wasn’t that people in Perdition wanted to live in such destitution. The area was just designed to function that way. No matter how hard one tried, it was impossible to get ahead. Life here was merely one unfortunate incident after another. If you were lucky, you might just live long enough to get out. If you were lucky. However, the miserable lifestyles of the wretched souls who populated this part of the city was what kept Hav in a job. He felt like he couldn’t begrudge the seediness and the pugnacious nature of the residents, but deep down he hoped his actions served to enrich the lives of the community.
Hav tipped the last of the coffee into the back of his throat and swallowed. One last glance out the window. He strode back the kitchen, rinsed the blue mug in the sink and set it to drain. Breakfast was done.
In the tiny bathroom he brushed his teeth and combed his short, light brown hair, then shaved and slapped on some cologne. It wasn’t the nice stuff. Just a cheap bottle he’d picked up at Mackay’s one evening when he’d thought he might try and woo Lissy. Those were days long past, but the bottle of cologne had survived and was still half full. He hoped it wouldn’t smell too common to the nose of Detective Jones, who was no doubt accustomed to designer fragrances and clothing. He didn’t know why he was trying to impress the man. He’d been investigating on his own for some time now. It’s not like he needed a new partner. Or wanted one for that matter. Hav had proved he could survive on his own. People respected him. He was known in the city. Hero Detective, they called him. He puffed out his chest a little in the mirror, then remembered why they’d given him that label and his shoulders sank again.
Back in the bedroom he rifled through the clothes on the floor looking for a clean shirt. After a minute or two he found one that didn’t smell too bad and he threw it on, wrinkles and all, and added a pair of navy-blue slacks, a belt and suspenders. For the first time in six months Hav dragged his good sky blue tie out of its storage spot, draped over the hanging bar in his wardrobe. Deft fingers tied it neatly around his neck. It only took him a moment to strap his gun holster around his shoulders. His weapon sheathed, Hav donned his long tan trench coat. With his coat on he felt ready, ready for anything. It was like a second skin. He loathed when it needed to go to the dry cleaners. Fortunately, it was still clean, though there was a bit of scum around the hem. Hopefully the new Detective wouldn’t notice. Hav doubted Detective Jones would be looking at his coat hem after he cottoned on to the state of the city. He chuckled.
My, my. You are in for a big surprise.
After pulling on his old, scruffy but still watertight boots, Hav reached a thin hand down to his most prized possession which lay on the dresser. The badge needed polishing, it looked tarnished and dull. Still, it was a point of pride and Hav paid attention to the weight of it in his hand before he stowed it in his right pocket. Standing in front of the mirror, Hav realised how rough he looked. He also decided he was not there to make a good impression on Detective Jones. In fact, it was the other way around. Hav pulled his shoulders back and pushed his chest out, then picked up his keys and left the apartment. 
Hav’s scruffy boots hit the pavement as he navigated the dirty streets toward the precinct. It was a straight walk down a steep hill. Perdition was a city that appeared to creep upward from the bay. It didn’t matter where you were going, you were either going up, or you were going down. Hav continued downward, and as the elevation became lower, so did Hav’s mood. The pep talk he’d given himself back in the apartment was fading with every step. He dreaded meeting the new Detective.
Why do I care so much what he thinks?
He paused by the entrance to the underground garage at the precinct, took a deep breath and turned onto Grace Street. The near vertical steps that led into the station loomed to his right. The town library to his left. For a moment, Hav contemplated disappearing into the library and hiding there all day. An act of such cowardice would haunt him. He knew it to be as true as the fact the sun shone in the sky. He would never live it down with the uniforms. Spencer Havelock, afraid of the posh man from Swift Hill. He wouldn’t hear the end of it.
Hav sighed, turned right, and leapt up the stairs two at a time until he reached the top. He paused just outside the door and peered in through the glass. The chief was talking to someone in a dark brown trench coat. The short, manicured haircut and shiny leather boots oozed money. Detective Jones probably didn’t need to work. That pissed Hav off even more. A Richie Rich in the city of the damned, this guy was going to have a really hard time. He glanced at the uniforms on the other side of the office. They were all staring at the new recruit. Hav backed away, a tight band of fear cinched his heart. But it was too late, the Chief had spotted him. Edward Porter, the Chief of Police in Perdition beamed and beckoned Hav inside. He groaned, pushed the door open and did his best to smile. It slid onto his face as a scowl. As he walked into the room the uniforms grinned at him, privy to some joke he wasn’t aware of. He approached the chief and the new detective.
“Ah, here he is! Hav, I want you to meet your new partner…” The detective swivelled to face him and extended a hand.
“Spencer Havelock, it is so wonderful to finally meet you! I have been looking forward to this moment for weeks! Detective Elizabeth Jones, at your service. But you can call me Betty.” She smiled, a large toothy but pleasant smile. Her brown eyes were bright, and her voice was thick with culture and sophistication. Her whole appearance dripped with style and Hav was gobsmacked. This was his new partner? He stared at her open mouthed while she pumped his calloused hand with her tiny soft one. He jerked his hand back and turned to look at the uniforms, cheeks flushing pink. They were laughing. Betty laughed herself and tapped Hav on the shoulder. He turned back.
“Don’t mind them Spencer,”
“Hav.”
“Oh alright, Hav. Don’t mind them,” she raised her voice a little. “They’re just insecure because I outrank them, and I don’t have a dick between my legs. They’ll probably go running home to mummy about it.”
The uniforms fell silent and went back to their work. Betty grinned.
“Don’t worry about me Hav, I can handle myself. I’ve got four younger brothers and worked my way up to Detective in a precinct that’s as much of a sausage fest as this one here. I’m tougher than I look.” She winked and nudged him in the arm with her elbow. Hav groaned inwardly. He didn’t know what to say, where to look or where to start. Jones’s exceptionally positive attitude threatened to infect him and he fought to suppress a smile. Instead, he scowled and said nothing. Jones clapped Hav on the shoulder hard, he lurched forward, eyes bulging.
“What do you say we get some breakfast hey? You can give me the rundown on all your open cases and I can meet some of the locals.”
“Trust me, you don’t want to meet the locals,” Hav muttered. Jones ignored him.
“The Chief here tells me Lissy’s is the best
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