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This Is The End 

(Deadbeat vs O’dem Varis)
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Hereafter

There’s always somebody with wise words to share, wanted or not; an everlasting supply of well-meaning.

But all those words are wasted on me.

I’ve had my fill of friendly advice. Enough of caring words, enough of imparted wisdom. It all means so little when your mind is intent on one last fling with the surrounding reality.

I lift a foot up on to the guard rail of the bridge. The crafty folk who designed it think they’ve thought of everything. They haven’t. The protective fence is nothing more than a minor irritation. It doesn’t take much effort till I’m pulling my trailing leg over the top wire; in fact, the taut wire barrier provides an unintended use as I rest my calves against it, and the line post perfectly shaped to serve as a temporary if not gravely uncomfortable seat.

A ripple of wind animates my hair into a wild dance. It’s quiet all around. Too early on a Sunday morning for the first cars to appear just yet.

Down the length of the guard rail, the spirits of those who came before me. Others who chose the easy way out. Have they come to provide moral support on this fine morning? Ghosts.

I could’ve seen myself through the troubles with Harry and his villains, I’m sure of that. The copper-faced Harry had a bark worse than his bite, we would’ve come to some sort of arrangement. Before Sable got involved. Before Harry’s rabble had hunted me down, twice. Before the balaclava-wearing hitman put a 9mm slug through Harry’s wrinkled forehead. Before I was consigned to this living hell, where shadows seek me out to my end.

That’s all in the past now. No point in trying to reimagine a better end. What’s done is done.

Just one last dance.

The river below rages by, the white foam peaks of splashing waves reaching up like the grasping claws of the underworld. What is that... 200 feet? more? Hitting water from this height will do the job.

One last look at the ghosts either side of me, each of them perched precariously on the guard rail. Each of them looking at me with sympathetic eyes. A bald-headed guy appears on the rail to my left. He nods his shiny head. Ghosts.

A little moment, to think about things; things: loved ones—Vanessa and Ella. A tear leaks from my left eye. I had no control over how things went. Everything I’ve done, even since before the demon took everything away from me, was for them.

My head drops. Was it for them? Am I lying to myself? I allowed Sable to do this in order to save myself. I avoided one death sentence and landed another. Now look at how things are. I created this nightmare. I allowed it to happen. They’ll be better off without me.

Enough!

I raise my arms in symbolic surrender. Eyes closed, my body falls forward.

I feel panic—extreme panic. Deep regret floods my thoughts as my panic-flailing limbs seek something to grab onto; my final thoughts before...

... a strange sensation. I’m not falling.

The air around me is ominously still. There’s warmth. The grey morning sky that echoed my morbid thoughts has now been replaced by something more celestial. There is no colour, just intense light. Over my shoulder, the bridge. And the ghosts standing on the guard rail—the ghosts that are now evaporating into a fast-vanishing dark mist.

And then, nothing. As if at the flick of a switch, the light is instantly replaced with darkness.

A whispered voice; a woman's voice: “You’re not alone, Lee.”

Thoughts race through my mind; Vanessa, my long-suffering wife. Ella, my beloved daughter. The face of sable.

Several weeks earlier...

I woke in a hospital. At first, I hadn’t a clue what was going on. My head was fuzzy. My thoughts fractured, incomplete. I vaguely remembered sitting on a park bench, when I felt a pain in my chest. 

I remembered, I was trying to enjoy the freedom that had been handed to me; taking in a new day, celebrating life with an actual future. Some money in my pocket and, as Sable had promised, no expiry date. The previous death sentence had become a past concern. No more ills. But, then, the pain. And, then... the hospital.

But something was very wrong here.

The room was dark, with just enough light to allow my adjusting eyes to see the hospital surroundings. A private room. The silence was eerie. The only audible sound was the ringing of mild tinnitus in both of my ears—a sound that seemed to intensify as I became more aware of the absence of any other expected sounds.

I sat up and looked around the room. To the right of the bed was a desk with a computer monitor on top—a heart monitor? The monitor seemed frozen. There was no movement of anything on the screen, and no sound.

The dead silence was broken by the sound of my own heart thudding heavily in my chest. Dropping my feet onto the tiled floor, the strange muffled sound was disturbing. The sensation of the curiously warm tiles that greeted my feet, unusual.

I stepped over to the closed door. The flat metal door handle felt strange in my hand; an unanticipated coldness struck me like a light burn. Vexed, I pulled my hand away from the handle. Static electricity? Quickly, I grabbed the handle and pulled the door, releasing it as soon as it clicked open, attempting to avoid further unpleasant sensations. But there it was again. Ouch!

Before I stepped into the corridor, I looked down at the patient gown I was wearing. Standard hospital issue—cotton-polyester mix, loose fitting, totally unsuitable for anything.

The corridor in front of me looked weird. Like the room, it was dark with a strange low glow coming from the strip lights above and a just-audible buzz, totally unlike that typically emitted by strip lights. There were no other sounds, the corridor also deathly still. No people. Nothing. No signs of life; the very opposite of what you would hope to experience in a hospital.

My feet shuffled forward, the sound unlike what I would expect to hear on the scuffed vinyl flooring—again, no sound.

Most of the doors in the corridor were closed—but for one; a door just a couple of rooms down from where I was standing.

Reaching the door, I peered into the room. Again, I was struck by the oddness of the low light and the stillness of the air. Inside the room, the scene was like something from a frozen motion picture. A wall clock above the bed facing me was completely still. Not entirely surprising; batteries die, clocks stop. Nothing unusual about that.

The digital clock on the desk by the bed made me look again. The digital clock, like that on the wall—was frozen; big red digital numbers stuck at 16:47, the same time as that on the wall clock. No movement at all. Nothing, not even the digital quiver that all cheap digital screens suffer from. Solid, unmoving numbers.

I found myself drawn into the room, a lump in the bed catching my attention. A person encased in a wrap of crumpled bed sheet. As I shuffled closer to the bed, I could see that the person wasn’t breathing—like the clocks, the person’s body, an old man, his baggy round face looking up at me with glassy open eyes—open, but with no life. The man was perfectly inanimate. Frozen in time.

Was this a lucid dream? Everything around me seemed wrong; the thin air, the dead silence, the eerily low glow of the ceiling lights. If I'd experienced this kind of thing before the Sable situation, I would've just closed my eyes and expected to have drifted off back to sleep. But it wasn’t a lucid dream. I knew it wasn’t. I was wide awake. Everything I was seeing, everything I was feeling, was as real as it seemed. The thought seemed to buzz my body, goose pimples fizzing on my arms.

I lowered my hand towards the man’s face touching a finger to his fleshy cheek. The feeling was unlike anything I'd experienced before. It felt nothing like touching human skin. In the tip of my finger, I felt a sharp buzz of electricity, the strangeness of the sensation impelling me to snatch my finger away. 

A few breaths. One more time, I touched the man’s face. Again, I felt the same strange buzzing sensation. There was no resistance from the skin or the bone underneath, none at all. All I felt was the buzzing.

I pushed my finger deeper into the man’s face, but still I felt no resistance. The deeper my finger went, the more intense the buzzing became. My second knuckle disappearing in the man’s face, a little queasiness began to set in, prompting me to withdraw my finger. Despite the intrusion, the man’s face looked unblemished, without even the slightest pressure mark.

My breaths began to shorten. Stress. What the hell was this? Life had been anything but normal over the last few weeks, this was yet another freakish addition to the experiences in the annals of abnormality.

I stepped out of the room feeling like I was in some sort of nightmare. Maybe I should return to the bed? Maybe if I closed my eyes, I would find myself waking to a more normal environment?

It was then, as I looked along the corridor, I saw a dark figure at the far end. At first, I thought of Sable. Perhaps he'd come to impart a little more wisdom? But as my eyes settled on the hunched, stocky figure, I knew I wasn't looking at Sable.

The figure didn’t move in any way. Another lifeless body?

My legs carried me slowly towards the dark silhouette, stopping as the person’s appearance emerged out of the darkness. This person wasn’t lifeless. The man’s eyes blinked, shocking me into a slight body shudder.

“Hello,” I said, a distinct hollowness in my voice.

The figure stayed silent. Did the eyes blink or did I imagine that?

I stepped closer. The eyes blinked again, prompting me to skip backwards a step or two. A smile opened up on the man’s meaty, round face.

“Hello,” the gruff, tuneless voice belatedly replied. The man’s head moved forward slightly, his eyes widening. “There you are.”

I shook my head, confused at the man’s words. “Do I know you?”

“Not yet. But I know about you—a corrupted soul. A corrupted soul that I’ve come to collect.”

“Corrupted soul?”

The man let out a sickly laugh. “I could feel you, close by. A surprise it was, a son of Sable being so close.”

The man’s words panicked me: ‘a corrupted soul I’ve come to collect.’ He’d come to collect my soul? That thought dizzied me a little. Such words would be difficult for anyone to dismiss, I imagine.

As my eyes focused on the face of the man in front of me, I could see that he too was no normal person. His stocky meathead physique and ridiculously thick neck was made to look even more inhuman by the too-wide malicious grin on his large, round, almost luminous white face.

My body reacted to an impulse and I found myself backing away. The man, in turn, reacted to my movements and began walking towards me, which made me up the pace. 

I stumbled into a run, turning away and heading back down the corridor, the man laughing behind me. I crashed through some double doors, which
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