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ANNOTATION
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The city groans, the city languishes in mortal pain, writhing in agony from the bile that overflows and scorches everything it touches. Its canals and alleys are choked with corpses, and the living dead, who still dare to call themselves citizens, are ready to do anything just to survive. In this city of despair and vice lives and works private investigator Sullivan Rush, hired to carry out one particularly filthy investigation.
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DISCLAIMER
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Attention! This novella contains scenes of violence, the consumption of alcoholic beverages, and smoking. Violence begets only violence, and the consumption of alcohol and smoking are harmful to health. All characters are fictional; any resemblance to real persons is purely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE
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The light of a solitary streetlamp traced a perfect circle on the asphalt, pulling from the darkness not only a stretch of road but two people as well. One stood over the other. The first was alive; the second was dead. The first was named Sullivan Rush, and he was a private detective; the second was Mike Sartman. A minute earlier he had been a killer — a maniacal monster who had stabbed to death twelve beautiful young women. Now he was dead.

Rush took a final drag and flicked the cigarette away. Then, slowly, without stepping out of the circle of light, he walked around Sartman’s body, squatted down, and looked into the killer’s face. It was twisted into a gloating grin, mingled with the agony of a dying spasm. A horrific and absurd sight. Even in his final moments, the maniac had not stopped reciting the names of the girls — his victims — baring his teeth like a rabid dog. Only after Sullivan added half a dozen more lead bees to Sartman’s body on top of the bullet in his stomach did the maniac finally grow still and, falling onto his back, release the last hoarse breath of his life, dissolving into a very brief laugh.

Rush was furious — Sartman was supposed to lead him to his boss, a certain Vincent Mello, a mysterious figure in this already tangled story. Sartman was dead, and the chain was broken. The detective had no other leads. His client would probably be livid. And rightly so. Rush himself was in no better mood. He had been one step away, but at the last moment the rope bridge beneath him had collapsed into an abyss of conjecture and hopelessness. Sullivan looked once more at the dead killer he had pursued for two months and several more city blocks and, unable to contain himself, spat in the corpse’s face in a surge of rage.

Then the detective stood up and, pulling a phone from his jacket pocket, dialed a number.

— Jim, it’s Rush. Everything’s bad... Michael Sartman is dead. Call a team. Warcherty Alley, near the grocery store... And don’t ask me what the hell happened! — Sullivan raised his voice. — Just call the damn car! And don’t ask stupid questions!

He hung up. He paced a little longer within the circle of light, took out another cigarette, and lit up again.

That was how he stood over the body of the maniacal killer, in a deserted alley shackled by the darkness of night, waiting until the sounds of police sirens reached him. Then he tossed away the smoldering butt, stepped out of the circle of light, and disappeared into the night, searching for a new thread that might bind him to Vincent Mello.
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1. INVESTIGATION
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The dead, as is well known, cannot speak. But Sullivan Rush was convinced otherwise — especially if one considered most people to be walking corpses. And Sullivan Rush did consider them exactly that way. Though he was strong, intelligent, and cunning, he still counted himself among those same dead men. He understood that the truly alive were those who could do whatever came into their heads. The rest were dead, for strength, intellect, and cunning are often limited. Which meant Rush could not allow himself to do whatever he pleased.
Michael Sartman, the maniacal killer, on the other hand, was free of such thoughts and allowed himself all manner of things. He was free — therefore, he was alive. But Sullivan Rush quickly corrected this shortcoming of human flesh. He did not even think about Sartman’s soul — the detective knew there had never been one.
Vincent Mello, for example, was alive as well. Though his life was shrouded in darkness and hidden from the detective’s eyes, Rush still knew that Mello was a lover of freedom of the highest order. From various sources, Sally knew that he was a psychopath — albeit a balanced one, unlike the raging, unrestrained Sartman. Mello could orchestrate entire operations to eliminate elements of society he found undesirable. He would methodically wait until an entire syndicate that owed him money gathered in one place. He would set his rabid dogs — Sartman and others like him — upon the gangsters, and then join the bloody games himself. And it was then that Mello the calculating clan leader gave way to Mello the maniac, who with his bare hands could disembowel a dozen corpses of his enemies. Yes, Vincent Mello was very much alive. And he was needed by Detective Rush. Needed alive — so that the detective could make him dead, depriving him not only of the privilege of taking lives, but of life itself.

The dead know how to speak. Sullivan knew this, and that was why, after killing Michael Sartman, he decided to stop by that bar on the edge of the district where he and Sartman had “accidentally” come face to face — and where their chase had begun.
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The Seven Heads bar matched the entire Mudtown district perfectly — just as wretched, impoverished, and capable only of provoking nausea.

Sullivan unhurriedly opened the door and just as slowly stepped over the threshold. He was met by the stench of stale booze, the reek of urine and filth. Cigarette smoke stung his eyes. Accustomed to meeting informants in places like this, Rush quickly scanned the room. Everything in Seven Heads reeked of hopelessness, enough to make the detective’s stomach churn.

He approached the counter. The bartender was nowhere to be seen. Sullivan waited.

This was not his first time here — Mike Sartman, that bald brute with every sign of schizophrenia, often came in to drink away the money he got from selling stolen goods.

Sullivan removed his hat, set it on the edge of the counter, and glanced at the mirror hanging between the bottles. It reflected a trio of filthy bikers arguing about something at a large table, a tall man smoking in the corner, and a couple of shady types pawing at a waitress of no less repulsive appearance.

The bartender appeared and, without a word, splashed the detective a glass of whiskey of indeterminate color, smell, and origin. Sullivan swallowed the swill in one gulp.

— Do you remember a couple of hours ago I left this bar with a huge bald brute in a black coat?

The bartender nodded.

— Did he bring anyone with him? Today, yesterday — it doesn’t matter...

The bartender sighed.

— You know he didn’t. I saw you following him. You’ve been coming here for weeks, sitting and watching him. I see it.

— Did you know who he was and what he did? If you tell me something I don’t already know, you’ll get extra for it, — Rush said, extending a twenty to the fat bartender. The man pocketed the money and sighed heavily once more.

— That was Sartman, Vincent Mello’s right-hand man, — the room seemed to fall silent at once, as if everyone had heard the mafia boss’s name.

The bartender went on.

— Mello runs all his business through Sartman and two other lackeys I know nothing about, — his voice was low, the words coming out with effort. He unconsciously dropped to a whisper. — All I know is that you and the bald guy left together, though you weren’t friends, and if you’re here now and he isn’t, that’s pretty damn bad for you. Mello will be furious. He’ll definitely find out that one of his men was killed by a cop — a stray bird.

— How do you know who I am? — Rush wasn’t surprised. He had gotten important information, and the secrecy of his identity no longer mattered.

The bartender merely snorted in reply.

— You’d better be more worried about Vincent Mello now.

— He’s been worrying me for the past three months. Where can I find his other two mutts?

— I don’t know. Pay me, and I’ll tell you who should know.

Rush placed another bill on the counter.

The bartender took the money, a greasy smile spreading across his face.

— Jame Ari. He lives three blocks west of here, on Nashville Street. A two-story house with a red door. Go up to the second floor and say you’re from Adam.

Sullivan put on his hat, rose from the stool, and left the bar in silence.

The night was waiting for him — insatiable as a hungry she-wolf and consumed by passions like a scheming prostitute.

The private detective did not mind surrendering himself to this dark creature...
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2. A TRAIL IN THE DARKNESS
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What do newborn children think about? When they first come into this wretched, decaying world — what thoughts visit their pure minds? After all, children are free: they know neither laws nor prohibitions and are free to do whatever they wish. They are free... alive. What do free children think of this world?

Detective Sullivan Rush had lived on this earth for thirty-six years and did not know the answer to that question. But he did know what dead adults thought about. Each such person had already made their choice and thus brought themselves to the brink. Beyond that line — and Sullivan was convinced of this — one could take a single step in two directions. At that edge, a person became either a living prisoner — a hypothetical corpse — or a corpse already quite real. In both cases, a person remained free. But the degree of that freedom differed. In the case of living dead, freedom appeared to Sullivan as a philosopher’s joke, invented to justify one’s own choice. In the second case, freedom was compressed even further, for a person vanished, losing along with life the very right of choice. Yes, he died physically and, if one followed metaphysical logic, attained absolute freedom. But at the same time he dissipated, like the wind, into memories within the minds of those who had known him, thereby condemning himself to imprisonment in another person’s consciousness. In that prison, the one who remembered the deceased could do whatever he wished with



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ILIYAS SIBGATULIN

TALKING
DEAD MAN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





