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  PART I: Before


  1


  3 hours before


  Finished her overtime shift, Saffron pulled her coat tight as she walked through the hospital carpark to the old Rover 75 her dad had left her.


  Bloody thing’s leaking again. She looked in the passenger’s window to where the rain earlier in the evening had turned the footwell into an indoor swimming pool.


  At least it still ran. Most of the time. Not like she could afford anything better. Pulling out a cigarette, she lit it, letting the nicotine take a bite out of the lump of stress in her chest.


  Glancing around the hospital grounds, she shivered. Lucy was walking towards her down a path lined by the first buds of daffodils poking through the soil. The hospital buildings behind the other nurse were worn out, echoing her own exhaustion.


  Rumours still flew about plans to close Queen Mary’s A&E. Beyond the carpark, Sidcup glistened in its own light under a starless sky. The town was quieting—pubs had kicked out and anyone still out drinking had found a club by now.


  What am I doing here?


  “Hey, Saffy,” Lucy called, rushing over and giving her a hug. “Terrible habit, you should quit.”


  “Hey, Luce,” Saffron handed the other woman a cigarette. “We’re still on for tomorrow night, right?”


  “Yeah, looking forward to it. Can’t wait for you to meet Sean.”


  “Me too.” Saffron ran a hand through her curls—despite all the time she’d spent straightening her hair, it’d sweated out at the roots.


  “You look tired, sweetie.” Lucy took a drag. “You sure you’re OK to drive? You’re welcome to stay at mine.”


  Tempting, Saffron thought. No A20. No M25. No slogging down the A22.


  But she’d have to sleep on a futon bed surrounded by the overpowering stench of Lucy’s incense. Have to listen to whale song or the shamanic drumming Lucy would swear improved sleep. Or knowing Lucy, the sound of her and Sean at it in the next room. And in the morning, waking up surrounded by healing crystals with Lucy’s little black and white cat chirruping at her. Worst of all, she’d be forced to drink something green and frothy and smelling of seaweed instead of breakfast.


  Better to get home to Oakbridge. Even though the house felt empty with her parents gone.


  Saffron shook her head. “Thanks, I just need to get home.”


  “You pull a cross-shift too? Rough one?”


  “You know how it is. I love the work, but it’s getting me down. Not just the four hours tonight I won’t get paid for.”


  Lucy blew smoke out the side of her mouth. “You ever hear of a rich nurse?”


  “Yeah, yeah, but it’s not just that, you know.” Every muscle and tendon in Saffron went tight.


  I’m twenty-nine next month. And what have I got to show for it? Slaving away in A&E, no sign of a change coming. No family, no time to make my own. Oh God!


  She cleared her throat. “Sometimes I can’t help feeling I’m wasting my life. Don’t get me wrong, it feels good to help people, but…”


  “Money isn’t everything, sweetie,” Lucy said. “I know you don’t believe in karma, but you know what I’m saying.”


  “I know. I do, but tonight. I mean tonight I had a couple of organ donors…”


  “Bikers?”


  “Yeah. Expect more of them at this time of year but this was bad. Then I got a little girl. Four years old. She’d fallen down the stairs, least that’s what her parents said.”


  Lucy frowned. “You get the sense it was more?”


  “No. Yes. I don’t know. Something about them seemed… off.”


  Lucy waved a hand, bangles jingling. “So contact social services.”


  “And say what? I think this couple might be hurting their child.”


  “If you’ve got the feeling, you’ve got to go with it.” Lucy knocked ash from her fag. “Call them.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Saffron said, pulling her jacket tighter.


  An ambulance sped out into town, lights already flashing. A moment later, its siren blared as it pulled on to the main road and gunned down the A20 towards the motorway.


  “Of course I’m right, sweetie. It’ll be OK.”


  “It’s just… so the last patient I dealt with was a total arsehole,” Saffron said.


  Lucy laughed.


  “No, I mean he scared me,” Saffron said. “Some drunk who’d been glassed, must’ve been coked up too from the way he was behaving. There he was, bleeding all over the place but still effing and blinding; threatening anyone who came near him.”


  Lucy took another long drag on her cigarette. “You called the cops, right?”


  “Yeah, eventually. We gave him painkillers and he calmed a bit but then he grabbed my arse and tried to rub himself against me. Wanted to slap him but I…”


  “Eugh,” Lucy said. “Probably the right thing not clouting him but he deserved it.”


  “To top it all off, when the cops finally decided to turn up, the officer, some guy with a shaved head, tries to reason with this psycho—as if we hadn’t.”


  “Did it work?”


  “No, he told him—what was it? To ‘fuck off you long-haired see you next Tuesday.’ I mean, seriously?”


  “See you next Tuesday?”


  “Come on, Luce. Don’t make me spell it out.” Saffron blew out a last stream of smoke and flicked the butt of her cigarette into the gutter. “Treating someone like him makes me doubt, you know. Is this what I was meant to do?”


  Lucy struggled to contain her laughter but she didn’t last long. After a moment, Saffron joined in. It felt good, a release.


  “Laugh or cry, sweetie. It’s one or the other. I got to go. See you tomorrow and drive safe.”


  “You too,” Saffron said. “And Luce…”


  “Yeah?”


  “Thanks.”


  Saffron climbed into the Rover, nose wrinkling with the smell of damp and mildew. The engine coughed to life and the CD player came on, track one of the new album. Brian Johnson’s wailing about a runaway train running off the track blared out. Dad would have loved this. She cranked it up and reversed out of the carpark, pulled onto Frognal Avenue, heading for the motorway and the long drive into Kent and home.


  An ambulance flashed past, bringing new arrivals. Not her problem now.


  She sighed. Friends like Lucy were born carers. For her, it was more a case of following in her mother’s footsteps when, bang out of ideas about what the hell to do with her life on leaving school, she’d seen the brochure about nursing college. The problem was… seven years later, she felt too old to move on, to be honest. Too much time had passed and it was too late to change the road she was on.


  Breaking off her train of thought, she stood on the brakes, earning herself a honk from the car behind her. Nearly missed her turning. Yawning, Saffron pulled off the A20 onto the M25 heading southbound.


  2


  2 hours 30 before


  They’d blown the crowd in the Camden Underworld away—all the band knew it, Jack could see it in their faces. Feel the static coming off them.


  “Whoa, dude. Jack, Jack, Jack! Your brother’s on fire tonight,” Andy hung an arm round Jack’s shoulder.


  “Yeah, mate. Eddie hit every note, didn’t he?”


  Jack leaned back against the bar, looking past his band-mates at the cluster of rock fans. The older crowd in their obligatory band t-shirts—from Old School like Sabbath or Maiden to the waning stars of Nu Metal, Linkin Park or Limp Bizkit. Leather jackets and freshly laundered jeans. More men than women. The kids, as many girls as boys, hair spiked up and streaked with blue and purple, or going for long hair, ripped jeans, leather skirts. The occasional battle jacket in sight. That look from his childhood he’d always seen as the edge of cool. Things had changed, the odd Goth but not as many Emo kids. The wheel turned back to the music he loved—ditching the whingy posing and gimmicks, and strutting back on stage with a thunder.


  Adrenaline still burned in him even as his hands ached from the ferocity of his own playing. Yeah, Eddie’s harsh rasp captured every ounce of angst they’d saved over the years to send out, echoing through the packed venue. The Volcano Gods had outshone Pussycat, the 80s sleaze band they’d warmed up for, let alone the second-rate nu-metallers who’d come before them.


  Mick staggered over, a pint in each hand, squeezing past the mob trying to get served before the bar closed. With his dreadlocks soaked with perspiration, Mick was even scuzzier than the rest of the crowd—more than the rest of them he belonged in the Underworld.


  “We nailed it for sure, lads,” the drummer said. “Got to be a talent scout, some tight-arse from a record company here. This could finally be our shot at the Big Time. Next time, what? Supporting Orange Goblin or, fuck it… Airbourne, maybe?”


  Jack didn’t answer but took a pint and gulped half down. He didn’t blame Mick for dreaming, he was a whole decade or more farther down the road than the rest of them.


  They’d spent three years in the wilderness. Three years gigging in crusty pubs and pokey student unions but now it was coming good. Unlike the last band he’d messed about in, straight after dropping out of Uni, this lot were serious. Proper serious. The demo album they’d scrimped and saved to record was getting attention on Bandcamp with Eddie working the social media angle. The amount of fans on their SoundCloud was getting to a point, where, shit, it had to happen.


  “Let there be a scout here tonight, someone who can see the light,” Jack whispered.


  Andy swayed to the heavy-metal rhythm pounding through the venue’s speakers, eyes wide, glazed—their bass-guitarist was on something again. Unlike Joe—who’d have taken a toot or two with Eddie backstage before coming out—Andy was on something a little less aggressive, a bit more mellow. Acid or E’s or ’shrooms, who knew?


  Nah, Jacky Boy, E’s—Andy seems kinda loved up.


  Mick, the old bastard—just happy to be alive. Same stupid grin as always, flashing his gold tooth, but right now everything about him said, “Hell yeah, life is good.”


  “Here I am. Can I join you?” Woman in a black business suit—real fish out of water—swayed over to them but her eyes locked on him alone. Was she an agent?


  “Here you are. You dig the show?” He knocked back his glass, the JD sinking down his throat with the hint of nausea he always got with the stuff from too many nights taking a bottle home as a student.


  “You were amazing. May I buy you a drink?”


  Original if nothing else, isn’t she, Jacky Boy?


  Jack straightened and grinned, “Sure, sweetheart. Double JD. Straight up, no ice.”


  “Ok then.” She brushed past him on her way to the bar.


  Catcalls from the guys. They lurched into him, spilling beer and tequila as they did so. Jack downed the last of his pint and pulled back to look around. Eddie was nowhere to be seen—probably in the toilets taking a toot. But Joe had come back; he leered at the woman.


  “You a talent scout?”


  She shook her head and started to speak but Joe cut her off.


  “Nah, didn’t think so. Don’t look like the last one Jack scared off. You’re better- looking for starters,” Joe snorted a laugh. “If you get bored of my friend here, I’ll give you my number, baby.”


  She smiled at him but, as she passed Jack his drink, he saw it was more a grimace.


  Jack shrugged. “Sure, feel free to hang with Peanut here.” He nodded towards Joe.


  “Peanut?” She raised an eyebrow. Joe looked like he was about to throw down.


  “Yeah, we call him Peanut,” Andy said, all sweet and chilled maybe, but it couldn’t hide his sarcastic edge. “Cos he’s you know… Endowed.”


  Andy held up his little finger; Jack and Mick followed suit.


  “Hey, fuck you guys.” Joe walked away back towards the toilets and no doubt another line or two. How anyone could stand to snort anything with how bad it reeked of piss in there, Jack didn’t know.


  “Same old Joe, can’t take a joke,” Mick said.


  Jack returned his attention to the woman, held out his hand to her. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”


  “I’m Sarah.” She took his hand, leaned in and whispered in his ear, “I came here for you. Teach me.”


  Jack raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Want to get out of here?” He pulled lightly on her hand. She smiled and let him lead her away from the bar.


  “And same old Jack,” Mick said. “God’s gift to birds with no taste. Watch out love, he works in HR—might try to bore you to death.”


  Jack didn’t look back, just raised his free hand, and gave a one-finger salute.


  3


  2 hours 15 before


  Jack was gone, but Mick didn’t care. After selling a few CDs and a couple of t-shirts Andy had printed for them at work, they’d stayed on for the after-party. Which’d been murder, watching the others get totalled while he’d had to sip his pint. But worth it. Even though it’d meant hanging out with those Nu Metal posers, still clinging to the delusion Limp Bizkit was cool four years after the bubble’d burst. Pity Pussycat had disappeared before he could talk to Taim, maybe get an autograph.


  Some bloke’d sidled over to them and given Mick his card, asked for a demo tape and scurried off before they could ask questions. The card had a name, a number and the word “Agent.” Mick had tucked it away before the silly bastards lost it. It felt good there, in his pocket. Maybe it was even legit.


  They headed out into the night. On the street, Camden was deserted—kebab boxes strewn about, and the pavement lined with the colour-coded trash bags from the World’s End and the Underworld. The cold air hit Mick as hard as if Joe’d blasted out a chord through his Marshall stack. It cleared his head. But Andy had to lean on Joe, who could hardly stand up straight himself—both of them were bolloxed.


  Even Eddie was unsteady on his feet; eyes glazed and mumbling to himself. “Maybe she’s at the Intrepid Fox.”


  “No way we’re going to the Fox now, mate. It’s after two in the morning, fuck’s sake,” Mick said.


  Joe, the bell-end, was ranting on about the usual, “We should go heavier—Black Metal’s the way, man.”


  He was the same every time the coke was talking, but at least this time it was backed by the high from their biggest ever gig. Joe’d even got over the “peanut” joke, although it was a matter of time before it bubbled up again. Mick led them to the van. They’d loaded it with their gear before coming out to the bar—a hard lesson learned a year back when half their equipment got nicked.


  “Come on, you drunk bastards,” Mick said. “It’s brass monkeys out here, and I want to get some grub from the petrol station before we hit the motorway.”


  “Who put you in charge?” Joe said.


  “Shut up, will you? I’m older and wiser…”


  Joe laughed. “And smellier.”


  “…than you lot. Hey, fuck you, Joe. Now get in the van you bunch of wankers.”


  Mick climbed into the driver’s seat. The rest piled into the back.


  “So Eddie, how come you’ve not pulled tonight, mate?” Joe asked.


  “Yeah dude, what’s happened to your magic formula?” Andy grinned stupidly. Coming up again, by the looks of it. “Every gig for the last year you’ve had one weirdo groupie or another throw herself at you. You losing your touch?”


  “Don’t mock me,” Eddie said. “Not ever. Just because you fools don’t believe. Anyway, you did well tonight. If you can’t see the connection, just shows your ignorance.”


  His words slurred, but Eddie’s eyes were bright and alert.


  “Yeah OK, Ed, don’t get all mystical on us. Having fun is all,” Joe said.


  Mick sighed, surprised the little prick for once didn’t want an argument, charlie or no charlie.


  “No, you asked,” Eddie fumbled a cigarette into his mouth. “So listen to me, would ya? I front this band; you follow me. You have to listen to me.” Eddie stood up, banged his head, and sat back. It didn’t stop him. “Rituals, take focus. My focus made our success.”


  “Rituals? You sacrificing chickens again, Ed?” Mick asked, over his shoulder, then winced with the thought, Bollocks! Now you’ve done it.


  Joe made a gesture with one hand. “Choking the chicken more like.”


  “Fuck off, wankers,” Eddie said. “Ritual’s different from projecting, though I wouldn’t expect fools like you lot to understand. And yeah, there was supposed to be a follower here, but she must have misunderstood the summons.”


  “You really buy into all that Crowley bullshit, don’t you, Ed?” Mick asked, a chill trickling through him. Eddie’d freak anyone the fuck out. But Joe and Andy continued to snigger.


  “It’s not bullshit. You know it worked for Page,” Eddie said.


  “Nah, mate.” Mick stopped at a red traffic light. “talent did it for him. Next, you’ll want a shark because you believe that urban legend about Zeppelin.”


  “You don’t get it yet, Mick. But you will. You will. What I’ve learned… Crowley was an amateur compared to me, you’ll see.”


  “Delusional, that’s what you are. Fucking delusional,” Joe said. “You pricks might call me ‘Peanut,’ but it’s Eddie who’s done his nut.”


  Eddie lit his cigarette, paused to take a drag. “Go fuck yourself if you can find it, Peanut.”


  Andy giggled and Mick found himself joining in. Not that he found it funny. Not that it broke the unease curling through him.


  Mick shook his head, Eddie and his sodding rituals.


  4


  1 hour 45 before


  Saffron fumbled the CD back in its case without swerving all over the road.


  “The next item in our weekly section on the esoteric begins with an interview with Professor Norman Bell. Professor Bell, you’re regarded by many as the leading expert on shamanism…” She switched stations.


  New Age stuff—Christ, she got enough of that working with Lucy. A good friend, but she went for every faddy quasi-religious nonsense out there.


  Saffron touched the cross at her neck. A gift from her late mother. The peace offering still twisted the knife in their old argument. Only God knew why her mother had to try to convert her. Dad had at least allowed her to choose her own way, never pressuring her to join them in church on a Sunday, smiling at her those few times she did.


  Trying to keep her eyes on the road, she searched station after station. Skipping over an X-Factor song, she paused on the news. Halfway through a politics segment discussing Brown’s meeting with Obama a few days before followed by more depressing crap—a mass shooting in Germany and a suicide bombing in Sri Lanka. She dialled down the volume, tempted to switch it off when the weather report caught her attention, and she turned it up again.


  “…coldest night of the year. We have sleet and possibly a snowstorm on the way. Delays between junctions four and five due to a jack-knifed lorry. Drivers are warned to watch out for black ice.”


  “Great. Just wonderful. A perfect end to a perfect evening.” Saffron sighed, turned up the heater, and fished around in the driver’s door pocket for another CD.


  For a moment, she veered out of her lane, and there was a bang on her driver’s side wing-mirror as a motorcycle overtook her at speed. The rider waved a fist but didn’t brake.


  When Saffron’s heart stopped hammering, she found the CD she wanted. Keeping her eyes on the road, she fiddled about getting the disc into the player. After reading it for five minutes, music finally played. The soothing strains of a string quartet washed over her, and she let herself unwind. Ahead, the road blurred in her vision, and she pinched the bridge of her nose.


  Red taillights glared in a long queue. With another bone deep sigh, Saffron slowed to a crawl, then a dead stop. The lanes on both sides of her crept along; hers remained stationary.


  Typical! If there’s a slow queue at the supermarket checkout, you’d be in it.


  She wound the window down and lit another cigarette—hoping the combination of chill night air and nicotine would wake her up—and settled in for the long wait. Minutes stretched, becoming hours.


  5


  1 hour 30 before


  The club she’d led him to was half-full—everyone inside wearing leather, dressed as a fairy, or weirder shit. The music was a bit heavy even for Jack’s taste—metal bands growling about Satan in Norwegian had never been his bag. Still, she was hot, this Sarah—and obviously interested. Eddie might have the “magic,” but of the two of them…


  You got the looks, did you Jackie Boy?


  He snorted. What a joke. They weren’t identical but they’d been mistaken for each other so many times over the years it made him sick.


  “May I buy you a drink?” Sarah asked.


  Jack laughed. “Sure. Why not?”


  “Red OK?”


  “Yeah, though the whole gothic thing’s more my brother’s bag than mine.”


  She went to the bar and quickly got served, maybe because she was a regular, maybe because the barman stared at her but never made eye contact. Brought a bottle of red wine over to him.


  “Thanks, sweetheart,” Jack said.


  She frowned at this, but the expression was small and quickly replaced by the welcoming, almost servile smile again. She leaned forward to whisper in his ear, he, at least half a foot taller than her, had to incline his head to let her.


  “Everything’s ready. Why don’t we absorb the vibe here, then head back to my place?”


  She leaned back and bit her lip, a look in her eyes—more nervous than mischievous, he reckoned. The music changed. Peter Steele growled about a ménage-à-trois at high volume.


  “Why not?” Jack pulled her tight to him, any hope that she was a talent scout or agent now evaporated. Just because she was wearing a suit, didn’t mean she wasn’t a groupie. “Let’s find a place to sit.”


  They avoided the dance floor, filled with headbangers and moshers, and found an alcove. Dark red velvet seating, fit for a vampire’s sitting room. The music was so loud in the corner that, as Type O Negative gave way to Paradise Lost, they gave up all attempts at conversation and relied on body language.
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  1 hour before


  “Stop bickering you lot, would ya?” Mick said. “We’ve had a good night, a great night. Best fucking night ever as a band. Don’t screw it up.”


  “Yeah, calm it, dudes,” Andy said. “You’re messing with my head.”


  “It’s the ’shrooms and the E’s messing with your head, mate.” Joe said.


  Mick was inclined to agree with him—painful as it was to agree with that dickhead on anything—but what did it matter? He’d give it one shot to break the tension before cranking up the stereo and leaving them to argue. Glancing in the mirror, he caught Eddie staring at him. A sliver of ice ran through Mick and he almost forgot what he was going to say.


  Where was Jack when you needed him? The only one who could keep his brother from spiralling down into dark moods and scaring the shit out of the rest of them. Thinking of Jack brought back the joke Jack had told him the first time they’d sat in a pub together, having a pint and talking rock. A conversation that’d seen Mick join the twins in forming The Volcano Gods. Anything was worth a try.


  “Alright, I’ve got one for you…” Mick said.


  “One what?” Joe asked. “One pearl of wisdom? One dildo? What?”


  “One joke, now shut up and let me tell it,” Mick said. Almost added “Peanut” but he wanted to calm things, not set Joe off again.


  Eddie still stared at him in the mirror, ice-needle eyes boring into him. “Tell your joke, Mick.”


  Mick fought back a sigh. “There was this bloke, see, got cancer of the balls. So this lady doctor had to cut one off, and he blamed her for it. Started hating women. Didn’t help they laughed at his half-sack. So he studied this Yoga sex manual until he got so good on the job he could literally shag them to death.


  “Anyway, word gets round. There’s this bloke who’s so good in bed, he can shag you to death. All the ladies want a bit. They don’t get it’s for real, right. And he shags them. And they’re getting heart attacks it’s so fucking good. Then one time, he pulls these twins, right. Gorgeous. Takes them back home and starts banging away. Every position under the sun. First one twin, then the other. But whatever the fuck he does, it won’t work. Their tickers don’t pop. And you know the moral of the story?


  “Can’t kill two birds with one stone…”


  Joe laughed. “Fuck off, you twat. That’s awful.”


  Andy giggled like an idiot, though it could have been the drugs as much as anything else. The mood in the van shifted, the static dissipating.


  Eddie’s voice cut through the levity—a pail of cold water doused over them. “Jack tell you my old joke, did he?”


  Eddie. Always knew how to drop the temperature of a room to sub-zero.


  “Eddie, don’t be such a dickhead,” Joe said.


  Mick didn’t wait for it to kick off again. He’d tried but once was enough. Instead, he focused on the road—there was delay ahead. Joe and Eddie went at it as hard as before. Sod it. He’d tried.


  Andy wasn’t going to be any use, zonked into whatever he was flying on this evening. Typical Andy. Tripping balls again. Last time they’d stayed at a B&B together—one of the few times they hadn’t slept in the back of the van—Andy got high as a kite, rambling on about bleeding fingertips and melting faces, getting more and more incoherent. Eventually, they’d found him trying to put his head in the tumble dryer to “dry his head out.” Mick couldn’t help but laugh at the memory.


  Fucking space cadet.


  “You’re not the heart of this band, Eddie, just ’cause you’re the singer,” Joe shouted. “You’ve got to respect the rest of us.”


  “I respect Andy, Mick, and Jack. They don’t talk shit like you do, prick.” Eddie blew a long stream of smoke straight in Joe’s face. “What you going to do about it?”


  Joe looked for a moment as if he’d punch Eddie, but as he stared into the other man’s eyes, he began to tremble, looked away, and murmured, “I hate you.”


  Eddie laughed and made a circular gesture with his left hand, index finger extended, middle finger touching his thumb, before touching the back of his hand to the centre of his forehead and spreading his fingers wide. Joe made a gesture of his own, middle finger extended.


  Eddie laughed again. “Never forget, Peanut—I own you.”


  Joe turned away.


  Mick lit another cigarette and, as the argument behind him intensified, cranked the volume until the pounding of drums and Lemmy Kilmister growling about a Viking dream obliterated any sound from the back of the van.
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  45 minutes before


  Jack lay back on the bed, covered in sweat. Sarah was wild or mental or on something…


  Thank fuck this is just a one-night thing, eh, Jacky Boy?


  They’d gone back to her East Acton apartment—on the third floor of a refurbished block of council flats. The price of housing in London had gotten so crazy he’d never afford even an old council pad. Not unless he poured all his efforts into making HR-manager and blew his dreams.


  Still, it’d be nice to cut out the hour commute from Oakbridge every morning. And from the looks of it, council flats weren’t half bad. She’d made the main living areas bright and modern, not exactly Spartan but… Scandinavian, maybe.


  The bedroom was another thing altogether. Black. Covered in throws and cloth with twisting symbols on. She’d lit a dozen candles and switched on a blacklight beside the bed. Diagrams and words in UV pen had sprung from the walls and floor. Weird stuff, closer to what he’d seen Eddie with than the fake Satanic shit some metal fans went for. Red silk sheets, dark like dried blood, covered the bed. He’d been weirded out at first, but the speed she’d stripped off their clothes and had him lying back on the bed groaning drove out all doubts. She’d come on like a beast, clawing at him but eager… no, desperate to please. It was uncomfortably like being worshipped.


  After she’d left him shagged out, she’d brought in wine and incense. Now, she sat cross-legged on the floor surrounded by symbols glowing in the blacklight.


  Jack watched her, her eyes closed but flickering behind their lids. She was naked, sweat-drenched and with her hair untied and hanging over her breasts. He took in the lines of her—strong muscles, not from weightlifting but more a martial artist’s. Tattoos curved round from her groin up her belly to her heart. Marking her spine was a spray of flowers, getting more and more sophisticated and detailed the higher they went. She swayed, making a deep rhythmic sound in her throat, neither growl nor cry. Chanting words he couldn’t make out. Weariness swept over him even as an echo of unease sounded in him. But booze and exhaustion conquered doubt and sleep claimed him.


  8


  23 minutes before


  Saffron stopped tapping the steering wheel and put the car back in gear as the traffic moved again—at last. She glanced to her left as she drove past the lorry that caused the delay. Cordoned off by the police, she didn’t get much more than a glimpse at it before she was past and getting back up to eighty with the other cars.


  Stifling a yawn, she noted the blue road sign telling her it was eight miles to her exit and three to the next services. Warmth slithered up her neck and heaviness filled her eyes. She flicked her head to shake off her torpor, and dialled up the fan on the air con. The heating in the car was bust, whatever she did it would blow out lukewarm air. There was nowhere to stop for a coffee between leaving the motorway and her front door and worse, she’d smoked her last cigarette.


  That’s it.


  She pulled off at the exit for the services, got a fresh pack of fags, and bought a latte. That flavourless brew you got from Starbucks clones. Bad coffee was a kind of sin, but she just needed the caffeine. The outside air was helping too—cold enough to wake her up a bit but it forced her back into the car before long.


  With the blower on high, she set out again. Five miles of boring motorway still ahead and the momentary relief from drowsiness fading fast in the warm car. She fumbled another cigarette into her mouth and pulled into the middle lane to overtake a lorry. Lit up and drew in a lungful of smoke. Ahead was a slow-moving car. Saffron flicked the indicator, glanced at the rear-view mirror and pulled into the fast lane.
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  3 minutes before


  Eddie was sitting with his eyes half-closed, smoke curling from his lips and mouth hanging open a fraction. Andy was snoring. Joe had his headphones on and was nodding his head. Looking at them, Mick wondered to himself for the hundredth time whether this bunch of jokers had what it took to make his dream come true.


  After three years of graft it did seem to be coming together. He’d wasted so many years on deadbeat bands, drifting from one failed group to another—hope was running out. Sure there’d been highlights, playing support for acts who scored a record contract, but he’d only ever come close to the payoff, it’d never landed in his lap. Maybe this time was different. He’d felt it the moment he’d been introduced to Jack after seeing him and the others play a pub gig in the Hellfire Club in Redhill—youngsters next to him but they had… something.


  Eddie’s uncanny charisma—the intensity to make a great frontman. Jack—shit hot on the guitar; the bastard child of Ted Nugent and Zakk Wylde channelling Jimmy Page. Even Joe was as tight a rhythm guitarist as you could want: solid, never dropping a single note and giving every riff a droning, driving thrum. Andy, well, he was plain spaced out, but his timing on the bass was great and his swirling, sweeping basslines gave a thick, fuzz-heavy vibration deep in the chest.


  They’d found their sound. Not hard rock, not thrash metal. Something fresh. The combination of beats, disharmonies, and harmonies was unique. Theirs. He was fifteen years older than the rest of them. Soul ground down doing delivery work to earn enough to keep chasing this dream. He’d seen it come and go. It’d slipped through his fingers before.


  Lost in imagined greatness, Mick blasted along the outside lane. He saw the car pull out of its lane ahead of him but not until too late.


  Clipping the car was just a bump, the other vehicle doing about eighty, their van chugging along at its top speed of ninety-two. The single shot and two pints Mick had drunk hours earlier didn’t slow his reactions much—he felt fine. He jerked the steering wheel to avoid the impact that had already happened and touched his brakes expecting the ABS to do its job and the new tires on his works-van to give him plenty of grip.


  When Mick jerked the wheel, the van’s front offside tire went over the white line at the central reservation. The wheel lost traction…


  Must be black ice.


  …but the other three kept pushing. He tried to recover from the shift but overcompensated, forcing the van back into the car that’d hit them, a red Rover 75. The Rover, knocked out of its lane by the impact, clipped the lorry in the slow lane, and spun out of control, screeching to a stop. The van, braking hard, overbalanced as the offside front tire gripped the road again and the whole van tipped over onto its left-hand side. Brakes screeched and Mick felt something strike the van from behind. The world spun away as the tarmac rose to kiss his window.
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  3:33am


  Saffron looked up from the steering wheel. Her face was numb and wetness was running round her mouth and onto her hands. The airbag hadn’t deployed. Her blood smeared the steering wheel. The right side of her head was pounding. Hands shaking and covered in blood she looked at the window, seeing the impression of the side of her head on the glass, rendered in blood. Everything was far away—looking down the wrong end of a telescope—but headlights came towards her.


  They stopped.


  One after another smashed into the van lying on its side, straddling the middle and fast lanes. Her Rover rested parallel to the compacted mass of cars and van, the mating of twisted and broken metal. A rent in the side of the van revealed an arm—not attached to a body—its hand gripped tight around something she couldn’t make out. Every detail leapt out in stark detail, as the headlamps of other cars lit the scene in off-white beams and blue slashes of light.


  She held a hand to her numb face. It was slick with blood. Pain, woken by her touch, bloomed in her nose—petals spreading across her brows and cheeks and into her mouth.


  A voice was sobbing, “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.”


  It kept repeating. The voice was distant. Wet. She struggled to identify the speaker before it clicked and she forced herself to stop.


  Snatches of other sounds came to her—the distant wail of sirens and the shrieks of anguish and agony.


  On the car’s dashboard the light from the clock’s digits burned into her.


  PART II: After

  



  11


  Jack started awake. He’d been having a great dream where he’d been playing a stadium gig—the crowd calling and the music throbbing in his ears. His hangover hit him behind his eyes in its usual cheap shot, but he could still hear the concert in his dream.


  Your ringtone, Jacky Boy.


  Groaning he reached for the phone, in his jeans if he could find them. He groped around in the dark room, knocking something over and picking up a melted stub of candle. He found his jeans and pulled out the phone, in time to see it was his mother calling before it went to voicemail. He called her back. Not like her to ring him at night, not after a gig anyway.


  There was a pause as the phone tried to connect, it rang three times before his mum answered.


  “Jack, oh Jack, are you alright?” Her voice sounded strained.


  “Yeah, mum. Hold on, what’s the matter?” he asked.


  “Oh Jack, it’s your brother, there’s been an accident. Jack, he’s in the hospital.”


  “What? Accident. Is he alright?”


  Stupid question, Jacky Boy.


  “The police said it was a major incident on the motorway, they couldn’t tell us how he’s doing. Ian’s driving me to the hospital right now. No one could tell me where you were, or if you were alright.”


  “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine,” Jack said. “Which hospital?”


  “Oh, Jack. They took him to the one in Farnborough, what was it called, Ian? They took him to Princess University Royal Hospital… No, Ian, I don’t care if it’s Princess Royal. Sorry, there was a problem there so they’ve moved him.”


  “Where, Mum? Where’d they take him?”


  “St Thomas’s. We’re driving up now.”


  He listened to his mother sobbing out the rest of what she knew while he hunted around for his clothes in the dark.


  The bedroom light flared on, setting off an explosion of pain behind his eyes. He dropped the mobile, and groped for it amongst his clothes.


  The naked form of Sarah stood in the doorway, drinking from a steaming mug. “You’re not the one, are you?”


  He retrieved his phone—the call had ended. “Er, sorry to disappoint, but wasn’t this a one-night thing?” Jack struggled to pull his jeans on, putting one foot through the rip at the right knee and almost falling over. “Don’t want to be rude, but something’s happened to my brother, I got to go. It was good. Maybe I’ll see you at a gig sometime?”


  “Brother, huh? He look like you?”


  “Yeah, so they say. We’re twins.”


  “I found Castor when I wanted Polydeuces.” Her voice was a low susurration.


  “What? Oh, you were after the lead singer. I’m sorry.”


  He finished pulling on his clothes, blood heating his face.


  It’s happened again hasn’t it, Jacky Boy?


  Half the time, girls got with him because either they mistook him for Eddie, or failing to get his brother they settled for the guitarist. Since the band had seen a bit more success, Eddie’d hooked up with a groupie after nearly every gig. All of them were a bit… intense and it was no surprise his brother put it down to mumbo-jumbo rather than the allure of being a rockstar on the rise. Seemed Sarah was another of them.


  He didn’t have time for this bullshit. Finding his way to the door, he grabbed his jacket, struggled with his boots a moment and half-fell, half-dashed out the door.


  Cold morning air greeted him, crisp as if the darkness was crystallising. The balcony railings were ice-cold to the touch as he hurried along to the block stairwell. In the morning gloom, its harsh yellow lights strained his aching eyes, yet he noticed the artwork—proper graffiti, not just the stupid tags kids did these days, but the radical kind from his childhood.


  Someone had done a back-to-back of a police officer with a lizard’s face chasing a group of kids, each painted to represent a different ethnicity. All around the kids were strange letters, like Sarah’s tattoos.


  “What the f…”


  No time, Jacky Boy. No time.


  Chest tightening, he wanted to pray Eddie would be OK, but even in fear for his brother’s life he couldn’t be so hypocritical. He found East Acton tube station and skidded inside, tapping Oyster card on the reader and bounding up the steps to the platform. At this time of the morning, it was deserted. Gasping, he dived into the first tube train that came, banging his head as the doors began to close. They snagged the edge of his leather jacket and he had a panicked tugging match as the train bucked in a start-stop-start-stop rhythm.


  “Passengers are reminded not to board the train when the doors are closing,” the driver said over the loudspeaker.


  “Obnoxious prick,” Jack said.


  He channelled his irritation into pulling himself free. A buckle on his jacket had caught on the outside, and breaking free snapped it so only the pin remained. The metal loop jangled along the platform until it lay still with a final dissonant note.


  “Fucking tube doors,” Jack said, to the empty carriage.


  He checked his phone—coming up to half-five. Central line, change at Bond Street, Jubilee, walk from Westminster. It was going to take him about three-quarters of an hour to get to the hospital.


  He might just beat Mum and Ian.


  Christ, he hoped so. She was fragile these days, had been for years. If something happened to Eddie, who knew how she’d take it? Whatever, he needed to be there first to hold shit together and protect her as much as possible.


  Jack sat on the dirty seats, the empty tube train rattling on down the line, the whoosh of air changing as the train swept past a side tunnel. The carriage held the vague scent of human body odour, left over from the press of bodies day after day. Stops came and went, most were empty. Once in a while, a lone passenger would board, look without looking at Jack, and take a seat as far away as possible while trying to seem like that wasn’t what they were doing.


  Typical Londoners on the tube, eh, Jacky Boy?


  Jack took little notice, absorbed in the unending roundabout of his thoughts, circling what was happening to his twin. Exhaustion and a monster hangover took a back seat in his head. Every now and then jostling for attention—but thoughts of Eddie were in the driving seat and controlling the radio.
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  Jack skidded into the reception of St Thomas’s A&E at high speed, nearly knocking into a man holding a tea towel around his left arm—a tea towel soaked in blood. Jack apologised and went over to the receptionist—a man in his forties with a bushy beard and greasy skin.


  He grunted at Jack, “Patient or visitor?”


  “Visitor. It’s my brother, Eddie—I mean Edward Morrow. He’s been in an accident on the motorway.”


  “Morrow… OK, he’s in intensive care, ward K. Take a left and follow the signs.”


  Jack rushed down corridor after corridor until he found ward K. A hassled nurse directed him to the room where Eddie lay unconscious. No sign of mum or Ian.


  Time to protect mum by finding out what was up with his twin and getting to her before the doctors could scare her. Jack caught his breath and opened the door.


  Eddie was surrounded by monitors and machines that wheezed and whirred over the soft bleeping of the heart monitor. His head and one side of his face were covered with so many dressings it was hard to make out the identity of the man beneath them. Jack was mesmerised by the IV lines running into his brother’s left arm and the oxygen mask over his nose and mouth. It was dreamlike. This couldn’t be happening to the person he’d squabbled with all his life—the boy he’d bathed with as a baby, the boy he’d wrestled with over toys and, later, over girls. The door behind him opened and a nurse came in.


  “Are you family?” she asked.


  “Yeah, he’s my brother.” His voice came out flat.


  “Good, the doctor wanted to speak to his next-of-kin as soon as you arrived.” She scurried out of the room.


  He sat on a chair beside his brother. Its wipe-clean plastic squeaked against Jack’s leather jacket. He took Eddie’s hand and squeezed but there was no reflexive tightening. No sense rose of any awareness of his presence.


  “Hey, Eddie. What happened, man? There we were at our best ever gig and you guys had to go and have an accident. Listen, there was this wannabe groupie who’d come for you. I think anyway. One weird lady. Hot as hell but crazy. Into all the same occult shit you are. I guess if she’d not gone for the wrong brother, it’d be me lying there now. Come on, Eddie. You need to wake up, man. Mum’s going to be here soon with Ian. You know she’ll fall apart over this.”


  The door swung open behind him, Jack stood and faced a small and fragile-looking Asian woman with a stern expression on her face. Her dark hair had a streak of grey at the temple and when she spoke, her voice was clear and strong with a musical quality to it and the diction of an Oxford don.


  “You are Mr Morrow’s brother?”


  “Yes, Doctor. How is he?”


  “I’m sorry, it’s not good news. He’s stable for now but he has a subarachnoid haematoma—a blood clot in his brain so deep even if we can get to it the surgery itself could kill him. If we don’t operate, he will die. It’s his only chance and it’s a small one, but the surgical team here want to try.”


  “You’re saying there isn’t much hope?”


  “Put bluntly, yes.”


  He might not have seen eye to eye with his brother, but they understood each other in a way only those who’d shared a womb could. “Eddie was never one to quit. He’d be glad you were doing something, even if it doesn’t save him.”


  “Thank you, Mr Morrow. We’ll be taking your brother to surgery in a few minutes. It might be a good time to tell him anything you need to.”


  The doctor’s words slapped into Jack but it helped make what was happening real, right now.


  “Thanks for giving it to me straight, doctor. Appreciate it.”


  She inclined her head and walked away with the rapid pace of one used to rushing from patient to patient without getting worn out. The nurse came back. She moved around Eddie, fiddling with the machines. A porter joined her a moment later.


  “Nurse?” Jack said. “No one’s told me what happened, can you?”


  She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I’m sorry, I don’t know the details. Just it was an accident on the motorway. There’re a couple of police officers hanging around A&E to take statements, you might try them.”


  “Thanks.”


  Jack turned to leave and saw a police officer walking down the corridor. An older man, grey-skinned with heavy dark shadows under his eyes. His uniform fit well but couldn’t disguise his physique. Despite looking a bit ill, the policeman was carrying maybe a couple of extra pounds that weren’t muscle but was otherwise solid. Probably played rugby at the weekends.


  The policeman gave Jack a confused look. “You’re his brother?”


  “Yeah, his twin.”


  “Made me do a double take, but you’re not identical, are you?”


  “No, officer, I’m the better looking one.” The same old sarcastic comment left his lips before he could stop and he cringed inwardly.


  The officer scowled. “Alright look, I want to speak to your brother and get a statement.”


  “He’s about to go into surgery. Not much chance of coming out of it remembering anything.” Every word cut. “I don’t get it, why the urgency?”


  “Six people have died so far and one of them was a little boy, just five years old. We’re getting hold of CCTV but it doesn’t cover the whole stretch of road. This looks like a drink-driver or someone sleeping at the wheel to me. The driver of the first car in line is still unconscious.”


  “You mean the bloke who did this to my brother is here?”


  The fury in Jack’s voice surprised him. He hadn’t even noticed he’d clenched his fists. Now heat coursed through every nerve-ending; the skin at the back of his neck was tight as a drum and his knuckles ached.


  “Easy, easy. We don’t know for sure. Look you need to keep calm and focus on your brother, alright?” The police officer set his shoulders and jutted his head forward as if getting ready for the scrum. “Don’t do anything stupid.”


  Jack weighed the difference in their sizes and considered the probable result of trying to get past the policeman, who outmassed him by at least a couple of stone and probably tore phonebooks in half for fun. Jack might be a shade taller, and he’d had to handle himself a few times over the years in one pub brawl or another. But he’d been round long enough to know if he tried to get past the officer he’d end up flattened and dragged to a cell to cool off.


  “Alright, officer.”


  Jack glanced over the officer’s shoulder. Mum was walking towards him, leaning heavily on Ian. Her face had leached of colour and she was trembling. She came over and hugged him tight. Jack held her like he were cupping a butterfly in his hands.


  “Jack, where is he? Where’s Edward, is he alright?” Her voice was thin and reedy and every word quavered in the air.


  “Mum, come and sit down. They’re getting him ready for surgery. He’s in here.”


  Jack nodded at Ian who nodded back as he guided his mum into the room. The machines hooked up to his brother bleeped an alarm and the medical staff bustled in.


  The nurse stopped him at the door. “You can’t come in right now, there’s a waiting area over there.”


  “What’s going on?” Jack asked.


  “Sorry, haven’t got time. You need to go and wait, and someone will come speak to you soon.”


  Behind her, the heart monitor showed a flat-line, droning its dreaded dirge.


  His mum wobbled on her feet. “What’s happening?”


  “I don’t know. Ian, can you take her to the waiting area, I’m going to hang around here for a moment.”


  “Alright, mate.” Ian had one arm around her shoulder and applied gentle but firm pressure, steering her away from the room and the heartbreak within. “Come on, Vivian. Jack will find out what’s happening. No need to panic, dear.”


  She glanced back a couple of times as Ian led her away until they turned a corner. Jack bit back a sigh. He turned to the window of the door to his brother’s room. Full of doctors or nurses, like a fancy dress party.


  There you go with that gallows humour, Jacky Boy. Watch what you say in front of Mum.


  A doctor applied paddles to Eddie’s chest and shocked him. Jack half-expected to feel the pain himself, as if they were one flesh. A thought wormed its way into Jack’s mind—they were, he just didn’t share his twin’s dark heart. He tried to dismiss it, but it lingered. A cold caress reminding him the man who lay with paddles zapping thousands of volts into him could be cruel, could indulge in sadism for spite’s sake.


  The doctors worked. Minutes flittered away as Eddie’s life drew to a close. They called it. Jack pushed into the room, thoughts vacant. Only a savage feeling—newborn and slick with afterbirth—thrashed in his brain.


  “What’re you doing? Don’t fucking give up on him!” He shouted, throat so tight the words came out more as growl than speech.


  A male nurse moved towards him. Jack shook off his steadying hand and waded into the room, no clear idea of what he was doing. His vision clouded. Then she was there, the doctor who’d spoken to him earlier.


  “Mr Morrow, pull yourself together or I will have you ejected from this hospital. We’ve done all we can.”


  She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to. The power of her personality, her righteousness, was a cooling splash of water to Jack. Even now, owned by fury, it diverted him. With a short glance at Eddie’s lifeless body
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