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It must have been around nine thirty in the morning when the waiting-room door opened and the sandy-haired man with the clipboard came in. My appointment was at nine, so I’d already been waiting a while, but I wasn’t really that bothered. I suppose I was feeling a little bit anxious, and there was something about the hospital gown I was wearing that made me feel weirdly uncomfortable, but I wasn’t pacing around the room or chewing my fingernails or anything. I was just standing at the window, gazing out at the hospital grounds, trying to convince myself that everything was going to be OK.

It was just a routine examination.

All they were going to do was stick a tube down my throat and take a good look inside my stomach.

What was there to worry about?

‘Robert Smith?’ the man at the door said, glancing up from his clipboard.

I don’t know why he asked, I was the only one there. But I suppose he had to say something.

I looked at him.

He nodded at me. ‘This way, please.’

I followed him out of the waiting room and he started leading me down a long white corridor. I wasn’t sure what he was – nurse, administrator, some kind of assistant – but he was wearing a hospital tunic with a name badge pinned to the pocket, so I guessed he knew what he was doing. He walked briskly, with busy little steps, and as we crossed the polished floor, it was a struggle to keep up with him. Too fast to walk, too slow to run. I scampered along behind him.

‘Dr Andrews will be performing your endoscopy,’ he told me, glancing over his shoulder. ‘He’s very good.’ He smiled reassuringly – a quick professional smile. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. It’ll be over before you know it.’

I gave him a look – half-smile, half-shrug – just to let him know that I wasn’t worried about anything, but he’d already turned his attention back to his clipboard and was marching away down the corridor.

I wiped my sweaty hands on my gown and carried on following him.

At the end of the corridor, just as we reached a pair of green curtains set in the wall, he stopped quite suddenly and spun round to face me. I scampered to a halt in front of him.

‘Uh, sorry about this,’ he muttered, peering at his clipboard. ‘I just have to… um… sorry, I just remembered something.’ He frowned to himself for a moment, then looked up and smiled tightly at me. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

‘Uh… OK,’ I started to say. ‘What shall I…?’

But before I could finish, he’d turned round and walked away, leaving me standing there in front of the green curtains, nervously fingering the hem of my gown, not knowing what to do.

I crossed my arms, uncrossed them, put them behind my back.

I shuffled a little.

I looked around.

I kept still and stared at the floor.

I could hear muffled sounds from behind the green curtains. Low voices, medical mutterings, the scuffle of small movements. Adjustments. The ring and tink of instruments. I listened hard, trying to make sense of it all, but none of it meant anything to me. They were just hospital noises.

I rubbed my eyes.

I scratched my neck.

I shuffled some more and carried on staring at the floor.

I looked down at the floor again.

Time passed. Seconds, minutes…

Nothing happened.

The hospital moved all around me. Porters, nurses, patients, doctors, men and women in suits. Everyone was busy.

I stood there waiting.

When the sandy-haired man eventually came back, he was carrying a large brown envelope in his hand.

‘Sorry about that,’ he said, slightly out of breath.

I looked at him, wondering if the envelope had anything to do with me. But if it had, he wasn’t telling.

‘Right then,’ he said, whipping back the green curtains, ‘let’s get started.’

∗

The little room beyond the green curtains wasn’t really a room at all. It was more like a short white corridor. A chamber. A halfway place. An anteroom, perhaps… whatever that is. It was a small place, functionally cramped and quietly busy. Machines, doctors, nurses, trolleys. Monitors, instruments, bottles, tubes.

The machines hummed and whirred.

The doctors and nurses muttered gently.

It was a place of confidence and no emotion. Everyone knew exactly what they were doing. Everyone except me.

The air smelled of metal and clean hands.

Through a narrow opening at the far end of the corridor, a darkness glowed with a hidden light. Rinky-tink sounds drifted down from the darkness, and I knew that was where I was going.

Into the darkness.

It all happened so quickly.

So fast, so final.

‘Lie on the trolley, please.’

I felt really awkward, clambering on to the trolley. I felt stupid and clumsy and useless.

I clambered.

I sat.

I lay down.

Now I was lying on my back, staring up at a strip light on the ceiling. The light was sterile, penetrating.

I blinked.

Swallowed.

Waited.

Nothing was happening.

When I raised my head to see what was going on, I saw a man in a green tunic removing a plastic syringe from a hygienically sealed packet. Dr Andrews, I presumed. He placed the syringe on a dull metal worktop. It rolled a little. He steadied it. He said something to a nurse. (What did he say?) She nodded and turned away. Somewhere behind me, someone was humming a tune – hmm hmm hmm. Shoes scuffed softly on the white-tiled floor.

My neck was stiff.

A nurse came over and put a blood-pressure cuff on my arm. I smiled at her. She looked at a monitor, read out some numbers.

Dr Andrews said something to her.

She nodded again.

She asked me to open my mouth.

I opened my mouth.

She told me she was going to spray something into the back of my throat, to numb it. ‘It won’t hurt,’ she said. ‘Don’t breathe or swallow while I’m spraying.’

I nodded.

She sprayed.

It felt cold.

‘You can swallow now,’ she said.

My throat felt numb and it was hard to swallow, but I did my best.

Dr Andrews had a needle in his hand now. A shortish needle attached to a small pink tube. He moved up beside me and took hold of my hand.

‘All right?’ he said.

‘Uh-huh.’

He started rubbing gently at the back of my hand, peering at it, looking for a vein. Talking. Rubbing. Talking…

He was talking to me.

‘… just a very light anaesthetic, Robert, a sedative really. It might knock you out, but don’t worry if it doesn’t. It’s not unusual to remain conscious throughout the examination…’

I tried to listen as he explained the rest of the procedure, but I couldn’t seem to concentrate. I was too self-conscious, too aware that I was supposed to be listening. As he carried on talking, his voice calm and confident, I realized that my sense of touch was unnaturally heightened. I could feel everything – the firmness of his fingers on the back of my hand, the padded metal of the trolley, the dry spit glued to the corners of my mouth. The only thing I couldn’t feel was the back of my throat.

‘All right?’ the doctor said.

‘Uh-huh.’

I watched intently as he slid the needle attachment into a bulging vein in the back of my hand.

Ting – a tiny pain, sharp and bright.

I closed my eyes for a moment, then opened them again. The doctor was holding the syringe in his hand now. Studying it, checking it. It looked so small. A tiny plastic tube of almost clear liquid…

I wondered how it worked. A tiny plastic tube of almost clear liquid… how did it work? How did it do what it was meant to do? What was in it? Was it pre-filled? I didn’t see the doctor fill it. Or did I? I didn’t know.

Absently, as if he’d done it a thousand times before, the doctor did something to the syringe – shook it, knocked it, jiggled it – and as I watched him, I wondered why the syringe was in two parts. I knew it didn’t matter, but I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it. Why is the syringe in two parts? Why is the needle separate from the body of the syringe? Why is the syringeless needle inserted into my vein and then attached to the body of the syringe?

The question grew to hide my anxiety as the plunger was depressed and the anaesthetic was injected into my blood.

I felt it – that sharp, alien, liquid pressure…

Why is the syringe in two parts?

Some reason, I was thinking.

Some medical reason…

And then I wasn’t thinking at all.
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                      nunuuuuuuunuuuuunnununnunsaasaaa tah thhahh ah hta ta and th tht its ah impimpimperative thath ahahuntil we know no one professorcasing must know do you understananand? of course, cooper, sir. tell hayes to get the names, sir. whoelse apart from usnandrews? anynursenstaff? no therewas nothing to be seen. no. nothinglmean not anything physical. On a screen. On tape. It was on the screen. Right. So who else? Carlingle, the assistant. Kamal here, the anaesthetist. Kamal

Voices.

You know we cant keephimunder much longer you know just wait. Wait. Professor? What do you think?      Cooper. Sir. Wheres Ryan? Anyminute, sir.      see those pictures again.      Christ. What is that?     What the hell is that?

Shit

Rubber and gas. Tubes.

Voices.

Shit.

What the hell is that?

Clean rubber. White gas. The taste of plastic tubing, deep in my throat. Scratchy and hard. The taste of chemicals. What is this? This shouldn’t be happening. This shouldn’t be. I’m lying on my back with my eyes closed. A white sheet covers my body. Beneath the sheet I’m naked.

Pins…

Needles in the back of my hand.

Tubes, tubes… thin wires taped to my chest. I’m breathing through a tube… rubber and gas. Hiss of breath. Breathe. Some kind of mask.

My eyes won’t open.

Wait a minute, wait a minute…

Move.

Fingers, toes, arms, legs, hands, head – nothing. I can’t move. I’m unable to move.

Paralysed.

This is wrong. This is very wrong. This is a bad situation. Wait a minute, wait a minute, wait a minute…

What is this?

Where am I?

Voices.

Where’s Ryan? Anyminute, sirhe’s coming now

Who are these people?

What is this?

A door opens. Someone enters the room.

I hear voices again.

Morris.

Sir. This is the consultant – Professor Casing.

Ryan. Is that him?

Yes.

The voices move closer. I can sense people standing beside me now. I can’t see them. My eyes are closed. I’m nothing – a petrified container. All I can do is lie still and listen.

What have we got?

Robert Smith. Sixteen years old. Suspected ulcer. Referred by his GP for an endoscopy. That’s a –

I know what an endoscopy is, Morris. What happened?

Professor?

A man coughs, clearing his throat.

At nine forty-five this morning, the patient was anaesthetized and taken into the examination area where Dr Andrews began the procedure.

Was he conscious?

The anaesthetic we use is very light, not much more than a sedative, but it’s often enough to render the patient unconscious.

So he wouldn’t have known what was happening?

We think not.

You’ve kept him unconscious since?

We thought it best.

Good. Go on.

As you know, endoscopy is a fairly straightforward procedure. A flexible fibre-optic tube is inserted into the patient’s mouth and eased down into the gastrointestinal tract. The endoscope sends images to a video screen, allowing us to visually examine the oesophagus, the stomach, parts of the small intestine and so on.

A short pause.

In this case, the images from the endoscope… the images displayed on the video screen were… not normal.

Silence.

Not normal?

Can you show me?

Kamal?

A button clicks, something hums.

This video shows the results of a normal endoscopy.

Hmm…

That’s the oesophagus… just there, look. You can see it quite clearly as the endoscope travels down. Now… into the stomach. There. See how it looks? That’s how it should look.

OK.

Now.

Click.

This is what Dr Andrews saw.

Silence.

Hmm…

What the hell is that?

That, Mr Ryan, is the inside of this boy.

Christ… it looks like some kind of plastic.

This tubular area here is very short, no more than ten centimetres. Look.

Shit. What was that? Rewind it.

Click. Whirrr. Click.

What is that? Look at that.

Silence.

See there? And there? That blackened area? And here.

Click.

These silvery filaments…

Click.

Watch there.

They’re moving.

Watch.

Christ.

Silence.

That’s it.

Click.

The humming stops.

Another long silence.

It couldn’t be an instrument malfunction?

Everything’s been checked, double-checked. There’s nothing wrong with the instruments.

Is this the only copy of the tape?

Andrews made a duplicate. Hayes has got it.

Silence again.

After a while I become aware of someone leaning over me. Studying me. A man. I can feel his breath on my face. The dark smell of a man. He breathes in deeply, holds it for a moment, then breathes out again. When he speaks, I can feel the heat of his whispered words on my skin.

What the hell are you?

Nothing, I want to tell him. I’m nothing. I’m just a kid with a bad belly. I’m Robert Smith. Whatever you think this is, whoever you are – you’re wrong. Listen, there’s been a mistake. Listen to me, look at me. I’m awake. I’m conscious…

I want to scream.

But I can’t open my mouth.

I can’t move.

I used to dream. When I was a little kid, I used to dream of a whirling wind that spun me around inside myself and sucked me down into terrible places. I never knew what the terrible places were, but I knew they were going to kill me. And I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to go to those terrible places. I just wanted to wake up. I knew that if I could wake myself up, I’d be all right. I knew that. And I knew what I had to do to wake myself up. I had to move. Move anything. A finger, a hand, a leg. Anything. Just move it. Move. Move. Move.

It was impossible then, but I always managed to kill the dream.

But this was no dream. This was nowhere near a dream. This was the worst thing imaginable. Worse than that: it was real. I was lying on a hospital bed, paralysed and mute, and unknown people were saying unknown things about me.

Silvery filaments?

Some kind of plastic?

It couldn’t be real.

But it was.

I can still hear the voices.

… and I want the immediate area quietly secured and Andrews and Ingle, get them debriefed and confined until further notice. I want his medical records, clothes, fingerprints, history… everything. I want to know everything about him. Was anyone with him when he arrived?

No.

What about his parents? Where are they?

He’s a looked-after boy –

A what?

He’s an orphan. Abandoned at birth. He’s lived in Homes or with foster parents all his life. For the last year or so he’s been with a couple called Young. Peter and Bridget Young. We haven’t been able to contact Mrs Young, but we’ve been in touch with the husband. He’s been told there were minor complications and the boy needs to stay in overnight.

What did he say? Did he want to see him?

He’s on his way now.

Sort it out. Go.

Sir.

The door opens quietly, then closes again.

Someone locks it.

The man called Ryan carries on talking.

Why didn’t this show up on the X-rays? Was he X-rayed?

Four weeks ago. Here.

Flip flap – the plastic flap of an X-ray film.

Are these normal?

Perfectly.

This is him?

Yes.

You’re sure?

Yes.

Flip flap. Silence.

Right… we need to do it now.

I don’t understand.

Open him up.

I can’t –

You have to.

No, listen –

No, you listen, Professor. You’re doing it now, and you’re doing it alone.

But –

Now! Do you understand? You cut that thing open now.

The shock of the words takes a moment to sink in – cut that thing open… that’s what he said… you cut that thing open now – and then it hits me. Panic. Terror. Physical horror. Shit, they’re going to cut me open. Right now. Cut me open. They’re going to CUT ME OPEN…

I have to do something.

I have to move.

Anything. A finger, a hand, a leg. Anything. Just move it… move move MOVE!!

I can’t move.

I breathe in, trying to steady my heart, breathing the taste of gas. Rubber. Gas. Tube.

Breathe slowly.

Don’t panic.

Think about it.

Think.

Think.

Think.

Listen.

Concentrate, listen.

Silence. A background hum. Something ticking. A faint solitary beep. No voices. For a moment, I think they’ve gone… but then, from across the room – snap – a rubbery snap, and the murmur of voices again.

This is ridiculous, Ryan. I can’t operate without consent. What if he dies? What if –

I’ll clear it. It’s cleared. I can take care of it. Listen, you’re not doing anything – OK? It’s just a minor emergency operation. You had to do it. These things happen, don’t they?

Yes, but –

We have to know. We have to find out. There’s no choice. We have to find out right now.

I don’t understand –

Click.

Do you understand this?

A threatening silence.

All right. But only –

Only an exploration. That’s all we need.

A heavy sigh. Then another sharp snap, the snap of a surgical glove.

Put this surgical mask on, Mr Ryan. I’m going to need some help.

The fear is killing me now, overpowering my mind. I can’t think. I have to think. I have to move. Move move move. I’m trying to move myself – trying, forcing, straining, struggling – I’m doing everything possible to think myself into moving my body. But it’s useless. There’s no connection between mind and flesh. Nothing. My body just lies there, inanimate. It’s just a thing. A container. I’m still conscious of it, conscious of its unconsciousness, but I can’t do anything with it.

Kamal, how is he?

Tick tick.

The same. Steady.

I need you there, Ryan.

All right.

Don’t touch anything, just do what I say. Kamal?

OK.

OK.

A chill tingles my skin as the sheet is lifted from my stomach. I can feel the cold white air. I’m naked. Out in the open. Exposed. I can hear a distant whistling sound inside my head, a scary white noise. The sound of fear. I want to clench something, but I don’t have anything to clench with.

Membraned hands touch my skin. Soft. Then a little harder. Kneading, probing.

Words.

It feels all right… a little unusual. Here, I think. Something… maybe.

The whistle of fear intensifies, then suddenly stops. All at once my head is soundless. Empty and dead. And in the inner silence, I can hear the inaudible sound of a scalpel being plucked from a silver tray.

I’m going to cut here.

No…

Fingertips… then the flat of a hand on my skin.

Oh no.

No…

The slice of the scalpel is quick and tight. At first I feel nothing, just the silent peeling of skin and fat, opening up like a blood-red smile… then suddenly the pain cuts in.

It hurts.

Oh, it hurts…

IT HURTS.

So sharp it’s dull, like cold, like ice… burning hot…

It hurts it hurts it HURTS…

And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

Somewhere in the screamless distance, the voices continue.

Hold that, Ryan, just there. Let me clear that.

What is it?

I can’t make it out. Just a second.

Pain and pressure… pressure and pain…

I don’t understand it.

What’s that brown stuff?

Hold that away.

Look at that. Jesus!

There’s some kind of… like a shell. Hard, pliable. A plastic. I think it comes up to about here.

A sudden searing pain rips through my belly… it’s too much too much too much too much…

What’s in there? What’s underneath it? Is that liquid?

Wires? They look like moving wires.

This… I can’t get through it. It has – look – patterning. Like bone structure. Outlines. It could be some kind of shield. That might explain the X-rays.

A shield? A body shield?

Perhaps…

Get in underneath it.

I can’t without –

Just prise it up, for Christ’s sake.

Pass me that.

It was then, just as the tip of a broad-bladed instrument touched something under my skin… it was then that I felt my fists clench. Out of sight, beneath the sheet… I felt them clench.

And unclench.

I felt the movement.

Movement.

I could move.

And in that same miraculous instant, I was suddenly seeing a face. Above me. Behind me. Hovering over my head. Brown eyes, olive skin, a slight beard showing beneath a surgical mask. Kamal, the anaesthetist. I could see him. My eyes were still closed, but I could see him. It wasn’t possible, but I didn’t care. I could see him.

I could see all around me.

The pain had gone.

How?

How had the pain gone?

How could I see all around me?

There shouldn’t have been time to think about it, no time to take anything in… but somehow there was. There was all the time in the world – and I took it all in:

A small white windowless room.

White white light.

Machines and monitors.

Silver cutting instruments laid out on a tray, like an exhibit of lunatic cutlery.

A metal table covered with papers and tapes and photographs.

A white door guarded by a thickset man in a suit.

And there, standing over me, two masked men, peering intently into the meat of my belly: Casing and Ryan. Professor Casing was the narrow-faced one, the one in the white coat and glasses. Ryan was tall and severe, dressed in a plain black suit. He had silver eyes, a grey face, coal-black hair. An automatic pistol was clipped to the back of his belt.

They were looking at me, looking inside me, and now I was looking at them. I didn’t know how, but I was looking at them.

Look.

Shit, look what they’ve done to me. What have they done? My poor belly… white and flat with a slash of red and – shit! – what is that? Look – a gaping slice, like a bad clown’s grin, fastened back with tiny black clamps, and inside me…

Oh God, the things inside me… the things I saw. Unknown things. Terrible things. Black and brown things, red things, silver things… creamy-white shapes of living metal or plastic or God knows what… all of it moving like a blood-dark shimmer inside me.

I couldn’t think about it then. It was just too much. There wasn’t time. The frozen moment was nearly over - all the time in the world was fading.

And I was moving.

I was moving.

As Casing dug a spatula into my guts, and Ryan leaned over to get a better look, something electric shifted inside me – and I moved, faster than I’d ever moved before. Jerking upright, tearing the mask from my mouth, ripping the tube from my throat… I didn’t know what I was doing.

But something inside me did.

With tapes and wires snapping off all around me, I saw myself snatching the pistol from Ryan’s belt and jamming the barrel against his head, and then a voice hissed out of my mouth.

‘That’s enough,’ it said – a cold dry whisper.
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Ryan barely reacted to the sound of my voice, he just turned slowly and looked at me, his eyes calm and still. But Casing was shocked beyond words. I’ll never forget the look on his face – it was the horrified look of a man who’s just seen a monster. A pale naked monster.

As he stood there staring at me, his eyes aghast, I glanced at the spatula still poised in his hand. The blade was smeared with a scrape of washy brown liquid.

A scrape of something.

A scrape of me.

There wasn’t time to think about it. The big man by the door was moving towards me now, pulling a pistol from inside his jacket. He was huge – thick and heavy - with a large bull head and sharp little eyes. I looked at him for a moment, wondering how a man that big could move so fast, then – without taking my eyes off him – I jabbed the gun against Ryan’s head.

‘Stop there,’ I said, ‘or I’ll kill him.’

The big man hesitated for a moment, then stopped. He was halfway across the room.

‘Drop the gun,’ I told him.

He looked at Ryan.

‘Do what he says, Cooper,’ Ryan told him.

The big man’s eyes never left mine as he stooped down and placed his gun on the floor.

‘Turn round,’ I told him. ‘Stand against the wall.’

My voice was unfamiliar. Dry and weak, a croaky whisper. And the words – stop there or I’ll kill him… drop the gun… turn round… stand against the wall – they were ridiculous. Like something out of a stupid spy film. I couldn’t believe what I was saying.

I couldn’t believe any of it.

It couldn’t be real. These people couldn’t be real. Real people don’t do this. Real people don’t have guns. Real people don’t really do these things. They just don’t. And what about me? How could I be doing this? How could I be sitting here on a hospital trolley, all naked and bloody, with my belly cut open and a gun in my hand?

How could any of it be real?

I glanced down at the mess of my stomach, and I knew that it was real.

It hurt.

Hurt is real.

I had to get out of there.

‘You,’ I said to Casing, ‘pick up the gun and give it to me.’

He stiffened for a moment, his eyes twitching in fear, then he slowly bent down, picked up Cooper’s gun and cautiously handed it over.

‘Get over there,’ I told him, waving the pistol at the far wall. ‘Away from the door. Face the wall.’

I waited until he was facing the wall, then I turned my attention to Ryan. All this time, he hadn’t moved. He was just standing there – controlled and serene – his eyes fixed steadily on mine. I still had his pistol held to his head, and now I was vaguely aiming Cooper’s gun at his belly, but it didn’t seem to bother him.

He just looked at me.

And I looked at him.

Then he spoke.

‘Robert,’ he said, slowly and calmly, ‘I’m going to take this surgical mask off. Is that all right?’

I nodded.

He carefully reached up and lowered the mask from his mouth, revealing a clean and confident smile. It didn’t surprise me. Without the mask, he looked like what he was. I had no idea what that was, but he looked like a man who never let go. A hard man. A big man. He wasn’t big, but he was big. Big as a shiny black wall.

‘Why don’t you put the guns down, Robert?’ he said. ‘Just put them down, and then we can talk.’

‘Shut up,’ I told him.

He raised a sleek black eyebrow, then lowered it. ‘What are you?’

I looked down the gun barrel into his eyes. They were silver, like silver moons. Or brand-new coins.

The room was white.

The gun was black.

My fingers were pale on the trigger.

‘What are you?’ he said again.

That’s the question.

That is the question.

∗

When I told Ryan to shut up and lie down on the floor, he didn’t move for a while, he just stood there, staring into my eyes. He didn’t look at the gun in my hand, but I knew he was wondering what I would do if he went for it. Would I pull the trigger? Would I shoot him? Could I do it?

He knew that I could.

He could see it in me.

It was there.

With a slight nod of his head, he slowly lowered himself to the floor.

‘Face down,’ I told him. ‘Hands out to the side.’

He did as he was told.

Keeping both pistols levelled at his head, I glanced at the anaesthetist behind me. He was wearing a green V-necked tunic over a thin white T-shirt. His eyes were scared.

‘Kamal?’ I said to him. ‘Is that your name?’

‘Yes.’

I nodded at Ryan. ‘Can you put him to sleep? Anaesthetize him?’

Kamal hesitated, his eyes glancing quickly at a pack of plastic syringes laid out on a metal tray.

I said, ‘I’ll kill him if you don’t.’

Kamal carried on looking at me for a while, and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to do anything, and I started wondering what I was going to do if he didn’t – shoot him? shoot everyone? – but then I saw him take a deep breath, and he nodded, and I watched with relief as he reached for a syringe and moved out from behind his machinery.

‘Will that do it?’ I asked him, gesturing at the syringe in his hand. ‘Will that knock him out?’

He nodded again.

‘Do it,’ I told him.

As he crouched down beside Ryan and started rubbing at the back of his hand, a sudden spasm of pain ripped through my stomach. I put down Cooper’s pistol and pressed my hand against the wound. It felt sticky, and when I looked down I saw a thin dark liquid – red-black and brown – oozing between my fingers. I clutched myself harder.

Kamal was fiddling about with the syringe now, tapping it, studying it.

‘Come on,’ I urged him. ‘Just stick it in.’

He glanced at me with mild disapproval, started to say something, then changed his mind and inserted the needle into the back of Ryan’s hand. Ryan flinched slightly, then almost immediately went limp.

The room was still again.

White and silent.

Just the sound of anxious breathing, the hum of monitors, a faint hiss of gas.

It’s strange, but when all this was happening, it didn’t seem to have any immediate presence. I knew it was happening, and I knew it was real, and I knew it was scaring me to death, but I couldn’t see it at the time for what it was. It was just stuff that was happening: sounds, movement, words, feelings, intent. The ingredients of an event. That’s all it was.

An event.

I just lived it.

It was automatic.

But now, as I’m playing it over in my mind, as I’m looking back at the things that happened, and the things that I did… now it’s everything. There’s nothing else at all. It’s the only thing in the world, the killingest thing in the world. And even though the memory of it is nothing more than that – just a memory – it’s still enough to leave me broken and exhausted.

Kamal was just looking at me now, standing over Ryan’s unconscious body, waiting for me to say something.

‘Is that it?’ I asked him, glancing at Ryan.

Kamal blinked. ‘Yes.’

‘How long will the anaesthetic last?’

He shrugged. ‘Half an hour.’

I looked over at Casing and Cooper. Casing was still facing the wall, but Cooper was looking over his shoulder at Ryan. He didn’t like what he saw, and as his face darkened and he looked over at me, I picked up his pistol.

‘Come here,’ I told him.

He turned slowly and started moving towards me, walking like a big bad dog – pad pad pad – his dumb lips snarling. When he was halfway across the room, I told him to stop, but he didn’t. He just kept on coming – pad pad pad – lumbering towards me, getting bigger and bigger with every step. I raised both pistols and told him to stop again, but I knew he wasn’t going to. His eyes were cold, he’d had enough. My hands gripped the guns and I levelled them both at his head. I looked down the barrels, watching him get closer and closer – five steps away, four, three, two – and then, just as he was reaching out for me, I hit him, hard and fast, cracking both pistols into his face – crackcrack. His nose broke and he doubled over, moaning in agony. I hit him again, hammering both barrels into his head, and the big man dropped to the floor and lay still.

I’ve always been stronger than I look. A lot stronger. A creepy guy in one of my Homes tried messing around with me once and when I hit him, I nearly killed him. Broke his nose and his jaw, fractured his skull. And I only hit him a couple of times.

‘Casing,’ I said. ‘Come over here.’

The surgeon turned away from the wall and hesitantly crossed the room.

‘Stand there,’ I told him, indicating a spot about half a metre away from me.

Casing moved, stopped, looked at me.

‘Closer,’ I said.

Casing moved a little closer. He was petrified. Shaking. I could smell his fear – sour and stale – and the smell of it gave me confidence. He was more frightened of me than I was of him.

‘All right,’ I told him, ‘listen to me. Are you listening?’

He nodded.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’m going to lie down on the trolley now. I’m going to put down one of these guns, but I’m keeping the other one right here.’ I poked Ryan’s pistol into Casing’s belly. ‘I’m going to lie down, and you’re going to sew me up. I want this hole in my belly stitched up. Do you understand?’

He nodded.

‘Say it.’

‘I understand.’

‘Good.’ I put down Cooper’s pistol, placing it on the trolley beside me, then I gave Casing another short jab in the belly. ‘If I think anything’s wrong – anything – I’ll pull the trigger. All right?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK – get what you need.’

With shaking hands, Casing plucked a small box from the instrument tray, opened it up and removed a pre-threaded needle. The blue-black thread trembled in his hand as he held out the needle for me to see. I nodded at him. Then I glanced at Kamal. He was standing over the two unconscious bodies with his hands behind his back.

‘I don’t want to hear you move,’ I warned him. ‘OK?’

He didn’t answer, just bowed a little.

A final look at Casing, then I leaned back slowly and lay down on the trolley. The pain in my belly reared up, raw and hot, and I couldn’t stop an animal sound escaping from my lungs, a low growl of agony. I was beginning to feel weak now. The bright light above me was burning into my eyes… the gun in my hand was getting heavy. I felt faint. Dizzy. Sick.

‘Go on,’ I said to Casing. ‘Do it.’

Once again, I felt those latexed fingers taking hold of my flesh. And then the pain as the needle started stitching. Pure and sharp – jab… pull… jab… pull… jab… pull…

I moved to the rhythm – clench… grip… moan… hiss. Feeling the pain. Forcing myself to feel it.

Feel it.

Don’t think.

Just feel it.

I had to feel the pain to stop myself thinking. I didn’t want to think. What’s happening to me? What’s going on? What am I? No, I couldn’t allow myself to think those things, not then. It would have killed me. All I could do was swallow it up, stick it in a hole in the darkest corner of my mind and try to ignore it.

But it was still there.

Dazzling in its horror.

If I’m not normal – what am I?

The answers were unthinkable: robot, automaton, android, cyborg, beast, machine, alien – no no no no no no no no… get those things out of your head… get them out, get them out, GET THEM OUT!

Just feel the pain.

See?

How can you feel the pain if you’re anything but a sentient being?

How can you be anything else?

You have lived. You have hurt and bled. You have seen things and heard things and felt things and done things. You have considered yourself. You have a self. A mind, a body, a consciousness. You have memories. You remember things.

Memory is life.

You have lived.

You are alive.

You eat, you drink, you breathe.

You shit, you piss, you fart.

You hurt.

What else can you be but human?

‘That’s it. Done.’

I didn’t know where I was for a second.

Tink. The needle dropped into a metal tray and the tiny sound brought everything back into focus. Professor Casing – anxious eyes and bloodied hands. Kamal – waiting calmly, quiet and still. And me. They were both looking at me. I sat up slowly, with just a slight groan, and looked at my stomach. It was ugly. Badly stitched and smeared with strange colours – yellowy-black, dirty red, pink and brown. But the wound was closed. The horror inside me was hidden away.

I gestured for Casing to move back, then I swung my legs round and stepped off the trolley. As my feet hit the floor, my legs gave way. Liquid pressure burst behind my eyes. I leaned on the trolley and sucked in air until the waves of dizziness subsided.

I was naked.

I could feel the cold metal of the pistol resting against the bare skin of my thigh.

I looked at Casing. ‘Get Ryan’s clothes off,’ I told him. ‘Shirt and trousers, jacket, shoes, socks.’

As Casing knelt down beside Ryan and started wrestling with his clothes, I glanced over at Kamal. He was younger than the others – mid-twenties, maybe. He was quite tall, thin and lean, with a long head, a slender body and loose limbs.

‘See all that stuff?’ I said to him, indicating the papers and photographs and videos on the metal table. ‘Find a bag for it.’

As he moved over to the table and started scooping all the papers and stuff into somebody’s old brown briefcase, I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to think. Clear your mind, I told myself. Think. Reason. Put things in order. Forget all the unknown things, forget all this madness… concentrate on what you know. What do you know? What do you remember?

I pictured myself leaving the house that morning… putting my coat on, shutting the front door, walking down the street to the bus stop. It was Monday morning, eight o’clock. The skies were grey, the wind was cold… everything was perfectly normal. Bridget was supposed to be driving me to the hospital, but her sister had got sick at the very last moment, so she’d had to rush off to see her, and Pete had already left for work…

‘It’s all right,’ I remembered myself saying. ‘I’ll get the bus. I don’t mind.’

‘Are you sure?’ Bridget had said.

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, OK… but make sure you get a taxi back.’

I remembered it all – waiting for the bus, getting on the bus, sitting on the bus… getting to the hospital, showing my appointment card… walking down the endless corridors, following the signs… putting on the hospital gown, sitting in the waiting room… standing at the window, gazing out at the hospital grounds, trying to convince myself that everything was going to be OK… it was just a routine examination… all they were going to do was stick a tube down my throat and take a good look inside my stomach…

What was there to worry about?

I opened my eyes and looked down at Ryan. He was almost naked now, only his underwear left. Silk boxers. In the cold light, his skin looked hard and white, like white plastic. Casing was standing over him with his clothes in his arms, looking bemused and out of place. I’m a surgeon, the look on his face said, I don’t carry things.

‘Bring them here,’ I told him.

He shuffled over to me, dropped the clothes on to the trolley, then backed away. I looked across at Kamal. He’d finished putting all the papers and stuff in the briefcase and was standing there looking at me. I told him to leave the briefcase on the table and sit on the floor.

‘And you,’ I told Casing, ‘get back over there and face the wall.’

I started dressing in Ryan’s clothes. Trousers, white shirt, socks, jacket. They were all a bit too big for me, but it felt good to be clothed again. It gave me a sense of security. Cloth against skin. It made me feel human.

I stepped into the shoes, glanced up, then knelt down and tied the laces. I stood up and stamped my feet, then went over to where Kamal was sitting cross-legged on the floor.

‘How do I look?’ I asked him.

He gazed up at me. His mouth was thin-lipped and
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