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The city was a monster.

Its dwindling population little more than prey for the beast they inhabited.  Lost souls trapped within the web of its limits.  Each nothing more than living ghosts, haunting the vast urban landscape in search of release.

Some, although their number grew less and less with each passing quiet atrocity the city casually dealt out.  Tortured themselves with dreams of escape.  Of one day slipping through its clutches to whatever lay beyond.  But most knew the one simple truth about their wraith like existence here.

You can never leave the city.

Then there were those rare types who were just passing through.  No less drawn to the city, but mercifully not bound by it.

Transients in search of well-hidden energies only a rare few citizens possessed.  They did not belong to the city and were glad of it.  They could see the place for what it was and would not stay too long for fear they too would be infected by its cancerous malevolence.

And so, armed with this knowledge, unlike its fading residents, they would not be consumed by the beast.  But would, in their own way, consume in its stead.

High up on a barren hill, three such tourists stood in silence looking down on the urban labyrinth stretched out below them.

A young woman, perhaps twenty-five, her face too sweet for her surroundings and weary demeanour.  With an old SLR stills camera slung around her neck, was standing next to a boy, no more than ten years old.  Young face, ancient eyes.

And the final member of this unlikely trio was a massive bald-headed man in his late fifties, who stood a good six feet five tall, and seemingly half that size wide.  The sort of man who could snap your spine with a flick of his little finger.

Three shadows set against a slate grey sky.  At once a family of sorts, but with a timeless bond that made them so much more.

Here and there, parts of the city below looked like they had been carpet bombed long ago.  Others still, looked like they were in desperate need of the same.

The woman brought the camera up to her eye and snapped a picture and wound on the film.

“This is the place,” she said.

The boy nodded and sighed forlornly.  A child weighed down by more years than he had lived.

“I’m so tired of this,” he said.  Each word a weight.

The woman let the camera hang by the strap around her neck.  She smiled and ran a hand through his messy shoulder length jet black hair.

“I know, sweet one,” she said softly.  “But this can’t go on forever.”

The boy looked off into the distance, as if seeing his future stretching out endlessly before him.

“And yet it does.”
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The heavy blood red double doors stood out from their surroundings like a freshly opened wound.  And that was the idea.  A sign above them told the curious everything they needed to know about what lay beyond.

‘What fresh hell is this?’

One of the doors opened and a dishevelled looking man was ushered outside by a sour faced bouncer dressed in a plain black suit.

The man instantly shielded his bloodshot eyes against the meagre late morning sunlight and staggered off down the street without looking back.  Perhaps hoping he would forget the place and what he did there, as quickly as the club itself would forget him and his little peccadillos it had so eagerly played out for him.

The bouncer watched him go for a moment, his face set in a look like the retreating man was just so much dog shit on the bottom of his shoe.  Then he spat and went back to the insanity inside.

Club ‘what fresh hell?’ as the punters called it, was an old office building now divided into ten private rooms of varying sizes.  Each offering a tailor-made experience for the client, which could range from the benign to the downright apocalyptic, depending on your needs and desires for that particular timeslot.

If you had the money, and the imagination, the management promised that anything went.  Stopping short of the murder or mutilation of the workforce, of course.  (Although don’t tell workers, but even that was under discussion, so watch this space.)

But mutilation by the workforce?  You have the cash?  Knock yourself out.  We don’t judge here.

If the punters knew the place as ‘what fresh hell?’  Then the lost souls who worked there knew it by another shorter, more apt name.  ‘Club hell.’

The bouncer trudged back up the steep flight of wooden stairs which led onto a long corridor, lined on either side by five doors.  Each of which led into their own private room and the horrors or pleasures that lay beyond.  Ten rooms that no one in their right mind would enter.

It was a Tuesday and late morning so only four of the rooms were currently in use.  As the bouncer past each one of them, he tried to focus his attention on the room at the very end of the corridor.  The manager’s office and sanctuary.  The doors were thick, but sometimes not thick enough.

A guy could lose his mind trying to imagine what scenes lay beyond them.  Some did.

About halfway down, a waif of a young woman came around the corner and started on down towards him.  The bouncer cursed under his breath, he had hoped to make it to the office before she had finished in the changing rooms.

Maggie, all five foot nothing of her padded her way along, her shift over for another day.  Head down, hair still wet from the shower they all took before leaving.  Always piping hot so they could hopefully scold away the shame, along with the blood, sweat and tears.  If only they could wash away the memories along with it.

Her eyes were fixed on the floor, which was a blessing as the bouncer didn’t have to look at the inevitable desolation in them.  He smelt a waft of perfume as she approached, her attempt to feel feminine he imagined.  Of maybe just human.

She shrunk a little as she passed him, which hit him like a slap in the face, it always did.  He had always gone out of his way to be nice to the poor souls that worked here, Maggie chief amongst them.  But they only saw him as part of the organisation that kept them here.  Which, damn him, he was.

He tried his best to shrug it off as he approached the manager’s office.  Then realised, much to his surprise his head was nodding in time to distant music.

Of course, room eight.  Evie would be in full flow now, entertaining her clients.  The bouncer liked Evie, she was one of the few workers here who still had that fire of defiance behind those crystal-clear blue eyes of hers.

He just hoped working at club hell wouldn’t put that fire out forever.

Evie danced, that’s what she did, and she was good at it.  Moving effortlessly in time to the hypnotic, pounding music, her stocking feet sliding alone the plain linoleum covered floor of the low stage.

Today she was dressed in intentionally tatty, gaudy, burlesque lingerie.  Her make up was so heavy, it almost gave her the look of a white-faced geisha, but one from a samurai’s nightmare.

She closed her eyes as the small lighting unit kicked into strobe effect.  Her shadows bounced and cavorted off the room’s white walls and ceiling like a dozen rag dolls shaken in the teeth of a dozen rabid dogs.

The light splashed the faces for her transfixed audience.  Twelve men, none younger than seventy, the oldest, surely in his late eighties, sat bolt upright in their cheap wooden chairs, mesmerised by the way Evie moved.

And although she danced with an undeniable electric eroticism, this was not why they were here, her sensuousness lost on them all.  They watched on, but not in lust for young flesh.  They gazed at her almost adoringly, like she was the ghost of some long-lost love, returned here in this most unlikely of places.  If only for a few brief moments to remind them of better days.

High up in the far corner of the room, a discreet CCTV camera panned to dispassionately take in the show and its audience.

Micky Farnell had been the manager of club fresh hell for nearly eighteen months and in all that time, sat as he was now, at his desk in front of the bank of monitors which took in each of the ten rooms delights, he had seen it all.  So much so that there was little that surprised him anymore.  

Dead that his soul was now after all this time and deviance.

Evie, however.  He looked at the monitor covering her room, perplexed.  There was no doubt she was a beauty, the way her lithe body moved was hypnotic and hot as hell.  She had a kid, he remembered, but you wouldn’t have known that from the way she looked.

“I can’t believe that’s all she does?”  He said.

The bouncer who was now perched on a pile of boxes housing all manner of stolen goods nodded.

“Yeah, twelve of them, twice a month.  They just wanna watch Evie dance.  Nothing else.”  He motioned to the other monitors with a grimace.  “Not like those other freaks.”

“Hey, don’t knock ‘em.  Those freaks pay your wages.”

“This is true,” the bouncer acknowledged.  “Well, at least these old guys are low maintenance.  They just watch, pay then fuck off.  And you don’t need to clean up after them.”

He shuddered theatrically, which won a knowing nod from Micky.

Micky folded his arms and watched the show.  There was something obscene about the purity of it all that he found fascinating.

After taking a much-needed sip of water, Evie reapplied her blood red lipstick and waited by the door for the final part of the show.  The dancing was easy, she could lose herself in the music and imagine she was alone.  But this part, although benign enough, always left her feeling melancholy.

She watched as each of the men gathered up their coats and formed an orderly queue.  Then as each man approached, they gave Evie an envelope with her fee inside, and in return she took a napkin, kissed it so her lips were perfectly imprinted on the paper, then handed it to them.

None ever made eye contact with her during the ritual, for which she was always grateful.  They just handed over the cash, took their souvenir and silently left.

She took the final man’s envelope and kissed the napkin.  As she moved to hand it to him, out of nowhere he suddenly grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it.  There was nothing threatening in the gesture and Evie was more surprised than anything.

The old man drew in a sharp, shocked intake of breath, clearly as surprised as Evie at the action.  He glanced nervously at the CCTV camera then rushed out of the room without a word.

Evie looked down at her hand, she was still holding the napkin, and it broke her heart a little.
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Micky Farnell watched the monitor which covered the back hallway as Evie came out of the changing room, her shoulder length hair still wet from the shower.  She was dressed in her ‘civvies,’ a plain white t-shirt, black leather biker’s jacket and jeans.  And not for the first time he lamented the lack of cameras in the changing rooms and showers.  All that naked flesh on display going to waste.  It was a damn shame.

The door to his office opened and Evie came inside.  The bouncer, who had now pulled up a folding chair up to the boxes and was playing cards with himself gave her a nod as she entered, which Evie returned.

Not one for casual conversations, Evie stood in front of Micky’s desk and counted out his cut of the cash, which she then tossed down in front of him.

“Nicely, nicely, Evie love.  Easy money, eh?” he said.

She didn’t respond or even acknowledge him which was par for the course with her.  She pocketed the rest of her earnings and turned to leave.

“Evie, wait,” Micky said jumping up from his chair and coming around the desk.

He could see her shoulders sink slightly, she knew what was coming.  It was their weekly verbal sparring match.  The result would always be the same, but it wouldn’t stop Farnell from playing his part all the same.  Who knew?  Maybe one day her circumstances would change for the worse.  Desperation was a big motivator in his experience.

“Evie!”

She turned and threw him a look like white hot daggers.

“Save it Micky,” her voice was like stone.

“C’mon,” he coaxed and moved over to where she was standing.  She tensed as he drew near, and he saw her fists clench.

“Just hear me out,” he said.  “It’s just that you could be earning so much more here.  Christ you could be our top attraction.”

She gave him a look somewhere between distain and pity.  This melted into anger as he deliberately looked her up and down like a predator eyeing up a wounded animal.

“Evie, if you’d only open up a bit,” he leered.

Subtlety had never been Micky Farnell’s strong suit, especially when it came to woman and money.  Which were one and the same to him anyway.

“You mean, you could earn a lot more,” she fair hissed.  “No means fuck off, Michael!”

She turned to leave but Micky moved swiftly between her and the open doorway.  Evie stood her ground, not the least bit intimidated by the display.  The bouncer put down his cards but remained seated.

Micky took a step towards her, and if he was hoping for her to back off, he was sorely disappointed.  She merely raised an eyebrow in response.  Really?

“Do you want a kick in the balls?”  It was an invitation and a threat all at once.

“There’s some who would pay good money for that around here,” the bouncer said trying to lighten the mood, and Evie smiled despite herself.

“Say,” Micky said.  “How old is that kid of yours?  Maybe she would like to join the family business...”

He barely finished the ill-conceived sentence when Evie had a knife at his throat and slammed him against the door frame with surprising strength.

“Christ Evie!  I was just kidding,” he blurted out.

She leant in, teeth bared like something feral.  “Is there anything in all the time you have known me,” she asked through gritted teeth.  “That makes you think I would find that fucking funny?”

Micky tried to speak, but the blade at his throat robbed him of his voice.

Evie didn’t move for what seemed like forever, then she pushed him aside and stormed out of the office and away, making sure she clipped him hard with her shoulder as she did so.

Micky swallowed hard and lightly touched his neck where the blade had been.  His fingers came away with a thin smear of blood.

“Fucking hell,” he uttered weakly, then turned to the bouncer who had returned to his game.

“And where the fuck were you?”  He yelled a little too shrilly.  “It’s literally your job to stop shit like that happening to me!”

The bouncer looked through the cards in his hands and after a moment placed one down on the box in front of him.

“Hey, you’re the one that mentioned her kid,” he said without looking up.  “I think she’s like five or six?  That shit’s on you.”

Micky exhaled and gingerly touched his neck again.  He thought about that for a moment.  Fair enough.

As Evie walked through near deserted streets, she noticed her breath ghosting in front of her as she exhaled.  She glanced at the grey sky, the dull sun was beginning its descent into the west.  This was a signal for any right-minded soul to head home.  The last thing you wanted was to be out in the city after dark.

Her surroundings began to gradually change as she walked.  Shifting from the normal urban decay of the city centre to something a little more ‘ordered’.  Subtle at first, broken or boarded up windows gave way to those with glass intact, even clean in some cases.  Although even here that was as rare as the sun actually managing to force its way through the ever-present heavy clouds.

This small oasis of serenity never failed to lift Evie’s mood.  It was a forlorn dream of suburbia, one that was sure to fail in the end, as the city’s inevitable decay infected its bricks and mortar before moving on to the hopes and dreams of those defiant souls inside.

Still, Evie thought brightly as she took in the area, that was not today, and that was good enough for now.

She stopped by the gate of one of the more colourful houses.  Its small garden awash with brightly coloured plastic flowers and bushes.  Many she and her daughter, Milly had helped the owner plant themselves.  She smiled seeing two rows of freshly ‘planted’ daisies that ran either side of the short garden path.  Today’s project no doubt.

Evie opened the bright yellow gate and made her way down the path to the front door.  She raised her hand to knock, but the door burst open and Milly, a blur of over-excitement and pigtails flew into her arms.

“Mum!”  The seven-year-old squealed in delight.

Evie gasped at the vice-like grip, God it felt good, and she gently squeezed her daughter back.

“Hey!  Hey!  Milly monster.  You been good?”  She asked and let Milly slip back down.

Milly’s child minder, Kate, ever the picture of a maternal grandmother, even though she couldn’t have been more than fifty, appeared in the doorway and smiled down at the girl.

“As gold, as always,” she said and smoothed Milly’s hair.  “Must be adopted.”

“My money’s on aliens,” Evie replied.

Kate nodded in agreement and handed her Milly’s backpack.

“Thanks,” Evie said and pulled out a wad of notes from her jacket pocket.  She sorted the right bills and handed them to Kate, who looked at them like she was offering her crack.

“What?  I’m getting paid now?”  She said in mock surprise.

“Well, if you don’t want it...”

Evie moved to re-pocket the money, but Kate snatched it out of her hand.

“Sorry it’s late,” Evie said.

“You sure you can afford this?”  Kate asked with genuine concern.

“Just been paid.”

“And what is it you do again?”

“Rocket scientist,” Evie replied with a grin and ushered Milly towards the gate and followed after her.  “Thanks, Kate.  Same time tomorrow?”

“Sure.  See you Milly.”

“Bye,” Milly gave her a wave and opened the gate.

Milly hummed absently to herself as they walked hand in hand back down the street.

“You have a nice day, Milly monster?”

“Uhuh.  Mum, do you think we will see Nixon later?”

Arh, the man, the myth, Evie thought to herself.  Milly loved Evie’s close if maddening friend, Nixon.  Probably due to the fact they both had the same IQ.  No, to be fair Milly was already out stretching him on that front.  Nixon, he was a terrible, if harmless, influence on the child.

“Maybe,” she said after a moment.  “You know Nix, he’s never far away.”

“Hope so, he’s funny.”

“Hilarious,” Evie replied, rolling her eyes.

Milly caught the motion and mimicked it perfectly.

“Hilarious.”

They both laughed and Evie playfully flicked one of Milly’s pigtails.

Still, as she thought of Nixon her mood soured a little.  By rights, and although she loved him like a brother, he should have shown up dead in a ditch years ago.  The guy had a remarkable talent for getting himself into life threatening situations, only to come out the other end with all his body parts intact and smelling of roses.

But she knew, deep down, it was only a matter of time before he really pissed off the wrong people and then he would just disappear like so many others before him.  Never to come to her flat again to see them anymore.  To amuse Milly and drive Evie crazy with frustration.

People like Nixon just dropped off the face of the earth eventually.  Casualties of the never-ending war with the city and the all too human monsters that dwelt within.  She offered up a silent prayer.  Don’t die dickhead.
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Although he was pretty sure he wasn’t dead yet.  Nixon was in the middle, (or hopefully near the end,) of a savage beating.  The fact he deserved it, did little to lessen the pain.  He saw the next punch coming through pain blurred eyes, but too late to dodge it, so all he could do was screw them shut and take the blow.

The punch, when it came, hit him hard on the jaw and he stumbled backwards until he hit the boarded-up window of the derelict shop front to his rear.  His heels slipped on the rubble under his feet, and he slip down onto his arse with a grunt.

“Fuck!”  He cursed, tasting blood.

The blurry grey bulk looming over him let out a curse of its own.  “Bollocks!”

His attacker took a step back clutching his right hand and his sweaty beet red face came back into focus.  Cook.  No one knew his first name or even if he had one.  Was a massive rabid dog of a man especially, like now, when he was riled up.  Nix had heard such horror stories about the man and what he was capable of.  It was the stuff of nightmares, even around here.

His thinning hair was plastered to his scalp with sweat from the exertion of kicking the shit out of Nix.  He was slightly stooped over, his ill-fitting suit jacket was riding up at the back and shoulders which gave him the appearance of a primate from hell.

He flexed his punching hand and winced in pain.  “Christ!  I swear your head is all bone,” he complained.  “Which explains a lot.”

“Well, you could stop hitting me,” Nix offered, which earned him a kick in the ribs.

“Sorry, sorry,” Nix said and gingerly hugged his sides and was rewarded with half a hundred needles sticking into him.  He bit back a cry.

Cook paused, breathing hard and bent forwards, resting his hands on his thighs.  Sweat was pouring down his face, dripping off the end of his long since broken nose.  He looked like someone had thrown a glass of water into his face.  Which would have been suicide Nix couldn’t help but muse.

Thankful for the respite, Nix looked past Cook and over to the far side of the road beyond the burnt-out shop front.  The young woman who was leant casually against a car, watched the violence with her arms folded and a look of naked anger on her pretty if hardened face.  A beating he could take, but that look on her face was like a knife to the heart.

“Alex...  I’m sorry,” he called out, but her expression didn’t change.

And at that moment, Nix knew if Cook just flat out shot him in the head right then and there, she wouldn’t so much as flinch, let alone shed a tear.  And what hurt more than anything was the fact he couldn’t blame her.

Cook stood upright and straitened his suit and adjusted his ridiculous pencil thin tie.

“You know, by rights,” he said breathlessly.  “I should just fucking kneecap you right here.  Or better still, put a bullet in your brainpan and have done with it.”

“I know,” Nix replied and stared at his feet stretched out on the ground in front of him.

“But let’s just say, I believe in second chances.  Or fifth ones in your case.”

Nix nodded sheepishly, perhaps he wasn’t going to get beaten to death this evening after all.

“Or maybe,” Cook continued, taking a step towards the prone man, and jabbed a finger at him.  “I should let Alex loose on you.  After all she was the one dumb enough to okay the extra time for you to pay.  Which then of course you didn’t anyway.”

“Yeah,” was all Nix could muster.  He reluctantly looked back across to Alex and smiled.  She just shot back daggers.

Cook took out a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed his face.  He exhaled then suddenly took a step forward so that he was once again looming over Nix, who winced in anticipation of more blows.

“It’s alright sunshine, the beating’s over.”

The large man studied Nixon like he was a curiosity from the museum of stupidity.

“You owe all this money,” he added with what sounded like genuine disbelief.  “Which you clearly can’t pay back.  And yet you don’t get the fuck outta town.”

“You can’t leave the city, Cooky,” Nixon said, his voice weak.  “Everybody knows that.”

A look of distain crossed Cook’s leather skinned face.

“Whatever.”  Cook nodded back to Alex.  “So, you and Alex went to school together?”


“Yeah,” Nix replied with a nod that made his head swim.


“We’ve known each other since we were five.”

“Five, eh?  And now she’s in a world of shit, because she was the one dumb enough to let you have the extra two weeks to pay back the debt.  Flat out guaranteed it, if memory serves.”

All Nix could do was let his swollen head drop.  He’d never had much time for remorse in his life, such a useless emotion.  Yet, he felt it now.  It was fine when he was gambling with his own neck, but his oldest friend’s?

“Do you think that’s fair?”  Cook asked.

“No,” Nix replied without looking up.

“What you need to remember, is that poor Alex over there, has been at a disadvantage from day one.  People think you can’t have females in this line of work, because they think they are too soft.  So, she has to work twice as hard to be taken seriously.”

It had been quite the shock to everyone when Alex had chosen to join Cook’s crew.  And Nix knew the truth of what that meant in this game for a woman, no matter how capable.  Alex herself had told him the same.  But she had taken that as a challenge, relished it almost.  That was so Alex, Nix had to admit.

“But I know, ‘cos I’ve seen it first hand,” Cook continued.  “That it actually makes her twice as fucking cruel to compensate for all the sexism.”

“She always was very competitive, even at school,” Nix replied.  “Y’know, in sports and shit?”

He looked up and gave the man a bloody grin but got a scowl of contempt back.

“She’s your friend,” Cook stated plainly.

Nix nodded.

“Yet when she goes against her better judgement, fully knowing the consequences, as do you, and helps you out.  You throw it right back in her face.”

“I know, I know...”

“What did you do, bust her cherry at school?”

“Hey, c’mon man,” Nix protested.  “That’s disrespectful.”

He instantly regretted his ill judge chivalry when Cook kicked him hard on the shoulder.  Then the big man rested his foot on Nix’s chest.

“No, what’s disrespectful,” Cook said and applied just enough pressure to make it harder for Nix to breath.  “Is borrowing money you have no intention of paying back.  Then getting your old school friend into the shit when she foolishly vouches for you.”

He pushed himself away with his foot, making Nix gasp, then turned to Alex by the car.  “Alexandra!  Get over here.”

“She hates being called that,” Nix said weakly, but no one cared.

Alex pushed herself off the car and stroud over the short expanse of waste ground towards them.  Her eyes thin slits of red rage fixed on Nix as she approached.  She stopped by Cook, just within kicking distance of the battered and bloody man.

Then out of nowhere, Cook spun around with surprising speed and slapped Alex hard across the face.  She staggered slightly and clenched her jaw against the pain.  Tears welled but she held them back and took the blow without complaint.

Nix gasped and touched his own bruised cheek.  “Alex...”

He had seen pretty much every emotion on her face over the years, but never so much hate, and never directed so nakedly at him.

“See how this works Nixon?”  Cook said.  “Alex was dumb enough to vouch for you, so this is what happens.”

Nix felt his own tears come but couldn’t stop them from streaming down his grimy cheeks.  He began to shake, that blow hurt more than anything Cook could dish out to him.  He tasted bile at the back of his throat.

“Alex,” he croaked.  Alex, Christ I’m so sorry...”  But she just glared at him.

“Alex,” Cook said.  “Kick this eunuch very hard and let’s fuck off.”  With this he turned and headed off back to the waiting car.

Alex moved to strike, and Nix flinched, awaiting the blow he deserved.  But a flash of doubt crossed Alex’s hard-set face.  She shook her head slightly and seemed to snap out of her rage a little.

She hissed through her teeth in frustration and then ran her fingers through her short, spiky black hair.  The way she always did when she was exasperated.

“Alex...”

“Save it!”  She snapped.  “They are gonna kneecap you if you don’t pay this time.  And Christ only knows what they’ll do to me.”

Her face softened despite herself as she looked down at the wretch.  It seemed she was always either picking Nixon up or stopping someone from knocking him down.

He smiled up at her, that same naughty schoolboy grin, his default setting in situations like this.  And damn her, it usually melted her anger, always had.  But this time she was surprised to feel something akin to hate.  She tried to shake it off, and although it did lessen slightly, it was still there, waiting to resurface when she least expected it.

“You fuckwit,” was all she could say.

“Hey, Alex, c’mon, you know me,” he replied with his usual charm.  “Lots of irons, lots of fires.”

The smile slipped right off his face as her expression set hard once more.  She leant in as menacingly as only a betrayed old friend could.

“Don’t make me look like a cunt, Nixon,” she said, each word razor edged.

Shocked, Nix moved to speak but Alex spun on her heel and strode off to the car.  Seeing this, Cook got into the driver’s side and opened the passenger’s door before she even reached it.

“D...  Don’t worry, Alex,” Nix shouted after her.  “I won’t make you look like no C-word.  Promise.”

She got in the car without looking back.  Nix absently rubbed his right knee as if in anticipation of a bullet.

After she got in, Cook pulled the car away and sped off.  He glanced at Alex whose cheek was already starting to redden.

“Y’know?”  He told her.  “That guy is just a chalk outline waiting to happen.”

For the longest time as they drove, Alex just stared out of the windscreen at the approaching night.

“Hit me again and I will fucking castrate you,” she finally said without looking around.  She paused, then added.  “Boss.”

Cook laughed out loud and gunned the engine.  “That a girl.”
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As night finally drew in, engulfing the city once more, a solitary car prowled its near deserted streets.  The low growl of its engine like some one-ton predator on the lookout for any soul foolish enough to be out after dark.

In the belly of the metal beast, three figures sat watching the dimly lit streets bleed one into the other as they cruised through the night.

Tiny, his considerable bulk crammed uncomfortably behind the wheel, scanned the road ahead as he drove.  The nickname had raised a smile once, long ago, but now it was simply his name to all who knew him.

Next to him in the passenger seat, the woman, Misha, fiddled with her SLR camera.  She screwed on a fast lens and clipped a large flash unit to the top.  She aimed the camera out of the side window like a sniper waiting for any target to show itself.

The boy sat in the back, he shifted uncomfortably and winced at a pain in his back.  He caught the reflection of Tiny’s concerned eyes looking at him in the rear-view mirror.  The boy stuck his tongue out at him and then made great show of turning to look out of the back window.  The large man sighed with unease and turned his attention back to the road ahead.

The shambling figure watched his own shadow slither along the ground in front of him as he moved through the long since abandoned and overgrown cemetery.  His clothes were dusty and torn in places and any casual observer could have been forgiven for imagining the shape had just clambered out of one of the graves.

He stopped suddenly and took in his surroundings.  He swayed slightly as if drunk and looked around as if only just now realising where he had wondered into.

Nixon shook his battered head, and the motion make him stagger slightly.  His foot caught an exposed root, and before he could react, he was on his knees in front of a weather worn gravestone like a mourner at the grave of a loved one.

He was so tired and beaten both mentally and physically, that he just wanted to cry.  But the floodgates and the release they would bring, as always, refused to open.

So instead, he concentrated through the gloom on the inscription etched on the gravestone.  The years had robbed the lettering of their once ornate design, but after a moment they came into some kind of focus.

Harold M. Meadows

Born 1805 died 1831

And under this a quote:

‘Life is but degrees of pain.’

“Jesu Christi,” Nix uttered and touched his jaw.  Pain indeed.

Nix was back on his feet and walking now, down one anonymous street and onto the next.  Just concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other.  He desperately needed a drink, or preferably something stronger.  But that would have to wait, for the time being he knew he just needed to get back onto familiar ground.

He thought of Evie and her flat.  Regardless of what misdemeanour or other he had committed over the years, he knew he would always be welcome there.  He ran the events of last couple of days through his head, just in case he had done something to Evie to warrant a smack in the mouth when he got there.  He couldn’t think of anything, not in the last week or so anyhow.

“Hey!”  Someone called out to him.

Nix looked up from his musings to see a car parked at the opposite side of the road from him.  A woman leaned out of the open passenger window and brought a camera up to her eye.

A flash went off, blinding him, even at this distance.  He cursed and rubbed his eyes.  He heard the car pulling away before his night vision kicked in again.  And by the time he could see what was going on, the car was at the end of the street.

He could just make out the pale face of a boy peering at him through the back window before it turned a corner and was gone.  This fucking place, he thought and trudged on, in search of a friendly face or two.

Nixon tried to put the odd encounter with the car and its photographer behind him as he walked.  The sanctuary of Evie’s flat was close, but he had a well-trodden detour to make before he went there.

He turned off the main road and onto a side street with a row of burnt-out buildings down one side.  Those on the other side had faired a little better down through the years.  Of the five terraced houses, four were empty and boarded up.  The middle one, although relatively intact looked like no one in their right minds would live there and most would just walk on by.  That was of course the point.

Nix stopped outside the third door.  It had a hand painted sign above it which read:  Abandon hope all ye who enter here.

He shouldered the heavy re-enforced door without knocking and went inside.

“We’re armed!”  A voice said from the gloom as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

“Bollocks,” Nix replied.

The two old men, Milo and Jontie were sitting, as always, in their ratty armchairs around a blazing fire set in an old iron brazier in the middle of the otherwise empty living room.

“Nixon!”  Both men greeted him in unison.

“Hey fellas, just a short cut if you don’t mind.  Find it best to keep off the streets these days if you know what I mean?”

“Indeed, we do,” Milo replied.

Both men eyed Nixon’s freshly bruised face.

“Playing rough again, Nixon?”  Jontie asked.

“You know me.”

Nix walked through the room and over to the doorway leading to the back kitchen, which led out onto a large expanse of waste ground on the way to Evie’s.

When he could, Nix always liked to go this way, he would tell the old blokes it was just easier to go this way than have to walk all the way around the block.  But in truth he like to check up on the old bastards from time to time.

Milo and Jontie had seemed ancient even when Nix and the others had been just kids.  But they always had a warm welcome and a bite to eat for anyone in need.  They were a permanent and much-loved fixture in a sea of uncertainty, and everyone made a point of checking up on them very once in a while.  Plus, it was a great place for hide out if needed and no awkward questions asked.

He noted the fire was blazing away nicely and there was a fresh pile of wood stacked up by the wall, which was a good sign.

“Need anything?” Nix asked.

“Nar, we’re good,” Milo told him.

“Off to see Evie pops?” Jontie asked.

“Yeah,”

“Give her our love.”

“Will do.”

Nix turned to leave.

“Nixon,” Milo said with unexpected gravitas.

Nix paused in the doorway but didn’t look back.

“Watch yourself.”

“Hey,” Nix replied lightly, his eyes fixed on the back door.  “It can always be worse, right?”

“Oh, it can always be worse,” Milo echoed.

With this Nix left without another word.

The tower block Evie lived in stood against the night sky like the silhouette of a giant tombstone.  Nix looked up at the monolith from the large expanse of waste ground it looked down upon.  It loomed there like some uncaring deity ready to unleash Armageddon onto those unfortunates who fell under its considerable shadow.

And just like he always did when visiting, Nix counted the number of lights on in the vast array of windows that covered its façade.  The last time he had counted thirty in all out of the one hundred flats that had once been crammed to bursting with one hundred plus families and such.  Tonight, he counted twenty-five.  Five more lost to the ravenous city he thought grimly.

Then he smiled, you could see Evie’s flat, even from here.  Situated as it was on the fourth floor and was the only one illuminated with multi-coloured lights.  Her defiant ‘fuck you,’ to the banality and hopelessness of her surroundings.

The rest, diminishing as they were lately, were plainly lit in unassuming white.  Perhaps these occupants hoped that their presence would go un-noticed and thus, they would be left alone by whatever predators, real or imagined, stalked the city after dark.

Nix trudged up the cold concrete stairwell and cursed his lack of fitness.  His battered face throbbed in time with his rapid heartbeat.  A constant reminder, if one were needed, of the beating he had taken earlier.

This brought the image of Alex’s crimson cheeked face to his mind’s eye.  He cursed his sentimentality and urged it away as he continued his ascent up the cold, foul smelling stairwell.  Concentrating on one step at a time.

Once he was finally on Evie’s floor, he navigated the trash strewn landing and made his way through the half open exit door which led out onto the open-air walkway which ran along the front of the flats.  As he walked, he glanced over the edge of the waist high wall to his left which was the only thing that stood between the intermittent flat doors on his right and falling to his death.

The pathway between the two was only seven feet wide at most, and he wondered absently just how many high on either drink or drugs or caught up in simple suicidal despair had toppled over the edge and plummeted to their deaths.

He smiled as he looked up ahead.  The front of Evie’s flat had a long wooden window box attached under the normally closed metal window shutters.  The box was filled with all manner of brightly coloured plastic flowers.  Illuminated by a string of multi-coloured lights arranged around the inside of the window frame.

At the door, he peered through the spy hole then with a practiced routine:  Kicked the door with the toe of his right foot once, then once with his left.  Then knocked rapidly twice with his right hand and twice with his left.  Then he repeated the display again only faster.

He was rewarded with a squeal of childish delight from inside.

Milly jumped up from the dining room table where her homework was spread out in front of her.

“Nixon!!”  Milly shrieked excitedly.

Evie spun around from the sink in the adjoining kitchenette and playfully flicked a dish cloth in front to her.

“Ah, ah.  Homework missy.”

“Okay,” Milly replied and reluctantly plonked herself back down on her chair.

“Good girl,” Evie walked through into a short hallway which connected the flat’s main interior to the front door.

She opened the door and winced at the sight before her.

“Christ, Nix!”

She ushered him inside and locked the door.  She turned to get a better look at his battered features under the hall light.

“Jesus,” she gasped.

“Well, I think it makes me look hard.”

She moved to touch his cheek, but he batted her hand away.  “Let me guess,” she said.  “Cooky.”

Nix gave her a nod and a ‘What ya gonna do?’ shrug.

“Christ, I thought you were going to have another word with Alex?”

“I did,” he replied.  “And that word was, ouch!”

He laughed at his own bad joke and was about to go through into the main flat to see Milly, when Evie caught his arm.

“Careful,” he said grinning.  “I’ll bruise there.”

“Yeah?  Well then, it’ll match your fucking face then, won’t it?”  She replied keeping her voice low, mindful of Milly.

“Don’t worry,” Nix said and gently pulled his arm free.  “Something’ll show up.”

“Yeah, you, dead in a ditch!”

Nix turned and sniffed the air.  “Hey, what’s cooking?  I’m starved.”

He sauntered off into the flat and Evie watched him go.  She let out a soulful sigh.  She loved the little shit, but he was getting just too reckless lately, even for him.  Reckless, she noted grimly, to the point of suicidal and it damn near broke her heart.

“Milly monster!!”  Nix exclaimed from the other room.

He was leant over Milly’s homework when she came inside.

“Nixon!”  Milly said with glee and gave him a hug.

Nix pulled up a chair next to her and looked at the books laid out before them.

“What is it today?”  He asked with a grimace.  “Rocket science or quantum physics?”

Milly snorted.  “It’s maths, silly.”

“Maths?”  Nix replied.  “Never heard of it.”

This just made her laugh all the more.

Evie watched the pair from the kitchenette, they made quite the double act.  The princess and the jester.

“What happened to your face, Nixon?”  Milly asked and began doodling on a piece of paper.  “Did you fall down again?”

From the mouths of babes, Evie thought sadly.  Nix gave her a ‘help me,’ look and she made a face in response.  ‘How are you going to lie this time?’

“No,” Nix finally answered.  “It’s...  It’s make up, you know like Halloween.”

Milly looked up and studied his face.  “Mum, can I have a face like Nixon for Halloween?”

“Never,” Evie replied a little too sternly.

Nix raised an eyebrow at this, but she met his gaze firmly.  Harsh?  Yes, but you couldn’t argue with the sentiment.

“Oh,” Nix said after doodling a little himself for a while.  Suddenly remembering Milo and Jontie.  “The methuselah twins say hi.”

“How are they?  I’ve been meaning to drop in on them.”

“They’re fine, roasting nicely beside that bloody fire of theirs.”

“Good, good, I do worry about those two.”

“Evie, they’ll outlive us all.”

Well, maybe you, Evie wanted to say but stopped herself.  Wondering when a joke might become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Despite what he had said about being starving, Evie noted that Nix hardly touched his food during dinner.  He picked absently at his meal, whilst expertly changing the subject when it got too close to his run in with Cook.

After they had finished, Nix dutifully helped Milly clear the table and put the dishes in the sink, which he filled with water.  Milly put the final glass into the water and then made great show of putting in washing up liquid and then thrashing the water about until the sink was near to overflowing with bubbles.

Evie joined them in the kitchenette and opened a cupboard, then took out half a bottle of whisky and two glasses.

“Thanks, Milly,” she said and poured out two generous measures.  “Off you go and play in your room for a little bit, okay?”

“Okay, mum,” Milly replied and moved off towards her room.  “See ya, Nixon,” she called back over her shoulder as she disappeared into her bedroom.

“In a bit, dog shit,” Nix called after her and was delighted to get a squeal of approval from the young girl.

Evie punched him playfully on the arm.  “I will knock you out,” she told him and handed him a glass.

“Cheers,” he took a sip and winced.  He gingerly prodded his split lip.

“How long did he give you this time?”  Evie asked.

“Ages,” Nix replied with a shrug.

She decided not to push him any further.  It was impossible to get him to open up when he was in this kind of mood.

“Anyway,” he said changing the subject.  “I hear Micky Farnell is going into porn.  Lots of money in porn.”

“You!  A porn star?”

“It could happen,” Nix said in mock outrage.

“True, I suppose,” Evie said.  “There are some strange, strange fetishes out there.”

“I’m surprised he hasn’t tried to sign you up,” Nix teased.

“I draw the line at dancing,” she told him firmly.  “At least I can make a little money and still keep a shred of dignity.  Christ, you should see the shit that goes on in that club.”  She shuddered and took a drink.

“Hey, each to their own, Evie love,” Nix replied.  “How someone soothes their tainted soul is their own nightmare.”

She nodded and looked out of the kitchenette window and to the city beyond.  In the distance, a house was on fire, par for the course she thought grimly.

“Look at this place,” she said.  “Just when you think it can’t get any worse.”

“Oh, it can always get worse,” Nix said, draining his glass.

“I worry about Milly.  I need to get her out of here, before this city devours us all.”

“A fine fantasy,” Nix stated plainly.

“I know,” she conceded.

“Maybe more than dancing is looking better by the day?”  He asked with a frown.

Evie felt a jolt of horror at this.  Maybe it does.

She moved over to the kitchenette window and slammed down the metal shutter.  Blocking out the world outside, for a little while at least.
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FIVE

The whole fucking house smelt of damp.  Its walls were a mass of cracked and flacking plaster.  The furniture, such as it was, had, like the building itself, seen better days.  Threadbare and musty.

The air around him was still thick with the dust that had been kicked up when he had removed all the sheets covering the chairs and sofa in the living room, he was now standing in.

On the one hand as a man of his profession, Cook was only too aware of the need for privacy, somewhere you could hole up away from prying eyes.  But on the other this place took the biscuit.

The house was the last in the immediate area to be left standing, surrounded as it was by a sea of rubble on all sides, with the vaguest of roads leading up here through the devastation.  Christ only knew why this place had been left untouched, but it had.  When Cook had first arrived, he had wanted to turn right around, spilling apologises to the client, and suggesting more hospitable locations, but much to his surprise, she had nodded her approval.

Cook stood by the large bay window, looking outside and contemplated his third cigarette as he waited.  The client, a woman, who was oddly attractive, yet also had a face you could instantly forget after meeting her.  He was, even now, after ten minutes trying to recall her quite neutral features.

The woman had asked to view the property alone
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