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    Chapter one


    Catching the Bus


    


    


    


    Iain stood on the pavement outside the place where he worked, fumbling through pockets to find the crumpled packet of cigarettes he knew was in there somewhere. The constant drizzle which had been falling all day pasted his hair to his forehead. Following yet another tedious shift, the weekend stretched out before him, beckoning.


    He’d spent most of the day watching the large chrome clock which dominated the office, unable to tear his gaze away for any length of time. He studied the second hand as it clunked around, moving with painful sluggishness. His mind played tricks as he stared, time slowed to the point where the hands appeared to travel backwards, adding vital seconds to the working day.


    With a sigh, he looked away from the clock and back to the screen which sat on the desk in front of him, picking up the next printout and tapping the keys.


    Three o’clock came and he heard a voice over his shoulder, grating on his ears the way it always did, causing him to sink down involuntary into his chair.


    “Iain, could I please have a word?” It was Michelle, his manager. With an audible groan, and without bothering to stand, he swivelled in his seat to face her.


    Iain didn’t think her very intelligent, dim even, but what she lacked in brains she made up for with a keenness to please her masters and a bossy streak to match. He often wondered about her home life and felt sorry for her downtrodden boyfriend.


    As she ranted at him about missed targets and input errors, Iain did not care to listen, instead he stared, cow eyed, nodding at all the right moments. He was thinking about what he wanted for dinner; chips or something tasty in the pub. Standing over him with pristine blond curls, tight fitting blouse and pencil skirt, he could see the outline of her bra through the thin, white material and his mind turned away from food as he tried to picture her naked, wondering what she would be like in bed.


    After she had finished putting him firmly in his place, Michelle turned and walked back across the office. As she did, he took a good look at her backside before chuckling to himself and with a shake of his head, returned to punching numbers into the keyboard.


    Eventually, the clock completed its intrepid expedition to five. Grabbing his coat on the way, Iain made a hasty exit, shouting his goodbyes and wishing all his fellow workers a good weekend as he made his way out of the door.


    As usual, he was the first to leave. The street outside was busy, as it always was at clocking off time on a Friday and with the packet of cigarettes located, it was time to repeat the process of rummaging through his pockets to find a lighter, which being smaller, presented the greater challenge. Furtling amongst the loose change and accumulated junk, he finally found what he was looking for in the very last place he checked; which was always the case.


    Lighting his cigarette he took a deep drag, no longer in any kind of rush to be anywhere and content that the weekend had finally started. Gabby and James walked past; Iain smiled and waved. Ever since he’d caught them together in the photocopying room three months before, neither one of them would as much as look him in the eye. He’d never told anyone.


    Anticipating drinks with friends, Iain found his MP3 player and spent some considerable time untangling the headphone cord before popping the ends in his ears. Enveloped in sound, the outside world became thoroughly blocked out as The Doors were piped directly into his head. Iain started to move along the street contained within his own little bubble of existence.


    A vibration in his pocket alerted Iain to an incoming message. He fumbled about once more, accidentally stubbing out the cigarette on his sleeve, leaving a small but perfectly formed black circle of a scar on the material.


    “Arse.” He brushed the ash from his coat.


    Extracting the phone he glanced down to read the text. It was just Dave being a prat again and sending porn. Dave was already in the pub, along with Gary, waiting for him. Grinning, he started to tap his reply into the phone.


    


    A lone magpie sat on the curb and Iain nodded in its direction before stepping directly into the path of the rapidly approaching number 19 bus, whizzing its passengers towards their family and friends at the end of the working week.


    With a crunch, Iain’s whole world went black. All that he was aware of as his horribly twisted and broken body skidded down the road, teeth following a few feet behind, were the dulcet tones of Jim Morrison singing about riders on the storm. The music faded as he slipped into oblivion to the accompaniment of the Hammond organ.


    


    The driver of the bus sat pale and shaking behind his cracked windscreen while a smartly dressed woman standing on the pavement screamed, jumping back as a puddle of blood spread out across the tarmac. The crowd gathered within seconds and although many clutched their mobile phones tightly, nobody called for an ambulance. If badly taken photographs and pixelated video could heal the wounded then Iain’s story may have turned out quite differently.


    Fortunately, it was not many minutes before the local constabulary arrived on the scene and did summon assistance. It came shortly afterwards in a blaze of sirens and flashing lights. A few quick words were shared between paramedics before Iain was heaved onto a spinal board and loaded up.


    They were moving again almost before the rear doors slammed shut. Sirens blaring, they tore through the streets at break-neck speed, dodging traffic. The hospital was expecting them and the ambulance was met by a team of doctors and nurses who took control; doors slamming open as the trolley shunted through them.


    


    Iain’s body may have been lying on a gurney while the good people of the hospital battled to save his life, but he was oblivious to the fact. With no knowledge whatsoever of what had happened to him on the street, Iain stopped breathing. A few moments later his heart stopped.


    


    The music in his head had fallen silent, replaced by other sounds, the faraway background noise of heavy machinery, screams that drifted in and out of his perception, unidentifiable grating and groaning; a chorus of pure misery. The cry of a baby cut through it all, shrill, piercing and yet quiet enough to be half imagined.


    Iain tried to open his eyes, before realising they already were. A panic washed over him in the black; a black darker than night and he spun around wildly. In the distance shone a dim red glow, too uninviting to be called a beacon. Relieved not to be blind, Iain nervously started to walk towards where the light appeared brightest, his sense of fear strong, hackles raised, skin prickling all over. Not wanting to go in the direction of the glow, he could see no alternative; he couldn’t just sit in the dark to await his fate. As if in a dream he didn’t question his surroundings, accepting the moment, all that had gone before forgotten, irrelevant and insignificant.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    The Abyss


    


    


    


    Acrid fumes filled the thick, stifling air; burning the delicate skin inside his nose and causing him to choke. It smelled of things which Iain didn’t want to imagine: sulphur, decay and shit. A bead of sweat ran down Iain’s brow, trickling into his eye. It stung.


    Underfoot, the ground was dusty and littered with rocks, his feet occasionally caught on other detritus, too light and yielding to be stone. Plumes of dust were kicked up in front of him as he walked, hanging still in the air and filling his already raw nostrils, binding to the moisture that now ran freely from his forehead.


    The light was further away than he’d first imagined but the surroundings gradually started to brighten as he moved onwards. The landscape, now dimly illuminated dull red, appeared as he imagined an alien world to look; reminding Iain of pictures beamed back from the surface of Mars, only darker and less inviting.


    Iain thought to himself that he must be in some huge cavern; so vast that no walls or ceiling could be seen and despite his lack of vision, he knew instinctively that it was no ordinary cave. Breathing through his nose hurt, but trying to use his mouth he found to be much, much worse. Dust clogged his throat, causing him to gag. Covering the lower part of his face by pulling up his collar and holding it there, so making progress ever so slightly more bearable, Iain continued through the dark and towards the faint glow. The noises were increasing in volume with each step forward, sounds of heavy industry intermingled with grief. Through it all, the wailing child was starting to drive Iain mad.


    He continued to walk towards the light without knowing why; something deep within his gut told him it was bad. Untold horrors waited there and yet, as surely as the moon draws the ocean, its pull was irresistible.


    Shadows flitted in and out of the dark at the edge of his perception but spinning to try and gain a glimpse of whatever moved, his eyes fell on nothing but inky blackness.


    In the murk all was still. He could now see the ground was littered with skulls. Other bones and body parts also lay strewn about, but it was mainly skulls; all covered by a layer of thick red dust.


    After what seemed like hours of walking, Iain eventually found himself staring out over an abyss where the glow he’d followed came filtering up from the void. Peering over the edge, clouds of black acrid fumes rose up to embrace him, swirling. Faces of tortured souls extruded from the smoke screaming, rising up only to be reabsorbed. Their agonised expressions obscured any bottom to the pit.


    Through the smog shone the glow of unseen fires burning below, shrouded by haze. The vertical walls of the ravine were dotted with caves, some black and seemingly empty but many of the orifices glowed red from fires within. In their mouths, more shadows moved.


    Noises which were once faint had now become a din. Iain felt sick, overcome by fear. From what he could see, there were now two options open to him. Not far to his left rough stone steps, hewn from the rock itself, led downwards into the chasm. On his right and spanning the abyss, stood a bridge. Also carved from the same jagged rock, narrow and crumbling. Iain knew he had no option but to cross. To head downwards into the fires below would go against every instinct of even the most foolhardy of men. Even if it were possible to breathe through the fumes, Iain had no desire to discover what lay that way.


    Peering to the opposite side of the gorge there could be seen a wall of stone. Partway up emanated another light, white this time; an inviting and safe glow. Iain instinctively knew this entrance was where he had to get to, for it would be his refuge and maybe only means of escape.


    Gingerly placing a foot on the bridge, he tested its strength against his weight. Almost, but not a hundred per cent satisfied it wouldn’t collapse beneath him, he started to cross. Immediately overcome by vertigo he dropped to his knees, trembling, wondering whether or not he had indeed chosen the right path.


    Now that he’d ventured out over the lip, the heat intensified tenfold. His eyes streamed and his throat burned. It was becoming more and more difficult to breathe. Iain wasn’t ready to die, alone and frightened where his body would lie undiscovered for eternity, his skull joining the countless others to litter the sand.


    He had to carry on, his only beacon the white glow ahead. Now on hands and knees, he made his way slowly. Trying not to look down, he couldn’t help himself and what he saw only worked to intensify his terror.


    


    There was movement far below in the void, things climbing the walls of the abyss, coming from the caves and ascending from the murk to investigate what this new prey was; the man who dared enter their domain. Fresh meat.


    There were thousands of them, like spiders. Something else climbed too, something undefined and huge, dragging its bulk up the side of the rocks, rage in its eyes and a fire in its belly demanding satisfaction.


    A new sound joined the industrial cacophony, coming from inside Iain’s head. It was a voice, rasping and malevolent, repeating the words ‘join us,’ over and over again. With all sense of vertigo now overridden by a much greater fear, Iain was on his feet and running as fast as his legs could carry him, sending dust and loose rocks plummeting into the depths below. He would rather stumble and suffer a quick death than be caught by his nightmarish pursuers.


    His mind once again turned to the skulls lying strewn about the floor of the cavern; were they people like himself, men, women and children who’d found themselves lost just as he had done?


    Sprinting across the bridge, it seemed to be taking an age to reach the other side, like running through treacle, every step an effort. It trembled under Iain’s weight and the rocks which he continued to dislodge carried on falling. Eventually though, he found himself on the other side with firm ground underfoot.


    He didn’t slow, not daring to look back and unable to spare himself the time to feel any sense of relief at once again having solid floor beneath his feet. Not wanting to see what now chased him, his focus remained firmly set upon the little hole in the rock and the small white, inviting light.


    Reaching the wall of the cavern, Iain found himself faced with more rough, tiny steps; hundreds of them rising straight up the sheer face, the size of which he’d grossly underestimated. Sensing his foe snapping at his heels, he heard a scuttling sound from behind and had no choice but turn to face his enemy. What he saw made his blood run cold.


    


    These were no ordinary arachnids; they had similar form and moved like spiders but the sight of them turned Iain’s stomach. Thousands of eyes, black, emotionless and reflective now stared at him, their intent quite obvious, positively brimming with malevolence.


    Each creature had many eyes, maybe eight like a spider but Iain gave no thought to counting them. These black jewels were arranged randomly around slick red skulls. Snapping mandibles protruded from the front, eager to tear and shed.


    In turn, the heads were supported by eight legs, each taking the form of a human arm, skin absent so they were red and oozing like the skull. Muscle fibres and sinew stood out white against crimson, fingers coated thick with dust which stuck to them as the creatures scuttled across the floor.


    A complete fear prevented Iain from moving. His back was pressed against the wall and his brain incapable of figuring out the next move. The creatures had slowed, sizing him up and steadily advancing for the kill. This wasn’t how his life was supposed to end, in a cave by the many hands of ghastly oversized spiders.


    Iain was also fully aware of the other creature he’d sensed, the leviathan rising from the abyss. Although yet to raise itself above the rim of the chasm, he knew it soon would. Even though he was still to glimpse its form, he already feared it more than the spiders for he knew it represented pure, naked evil.


    Sheer terror gave Iain’s mind the jump start it needed. Taking a deep breath, and as quickly as he could, he spun around and launched himself at the steps, scrambling for his life and using hands to scuttle up the rocks. He wasn’t quick enough as the first of the spiders also leapt into action and grabbed at his leg, leaving a bloody red smear which soaked through Iain’s trousers and onto skin.


    


    There came a pain in his chest, a searing burning. Invisible hooks sank themselves into flesh, pulling him upwards, up towards the small opening and the light, the spiders snapping at his heels. He screamed in pain as he was dragged like a fish towards whatever fate awaited him above. Now spinning, dangling in mid-air, he caught sight of the creature rising from the depths below and cried.


    Iain fell unconscious just before reaching the light.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Three


    Out of the Woods


    


    


    


    In the sterility of the hospital emergency room the doctors breathed a sigh of relief as they packed the paddles away, congratulating themselves on a job well done. Iain’s heart had started to beat once more and life slowly came back into him. After four minutes of being to all intents and purposes dead they had been on the verge of giving up, but through sheer determination and a small amount of luck, he was saved.


    The doctors set about their work with vigour. With imminent danger of death now passed, Iain was still not out of the woods. They could though, for the time being, allow themselves a small congratulatory pat on the back for a job well done. It was too early to tell whether his oxygen-starved brain had been damaged, they would have to wait until he regained consciousness before making a full assessment. The staff in the emergency department weren’t concerned about that, their part had now been played.


    While Iain lay on the operating table it made perfect sense to try and fix as much as they could. The doctors had their work cut out to successfully repair and rebuild his broken body; resetting bones, reconstructing his face and fastening together his skull with titanium plates. He was fortunate; the CT scan showed that although the brain was swollen and battered, there was no sign of bleeding. Likewise, Iain’s spine was still intact so with time and a lot of luck he’d be able to walk again.


    Iain was under the knife for nine hours in total. There would be further operations to come but for now, the surgeons were finished with him. All went smoothly and he remained stable throughout. Iain was then moved the short distance down the corridor to the intensive care unit, where he was hooked up to all manner of machines and monitors. All they could do now was to watch and wait in the hope that eventually, he would wake.


    


    While he lay at peace, deep in the oblivion of unconsciousness, Iain received few visitors. In fact there were only two, Dave and Gary, the very same lifelong friends whom he’d been on his way to share an evening with when he’d had the misfortune of wrestling with a bus. Typical young men, full of the vigour of youth and seemingly unflappable, even they were moved to see their broken drinking buddy lying in his comatose state; empty of life and bruised, wires and tubes keeping him alive, his chest slowly rising and falling to the rhythm of the ventilator which continually pumped air into his lungs.


    After sitting in silence for some considerable time, Gary was the first to speak;


    “Apparently talking to them helps,” he said.


    “Talking to who?”


    “People in comas.”


    “Oh. Hope you’re not going to be a vegetable,” said Dave, turning his gaze towards Iain.


    “You’re the fucking vegetable, that’s not what he wants to hear y’ knob.”


    “Probably can’t hear us anyway,” grumbled Dave.


    “You don’t know that, apparently he might.”


    They both looked uneasy, shuffling in their seats before turning their eyes back towards their stricken friend.


    “Ignore him; you know he’s a fuckwit. You’re going to be just fine, I know it.” Gary always was the eternal optimist.


    “Music, I’ll give him the music,” piped up Dave, reaching down to his pocket and retrieving his iPod. “Hope this works, I’m going to miss my tunes,” he said while threading the earphone cord around various wires and plugging the ends into Iain’s ears. He pressed shuffle and glanced at the display. If Iain could hear anything, then Black Sabbath’s Fairies Wear Boots would be a good start on the road to recovery he thought.


    Fumbling around and trying extremely hard not to pull on any of the pipes or knock anything over, he balanced the iPod on the small bedside table, next to the obligatory jug of water which Iain would not be using any time soon. There it stayed, on random shuffle for a full ten minutes until the battery ran dead. Dave had forgotten the charger.


    The rest of the visit was spent in an uneasy silence. The room itself was quiet, punctuated only the beeps of various monitors and the occasional groan from the elderly lady in the bed opposite. Both young men gazed around the room, trying to guess what all the machines did and wondering what misfortune had visited the few other patients, watching the clock until finally the bell rang and visiting time was over.


    “Hope you’re better soon,” said Dave quietly as they got up to leave.


    “Yep, you will be,” chipped in Gary before waving at the nurse behind the desk and slowly shuffling into the corridor outside.


    “Fucking hell, what a state!” he sighed when sure of being out of earshot.


    Dave had tears forming in his eyes and couldn’t respond. To speak would more than likely be too much for him to handle, causing an emotional overload which would have left him sobbing on the cold, tiled floor.


    


    His friends had long since departed when the equipment used to monitor Iain’s vital signs went haywire. Bleeps and alarms sounded as, still fast asleep, he sat bolt upright in bed, clawing at his face to rip away the mask which was supplying oxygen to his bruised brain. Eyes wide open, tubes, wires and goodness knows what other equipment were now being pulled out of him, spraying blood across the ward. The nurse behind the desk pushed the alarm and rushed to his aid. Within a few seconds more staff came rushing into the room, attempting to restrain their now very animated patient and lie him back down. Iain was having some kind of seizure, not really surprising after the trauma suffered but this seemed more controlled than the usual spasms the doctors were used to dealing with.


    Eyes rolled back into the sockets, unseeing, he slowly turned his head to look directly at the young doctor closest to him. His hand shot out with pin-point accuracy to grab her throat. The impact knocked the breath from her; breath which couldn’t be replenished through the vice-like grip.


    And then, through the mesh of metal which should have made speech impossible, he spoke in a deep guttural voice, which didn’t sound as if it should come from the broken man on the bed. “Get your fucking hands off him you slut. He’s mine!”


    Others rushed to her aid, prising Iain’s fingers from around her neck one by one.


    Then, as suddenly as the episode had started, he abruptly lay back down; peacefully sleeping, as if nothing at all had happened.


    


    Rebecca Goodman wanted more than anything in her career to be a neurologist. She would volunteer to assist with any head injury which came into the hospital. When Iain grabbed her she felt a rush of excitement alongside the fear. The controlled nature of his convulsions would make an excellent case study.


    Returning home after her very long shift, she made directly for the wall length wooden shelves containing all her books. Scanning the spines for the ones she wanted, she pulled out volumes with surprising speed, piling them on the pale blue rug in the middle of the floor before heading into the kitchen to fetch a pot of coffee and an ashtray. It was going to be a long night.


    Lying on her stomach and surrounding herself with textbooks, she started to look for similar cases. When one book revealed nothing she cast it aside towards the edge of the rug before moving onto the next. Her small black three legged cat, which she’d found abandoned in a skip, kept clawing at the pages, wanting attention. “For fuck’s sake Alfie!” She repeatedly pushed the cat aside.


    When her books yielded nothing, she turned to the internet. Fuelled by coffee and nicotine, she sat in the middle of the floor until no longer able to focus on the laptop and her eyes closed involuntarily. Only then did she go to her bed, four hours before the start of her next shift at the hospital. She couldn’t sleep; dwelling upon the words which he had spoken. She didn’t mind the coarse language or the insult, she just hoped that the swelling in Iain’s brain had reduced enough for her to run tests; lots of them.


    


    Arriving at the hospital early the next day and despite the lack of sleep, Rebecca headed directly for where Iain lay. The hospital clergyman was sitting at the bedside; she feared the worst.


    “What’s wrong, has there been any change?” she asked, a slight hint of panic evident in her voice.


    “No, no change,” replied Tim, the clergyman.


    “Why are you here then?” she asked.


    “Praying for his recovery, as I do with all the very sick.” He said, slowly standing to face her and trying not to look offended by her question. “I’ll be on my way now and let you do your job.” And with a gentle nod of the head, made his way out of intensive care.


    


    Tim had not been entirely honest about his motives for sitting with Iain. After fifteen years at the hospital he was yet to experience concrete evidence of God’s existence. All he saw was death and the loved ones left behind in its wake.


    Of course there were what might be called miracles, patients recovering where there was no hope, but these were few and far between and could be rationalised by wonders of modern medicine, or pure luck. His faith was beginning to falter. All he needed was a tiny shred of proof, some piece of driftwood to cling to in a sea of doubt.


    He kept his ear to the ground, constantly searching for his evidence so when news of Iain’s episode reached him, Tim could not help but be intrigued. Patients who temporarily died were quite rare, especially those who had been away for as long as Iain had. Tim tried to spend time with all of them. If only one of these survivors told of a light at the end of the tunnel, an encounter with God, he was more than ready to believe. It was something he’d spent endless hours researching, but was yet to experience a case first hand.


    All he desired was for one person to tell him they’d glimpsed Utopia. He thought that he may just have found the best chance he had of reaffirming his faith, and would not let go of it easily.


    


    With the clergyman out of the way, Rebecca could start her work. After flicking through Iain’s charts, and checking readouts from the equipment, she could see there had been no change in his condition apart from a period of slight activity in the night; nothing major enough to get excited about. Leaving the intensive care unit, she returned a few minutes later, wheeling in another machine. Working hurriedly she unwrapped all of its many wires and after squeezing some jelly from a tube and rubbing it into his temples, started to attach electrodes to Iain’s head. She really wanted to know what was happening inside his mind, whether there was any shred of conscious thought, or whether his outburst had been some automated reaction.


    That was how she left Iain for the rest of the day. Checking on him once more before ending her shift, the readout from her machine revealed nothing. He may as well have been dead; all the readings were flat, Iain’s brain was simply ticking over and keeping his vital functions going. Without being overly disheartened, she returned home, maybe there would be some activity during the night?


    It would be another seven weeks before Rebecca’s machine recorded any activity. Just before he woke, a massive surge of energy went right through Iain’s brain, shocking it into action.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Four


    Dirty Bertie


    


    


    


    Iain regained consciousness with not so much a ringing in his ears, rather more of a shrill beeping. He had no idea where he was or what had happened. As far as he was concerned, one minute he was walking from work, looking forward to drinks with friends, and the next he was lying in a hospital bed.


    He tried to look around but finding himself unable to move his head to any great degree, slumped back into his pillow. Trying to summon assistance, he found himself unable to speak and was unsure whether or not he could even open his mouth. As it happened, he couldn’t, his jaw was still held firmly in place with pins and mesh. The small attempt at moving left him exhausted.


    The nurse had sneaked out for a cigarette, she didn’t see the harm in it, everyone was comfortable and nothing stirred in intensive care. Upon her return she found Iain; eyes open, staring at the ceiling, welling with tears of confusion and pain. The sound of alarms was driving him mad.


    “You’ve had a very lucky escape,” the nurse said upon finally reaching his bedside. Iain didn’t feel very lucky.


    “Ssshhh, don’t try to talk,” the nurse said. “You’ve been through a lot”. Throughout the one sided conversation she was checking monitors and looking at her watch. Taking the back of his hand and slapping it, she inserted a needle. He moved his eyes to try and look at the bag which hung next to him, from which one of many tubes ran directly into his veins. “Morphine,” she said, “it’ll help you feel a little more comfortable.”


    The pain ebbed away to be replaced by a vague light headedness and nausea. His left leg itched. He tried to tell the nurse, rolling his eyes to get her attention but she was now spouting a monologue at him. Telling him about the weather, events in the news and other such things he had no interest in whatsoever.


    Before long, one of the hospital’s many doctors appeared by Iain’s bedside;


    “You’ve been very lucky…” he started


    It was the second time he'd been told the same thing and yet Iain still didn’t feel very lucky.


    The doctor continued to tell Iain about what had happened and the extent of his injuries. It was all a bit too much for Iain's tired mind to handle, especially after the news that technically he’d died and although he’d only been awake for what he guessed was a few minutes, he was exhausted and his eyelids felt heavy and started to close.


    When he next opened them, the first thing he saw were his friends, Gary and Dave, standing by the bed looking down at him. Iain had no idea how long they’d been standing there.


    Gary was the first to speak, ‘fucking hell mate, you gave us a bit of a scare.’ Iain simply rolled his eyes, it was all he could muster.


    The next thing he noticed was that his surroundings had changed since his last bout of waking. What he thought had been a small nap had in reality been a thirteen hour sleep.


    Iain was now on a ‘normal’ hospital ward as opposed to intensive care. His return to the land of the living could not have been timed any better. A multiple pile up on the motorway had meant that beds in intensive care were needed urgently and although the doctor would have preferred to have given him a little more time, the move was necessitated by cutbacks and targets.


    Dave pulled a four pack of beer from beneath his coat, “do you reckon we’d get away with putting this into your drip?” a grin spreading across his already wide face.


    The involuntary laughter hurt Iain badly, his broken ribs still in no fit state to move. Dave noticed his friend's discomfort and apologised. “Mind you,” he said, “laughter is supposed to be the best medicine.”


    Cracking open a can, he sat next to the bed holding his drink low between his legs, so as not to attract the unwanted attention of the nurses.


    Gary on the other hand wanted to gain the attention of the hospital staff. Practically drooling, he ogled them, giving Iain a nudge, “you could do worse than being in here mate. Apart from him: he fucking stinks,” using his thumb to signal over his shoulder to the next bed.


    Iain started to drift off, letting his friends talk amongst themselves. His leg was driving him insane with its itching and had given no respite since waking. He wished his parents could come and visit, but they had emigrated to the other side of the world six months previously. Shunning technology, he doubted they even knew he was hospitalised. He was lucky to get a quick call every month or so and even then it seemed more like they wanted to boast; diving with sharks, driving buggies over sand dunes, all while Iain was stuck in his dead end job on a dreary island with no stories of interest or great adventures to tell of.


    


    The old man in the next bed did indeed reek; a pungent smell of the unwashed. It wasn’t the hospital’s fault, the man refused to get clean despite constant complaints from other hapless souls who had the misfortune to share the ward with him. He didn’t seem to care either. One patient, pushed to the limit of his patience told him to his face, “Do yourself and all of us a favour will you, get a wash!” Only receiving a sullen grunt in reply.


    As much as Iain wanted to he was incapable of making a complaint. In his silent state he had to lie for countless hours enduring the gut churning stench. He noticed that the nurses had a daily routine. Every morning they would try and convince the man to wash, and every day he refused point blank. They were powerless to do anything else; Iain thought they should have the power to drag him away, kicking and screaming if need be and immerse him in the shower or bath, bringing blessed relief to the other patients. Instead, the malodour which permeated everything, even the glossy magnolia walls it seemed, had to be endured.


    Iain didn’t know why the man was in hospital, probably through drinking himself to death he thought. He did gather from snippets of overheard conversation that his name was Bert and he was unlikely to have long left of this earth. Rather uncharitably, Iain wished that Bert would die sooner rather than later and pollute the morgue with his filth, rather than inflict himself upon the realm of the living.


    


    It was the middle of the night and Iain couldn’t sleep. Lying awake, he pondered what the future would hold for him; whether he would make a full recovery and how the bills were being paid while he was stuck in the hospital and not at work. Someone on the ward snored loudly and the round clock on the wall ticked, painfully marking every second that passed. In the next bed Bert stirred from his sleep, sat up and farted loudly. It would have been funny had he not already been foul and repulsive. Iain braced himself for the fresh smell of shit and guessed by the churning wet sound that Bert had probably followed through into his pyjamas.


    The bed creaked as Bert swung his legs to alight. Iain hoped that the episode might force him to shower; surely no one could comfortably lie in their own liquid excrement. With eyes squeezed tightly shut, Iain pretended to be fast asleep, even holding his breath as the sound of shuffling feet approached his bed. There was no way on earth he wanted to engage the vile man.


    The old man stood over where Iain lay, stained pyjamas hanging loosely from his withered mass, blood and fluids running from the tubes which now dangled limply by his side. Foul, hot breath forced Iain to open his eyes as it caressed his face, the smell mixed with the odour from the skeletal body. Iain gagged as bony hands clutched at his throat; veins on the back which carried blood back to a shrivelled heart standing out like rivers on a rugged landscape. Yellowing bloodshot eyes bulged from the face, staring directly into Iain’s. A string of drool hung thickly from one corner of his mouth, swinging momentarily before falling under its own weight, landing on Iain’s top lip.


    He wanted to fight but was immobile. Utterly defenceless and constrained by his injuries, he tried to scream but found he could not, a muffled grunt the only sound to escape his lips. Thrashing his weakened body as much as he could, he couldn’t shake off the wretched old man. A spark of life showed itself in Bert’s eyes as he pressed his face to Iain’s and muttered the words, ‘Join us.’ The thick saliva which still ran freely started to take on a reddish tinge and as Bert let out his last rasping, stinking breath, the bloody contents of his fetid stomach emptied over Iain’s face and neck, trickling down to meet the bed. Iain gagged and was sick himself. The old man’s body crumpled to the floor.


    


    The night nurse sat with his feet up on the desk situated just outside the ward. Yesterday had been his birthday and with the small amount of cash he’d received, had treated himself to a new game for his handheld console. He wasn’t supposed to be playing whilst at work, but if anybody needed him they’d push the bedside alarm. Checking the bank of lights mounted upon the wall next to him, he could see that nobody had.


    All was quiet, all was good.


    After being defeated by the boss at the end of level two for the third time, he cursed and flung the console into the drawer along with the multitude of sweet wrappers and coke cans. Lazily stretching and yawning loudly, he swung his feet off the desk and stood up to do his rounds.


    So it was, that after three and a half hours, Iain was discovered; quietly sobbing, lying on his back utterly immobile and covered in blood, phlegm and bile. Next to him, on the floor, lay Dirty Bertie, bodily fluids spreading out from him in a sticky puddle and as dead as a doornail.


    “Shit. Shit. Shit,” the nurse muttered out loud. He was going to need some help.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Five


    Silence


    


    


    


    The night nurse was glad of the fact his patient couldn’t speak as he summoned help, hopefully nobody would know how long Iain had lain there and by the time that he did finally find his voice, the sorry little episode may well be long forgotten. With the body of Bert removed and a curtain drawn around the bed, a team of nurses set about cleaning up the mess. Still too immobile to shower, Iain was quickly stripped of his clothes and bed sheets.


    Traumatised, he lay limply as well-meaning hospital staff set to work with sponges and water. Working with professional vigour they soon had the job done. Unfortunately, professionalism doesn’t always mean care and sympathy, which is what Iain needed more than anything else. As he lay naked and damp on the bed, he became overcome with feelings of humiliation and helplessness.


    Two hours later, two of the nurses who had helped clean him returned, “We’re just going to move you down the corridor a bit love,” one of them said to him, “to a room of your own.”


    All Iain could do in way of acknowledgement was to roll his eyes. He wished he’d had a side room all along but guessed they thought it only fair he had one now, following his ordeal.


    One of the nurses moved around the bed, making sure that nothing was loose, that no tubes could tangle, pull out and spill, before releasing the brakes and wheeling him along while the other followed behind, pushing his drip and monitor.


    It wasn’t far, thirty yards maybe, and Iain was pushed straight into position in the small private room. Plugging everything back in and applying the brakes one of the nurses said “See you later.”


    Talking between themselves about their plans for the coming weekend as they left, as if Iain wasn’t there, they shut the door on the way out. Iain was now alone with only his own thoughts for company.


    The walls were white; faded brown marks left by the residue of sellotape marked them where notices to one effect or another had long since been removed. The carpet was short and dark pink, a brown stain showed itself next to the bed; Iain told himself it was probably coffee, not wanting to think too hard about the alternatives. The room had a window of tinted glass set into an aluminium frame. The view which this afforded was of the red brick wall which stood outside, about three feet away and completely blocking out any other vista. At least he had the good fortune to be able to tell whether it was day or night.


    A blackboard was fastened to the wall above his head and scrawled on it were the words ‘Dr Goodman’ and ‘nil by mouth’. The chance of eating would be a fine thing.


    Furniture was scarce, a rather large wooden chair occupied one corner, the seat coated plastic-pink; a sink hung on the wall. Next to the bed stood a small cabinet and a table, designed so that it would fit over the bed and allow any patient easy access for feeding. In the top corner of the room was a small television set, the sign on it read ‘out of order’.


    The itch on Iain’s leg was still driving him mad. Even if there were anybody to tell of his discomfort, he would not be able. He wriggled, trying to scratch it with his other foot but it didn’t help and only bought more pain. He’d been told that before long physiotherapy would commence and before he knew it, his wasted muscles and broken bones would once again start to function as they should. Soon is a relative term.


    


    Alone with his thoughts, his mind turned to the incident with Bert. What had made him turn like that? The old man was supposedly too ill and too weak to get out of bed alone, never mind try to strangle his co-habitant on the ward; still, he had. The words he spoke had struck a chord, Iain had heard them somewhere before and they struck fear into his very core. He couldn’t remember where or when, their significance remained just out of reach, eluding capture.


    With the door closed, the room was quiet. Occasional muffled activity came to his ears from the corridor outside, too faint to overhear any conversations. Alone with only his thoughts for stimulation, Iain’s mind started to work overtime. He tried to remember the accident, thinking that at least some small detail should come to him, but it didn’t. He imagined himself lying broken and bloodied on the ground and wondered whether anyone from work had seen him in that state. He also tried hard to recall whether he remembered anything of his time unconscious, sure that something had filled that gap in his life but again, memories eluded him.


    There was no clock on the wall in this room and Iain couldn’t work out whether it was a blessing or a curse, his mind flitted between the two. He’d lost all sense of time but didn’t really mind. For a person who is stuck and unable to move or communicate, time is irrelevant. Having no idea how long he’d lain in the room, there came a quick knock on the door. It opened without the visitor waiting for a response.


    “Hi, I’m Dr Goodman,” the visitor announced, “and how are you feeling today?”


    Iain wanted to say, “Like crap” but could only manage a muffled grunt and a small nod of his head in her direction.


    “Good.” She replied briskly, her attention already on the charts which hung at the foot of his bed.


    Iain didn’t like her, she seemed to be going through the motions with him, too busy or too uninterested to really care. He supposed that she was only doing her job, but all the same he wouldn’t have minded a little more sympathy.


    Without looking up, she continued to speak; “I understand that one of my colleagues has already filled you in on what happened to you, and the course of treatment you’ll be receiving?”


    Iain nodded again.


    “OK, excellent. Well, I just want to run a few more tests if that’s alright?” She wasn’t really asking Iain thought, it was what she was going to do and didn’t bother to wait for a reply before disappearing through the door, this time leaving it open. She returned a few moments later with her machine, the one with lots of wires. “This might feel a little bit cold,” she said, squeezing some kind of jelly from a tube and rubbing it onto Iain’s forehead. “This machine will measure your brain activity, I just want to keep an eye on whether everything is working ok up there that's all, nothing to worry about.”


    He was worried. For her to be taking measurements from his brain, logic told him, meant that she must suspect something to be the matter. He would have asked but all he could do was look at her questioningly, she didn't notice his enquiring gaze.


    The electrodes were once again attached to Iain’s head.


    “Now, I need you to stay still.”


    Iain thought that Dr Goodman might be a little stupid; there really wasn’t any need to tell him that, he wasn’t really going to dance a jig now was he? What he really wanted was for her to find out somehow if there was any way in which she could make him more comfortable, like getting rid of the damned itch, but she didn’t.


    “Well, if that’s all, I’ll come back later and see how you’re getting on.”


    It must have been visiting time because as Rebecca Goodman left the room, Gary and Dave, who had been patiently waiting outside, entered. They were giggling between themselves at some private joke.


    “How you doing?” Dave asked.


    Iain shrugged his shoulders, only a little as it was all he could muster without hurting.


    “It’s good to see you awake,” then, “what the fuck is that on your head?” Gary asked, indicating towards the tangle of wires.


    Again, Iain just shrugged.


    “Anyway,” he continued, “Bought you a present,” and threw a copy of Razzle onto the bed. It fell open to show some short-haired blond, legs akimbo.


    Great, thought Iain. Just what I need, an erection that can’t be serviced to add to my woes. It didn’t help.


    Dave took a bunch of green grapes from the carrier bag he was holding. There were also eight cans of lager in the bag but they weren’t for Iain. “I suppose you still can’t eat these?” he said, starting to pick grapes from the stalks and popping them into his mouth.


    Iain smiled, or at least he thought he did, he couldn’t be sure. He had good friends; often infuriating, a complete pain in the arse sometimes, but at least they had taken the time to visit which told him they at least cared and were showing it in their own idiotic way.


    They stayed until the bell rang to signal the end of visiting hours, chatting about events in the outside world, nights out at the pub and girls they’d almost slept with; nothing of great importance or significance. When they left they closed the door behind them leaving a half eaten bunch of grapes on the bedside table and soft porn still open on the bed. Iain didn’t have the strength to move and so there it stayed.


    


    The room was once again plunged into silence, now intensified if it’s possible for silence to intensify. Maybe it was just more noticeable now that the chatter had gone and Iain was once again left with only his own thoughts for company.


    His mind now turned back to his encounter with Bert. Apart from a truly horrible experience, which he would never tell anybody about, he wondered why the words had left him so shaken. Again his mind drew a blank and he tried to push it from his mind, but there it stayed like a nagging ache. He started to think about what he would do when he got out of the hospital. An experience which brings one so close to death is bound to leave an impression and make a person question his place in the world. His thoughts took the form of a conversation in his head; Iain playing both parts. One thing was for sure, there was no desire at all to return to his old job, punching numbers into a keyboard day in, day out.


    


    By the time Tim the clergyman came into the room, Iain was once again fast asleep. Slightly disappointed not to find him awake, he pulled up the chair and sat down anyway. The copy of Razzle was still where Iain’s friends had left it, still open. He picked it up and quickly flicked through the pages before opening the drawer in the bedside table and placing it next to the only other item in there, a copy of the New Testament. A slight red flush coloured his cheeks. The drawer was half closed when on second thoughts, Tim removed the bible and positioned it in Iain’s lap in place of the magazine. Iain’s body twitched, as if recoiling from the touch.


    After a few minutes sitting in silence Tim gently took Iain’s hand in his, being very careful not to dislodge any of the tubes which still stuck from it, and started to say a little prayer for his recovery. Iain’s eyes started to race about beneath their lids, as if dreaming a violent dream. His body stiffened and convulsed to such an extent that Tim let go and quickly withdrew. Scrabbling for the alarm attached to the wall he pushed it, summoning the nurses before once again taking Iain’s hand in an attempt to calm the twitching body.


    Nurses arrived, practically charging through the door so that it rebounded from the rubber stop. As they took control of the situation, Tim stepped back from the bed. Iain immediately ceased his convulsions and lay at peace; in a restful sleep and completely unaware of what had just happened.


    Perplexed, Tim shuffled from the room, head bowed.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Six


    Angels Come in the Night


    


    


    


    When Dr Goodman made her usual morning visit, she wasn’t disappointed. Looking at the readout from the EEG machine she ummed and ahhed and tutted and Iain wondered what the hell all the verbal gesticulating was supposed to mean.


    “Well, you’ve had a busy night haven’t you?” She stated and without waiting for a reply, continued. “There are some unusual spikes here, nothing to worry about.” She held the printout that was now in her hand, up to Iain’s face; “see? Here, and here,” pointing at different points in the graph. “They are what we would expect to see from dreams, but bigger, much bigger” She bit her lower lip, thinking hard.


    Even in his immobile and almost expressionless state, Iain still managed to appear alarmed enough for her to notice.


    “NO, really. It’s nothing to worry about, I just need to understand the readouts that’s all. Probably a calibration error with the machine.”


    Her words did little to alleviate Iain’s fears.


    Rebecca couldn’t wait to get the metal removed from Iain’s body so she could put him through the MRI scanner and get a much better idea of what was happening in his head, and in 3D.


    This brought her onto her next bit of news.


    “You’re healing well, I’d like to get you in for an operation today, to remove your pins and get you well on the road to recovery.”


    This was great news and Iain nodded enthusiastically.


    “I’ve managed to get you booked in for this evening,” she announced. “They’ll come to collect you and take you into theatre sometime this afternoon. I’ve arranged for the physiotherapist to start the day after tomorrow. We’ll soon get you up and about.” With that she disappeared to ponder her results and tend to her other patients.


    The next few hours were long ones, like a child waiting for Christmas, boredom and anticipation ate at him in equal measure until finally the people in green surgical gowns arrived to take him away.


    No time at all was wasted, the surgeons must have had a very busy schedule for almost as soon as Iain arrived in the preparation room, anaesthetic was being injected into one of the tubes which were already attached to the back of his hand.


    “Now, just count backwards from ten for me.”


    “Ten, nine, eight, seven…” Iain swore he saw the figure of the old man, Bert, wasted and hunched, pass behind the anaesthetist, just before unconsciousness rose up to greet him once again.


    When he awoke, Iain was back in his room. It was light outside. His head hurt and he felt groggy. Closing his eyes, he lay still, only his ears working. He imagined that he could hear the sea even though it was hundreds of miles away.


    With no awareness of how long he stayed like that, while the remnants of the anaesthetic worked its way out of his system, the realization that he might now be able to move his limbs and face dawned on him like the rising of the sun.


    His arm did not move easily and hurt when he tried. The wasted muscles that had become so accustomed to lying motionless, protested. It raised an inch before flopping back to his side. Iain looked down, it no longer appeared that the arm belonged to him, it looked so thin, skeletal even. Glancing down to his other side, he found the other arm to be the same. Wondering if his whole appearance had altered since he’d been recuperating, he realised that he hadn’t looked in a mirror since before the accident and became curious as to what demeanour he now possessed.


    


    It was to be another day of silence, punctuated only by short naps and two, that he knew of, visits from the nurses. They glanced at his charts, checked his blood pressure, filled in the bottom of the form and left. On the second of these visits he wanted to speak; to get one of them to do something about the itching which still plagued him, but trying to open his mouth, his jaw flopped open and a dry rasping sound passed his lips.


    “Shhh, try to rest, there’ll be plenty of time for talking later,” one of them told him.


    He started to despair. Having lain in the hospital bed for long enough he’d had more than enough resting and wanted out. The conversations in his head started to become a constant dialogue between the optimistic and pessimistic sides of his character. One making plans and determined to put in the effort to be out of hospital quickly, the other saying that he’d be there for years, and then only to live the rest of his life as a cripple. The truth he thought, was probably somewhere in between and he found himself becoming the chair in his own internal debate, a third character in his head and the voice of reason.


    A tear manifested itself at the corner of his eye and slowly trickled down his face, into his ear. It tickled. Before long it was joined by many others and the tears flowed uncontrollably onto his pillow leaving damp salty patches. Iain, wracked with sobs, cried himself to sleep.


    


    She came to him in the middle of the night. Bleary eyed in the fog of sleep and morphine Iain was aware of the figure standing over him, a silhouette in the gloom of the darkened room. Without breathing a single word, the figure un-tucked the bed sheets and gently lifted the bottom of Iain’s standard issue hospital gown, exposing the red hand shaped welt on his left leg, unnoticed amongst all the other abrasions and bed sores. She scratched in exactly the right place where the itch had been driving him insane. He tried to smile and say thank you but found he could not. She placed a gentle finger to his lips to shush him and whispered into his ear, her head next to his, “Stay strong.” Planting a soft kiss on his forehead, she retreated away from his bed and out of the room.


    Who was she? Iain thought to himself. He wished all the doctors and nurses could be so nice, so angelic even. Too tired to think about it he drifted back into sleep with a smile on his face, grateful that his leg no longer itched and feeling warmed by a deep sense of comfort, the likes of which he hadn’t felt in a long time.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Seven


    The Long Road to Recovery


    


    


    


    “How are you this morning?” Dr Goodman smiled at him.


    Iain nodded.


    “Any unusual dreams or experiences?” she was studying the charts which hung from the end of the bed.


    “No” croaked Iain. He had spoken. His throat was sore and the word didn’t come easily but he beamed at having accomplished the little feat. He wanted to praise the nurse who had visited him in the night but for now, one word was enough and he was happy with that.


    “Good. You have your voice back too. Excellent.” She moved to the top of the bed and scrubbed out the words ‘nil by mouth’ and scrawled in their place, ‘fluids only’. “Try sipping some water.” She poured some water from the jug which had appeared at some point in the night, into a small cup and held it out to Iain.


    Feebly, he took it. His arm was a little shaky and some spilled over the side. Taking his hand in hers, she guided it towards his mouth. The water tasted good and soothed his parched throat, gliding down like nectar.


    “I shall be back in again in the morning to see how you’re getting along.” For now her brief visit was over and she went to carry on her rounds, closing the door on her way out.


    


    Around mid morning there came a knock at the door. The man who entered was young, wearing a uniform not too dissimilar from the nurse’s outfits. He was tall, had bushy sideburns and long blond curly hair.


    “Hi, I’m Ed.” He introduced himself in a cheery tone. “I’m going to be your physio. We’ll have you up and about in no time at all.”


    Before giving Iain any chance to respond he was over to the bed and pulling off the sheets.


    “Right, you stay there for now, just try and relax.” He took hold of one of Iain’s legs and bent it at the knee.


    With a body unused to movement the stiffness caught Iain by surprise, causing him to yelp.


    “Sorry,” said Ed and proceeded to lay Iain’s leg out flat again before doing the very same thing to the other one. “It might be a little uncomfortable to start with but it’ll get a lot easier. I promise.”


    After repeating the process a few times with each leg he proceeded to move onto the arms, working in a very similar fashion. All the time he was speaking, and laughing.


    Iain wondered whether he ever shut up, then told himself off for being uncharitable. After all, it was good to hear a friendly voice after all the quiet; or was it? He had become quite accustomed to the silence and now this man was overloading his senses with needless chatter. Iain wanted him to go and leave him in peace.


    The whole process only took about twenty minutes, at the end of which, Ed gave instructions for Iain to spend as much time as he could each day trying to move his arms and legs, he also produced a tennis ball which he told him to spend time squeezing to build up the muscles in his arms a little. By the time he left, Iain was quite exhausted.


    Upon his departure, Ed had left the door open which allowed Iain to see at least one small part of the world outside the room. As he lay in bed watching people scurry about a shadow passed across the opening. Iain thought it looked like a figure, but greyed out. Nobody in the corridor had seemed to notice and for Iain it was only a fleeting glimpse. While he lay pondering the apparition and whether it had simply been a figment of his imagination, Tim made an appearance.


    “Hi. How are you today?” he asked, closing the door behind him.


    “Erm, OK,” Iain croaked back, wondering who the cheerful new visitor was, for Tim had only ever visited while Iain was asleep, and not being a stickler for tradition, never wore a dog collar to identify himself as a man of the cloth.


    He must have seen the confusion on Iain’s face, “Apologies, I’m Tim, the hospital clergyman.”


    “Hi.”


    “Do you feel up to talking?”


    Iain nodded and shrugged at the same time. He didn’t really feel like a conversation about God. He was tired and wanted to be left alone for a while, but didn’t want to appear rude.


    “You’ve been through quite an ordeal.”


    Iain nodded in agreement and signalled towards the cup of water. Thirst now gripped him, ravaging his throat and lips. The clergyman passed the cup and Ian drank, spluttering a little as his throat was not yet used to swallowing. Tim took a tissue and gently wiped the expelled liquid from Iain’s chin.


    “I just wanted to introduce myself and let you know that if you ever need to talk about anything, feel a bit down or need some support then I’m here to help. I know an experience like yours can be, errm, difficult.”


    “OK, thanks.” Iain was grateful for the offer but didn’t know how a vicar could help and sank his head further into his pillow, his eyes half closing: A subtle hint to be left alone.


    Tim picked up on this, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to be preaching to you, I’m not that kind of guy. I’m literally here for moral and spiritual support when you need it.” He was very aware of not wanting to overstate his point or overstay his welcome.


    There was so much he wanted to ask but sensed that it was not a good time. “I’ll leave you in peace now but don’t forget where I am, and if you ever need anything…?”


    “Bye.” Iain thought that he might have hinted a little too hard but didn’t feel too guilty about it.


    “Bye then, see you soon.” And with that he gently shut the door behind him.


    Over the course of the next three weeks Iain made excellent progress in his recovery. In fact, the very next day Doctor Goodman seemed so pleased that she removed the drip from his vein and scrubbed out the words ‘fluids only’ from above the bed and didn’t replace them.


    A little while later, a chubby lady in an apron came and handed over a menu, asking him what he wanted for lunch. He chose the soup and when it came it was quite a moment. Having not eaten in so long, fed only through a tube in his arm, the smell was ravishing even though it was only tinned tomato.


    Using the button at the side of the bed, a nurse operated the electric motor to bend him into sitting position. Iain’s groan was louder than the creaking movement of the bed and the whirring of the small electric motor.


    He found the strength was also returning to his arms, even after such a short period. It was still an effort to lift spoon to his mouth but he managed it. Blowing to cool the thick red liquid, it burned a bit when lifted to his lips. He blew again and sucked it into his mouth. The taste was good.


    Halfway down the bowl, Iain became suddenly overcome with nausea. The nurse who’d stayed to guide him through the eating process had expected such a reaction. As if from nowhere a brown cardboard bowl was produced and held under Iain’s chin as he wretched and expelled the entire contents of his stomach, and some of the lining into it. He sent the food away.


    Left on his own, he felt frustrated with himself; if only he’d not been so greedy and eaten a little slower. He doubted that it would have made much of a difference. Disheartened at having the promise of a meal snatched away, his pessimistic voice spoke; telling him he was a fool to think that he was getting better. He was going to be in hospital for ever, wither away and die because he couldn’t eat.


    Optimism started to desert him and pessimism seemed to have the upper hand. Sinking into a pit of despair, the tears began to flow once more. Still sitting upright, his tender ribs hurt through sobbing and his stomach ached through the spasms of ejecting the soup. To say that Iain felt sorry for himself at that particular point in time would be rather an understatement.


    That’s when another voice entered into the jamboree in his head. This time it was not his own, being female and not one he recognised.


    “Stay strong and don’t despair.” The voice was tangible; had substance, coming from inside his head, but outside too.


    Iain’s pessimism was temporarily shocked into a stunned silence; replaced by confusion which was much more a feeling than conscious thought, like a proverbial slap to the face of someone who is hysterical.


    He thought he should maybe tell someone about the voice; Dr Goodman, or the clergyman whose name escaped him. It probably wasn’t a good sign while recovering from a severe head injury, but on the other hand it might delay his leaving hospital which was the very last thing he wanted. He decided to keep the new development to himself for the time being; he could let the right person know if it happened again, told him to do bad things or seemed wrong in any way. For now, he couldn’t see the harm in it.


    Ed came to visit every other day, with his mindless chatter and curly hair. Slowly, Iain’s spirits started to lift until eventually he could tolerate his busyness, to a degree. Within a week they were ready to try climbing out of bed and standing. A big moment for Iain. Ever so slowly, with the aid of the physio, Iain sat up; he imagined that he heard his body creak audibly. Swinging his legs around and off the bed, he tried his weight. The first attempt wasn’t a success, the two twig like stalks that used to be his legs couldn’t support his body and he sat back down with a thump.


    Determined not to be beaten, they tried for a second time. Ed stood close, facing Iain and taking both of his hands, pulled as Iain tried to straighten his legs. Eventually, he levered himself upright. He was standing, albeit very shakily and still clutching Ed’s hands.


    “Excellent; well done.” To Iain, Ed sounded patronising but he didn’t mind, being all too pleased to have stood on his own two feet.


    “Will be nice to be walking again,” mumbled Iain.


    “One step at a time, pardon the pun. Haha.”


    After carefully lowering Iain back onto the bed, Ed made his exit. “Remember your exercises and I’ll see you day after tomorrow,” he said, already halfway out of the door as if he had more pressing business to attend to.


    


    Doctor Goodman also seemed pleased with his recovery, telling him often how well he was doing. She asked on more than one occasion whether he had experienced any strange symptoms and Iain always responded in the negative, saying that he was feeling better every day; which in many respects, he was.


    Secretly, Rebecca Goodman was disappointed. There had been no recurrences of speaking in tongues or even any seizures or convulsions. Obviously, she would never admit to it openly, and did allow herself a small congratulation for another job well done but she really had hoped to be able to write her paper on a unique case and make some kind of name for herself in medical circles.


    


    Iain thought it best not to mention the bad dreams which had started to disturb him in the depths of the night; and as for the voice, well, that would remain his little secret; as would anything else which might keep him in hospital for any longer than was absolutely necessary.


    Then, one day, weeks later and seemingly out of the blue, came the news that he’d been hoping for. Dr Goodman was happy with his progress and stated that as soon as Iain could walk without fear of slumping into a heap, he could be released to return home. The following week he doubled his efforts on the task in hand, often swinging himself out of bed when left on his own and with no major mishaps, felt almost ready. His final task was to prove it.


    “I can walk!” he argued with Ed on the physiotherapist’s final visit.


    Ed disappeared from the room to return a few minutes later with a pair of sticks.


    “There you go then, let's see you strut your stuff,” he said, handing him the sticks.


    Using them for support, he slowly lifted himself from the bed and hesitantly at first, made his way towards the door which still stood open. His confidence increasing with every step, Iain exited the room and propelled himself down to the end of the hall. Almost doing a pirouette, he turned and made his way back. Returning to his bed, he sat himself down on the edge and tried not to appear as tired as he felt.


    “Told you I could do it!” he exclaimed triumphantly, a grin spreading across his face.


    “That truly is excellent, I’ll be happy to sign you off when you have a little more strength and balance.”


    Iain couldn’t have been more pleased but did feel slightly disappointed that he still had to wait. It would be a further two weeks of hard work and practice until he finally got the news he wanted.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Eight


    Going Home


    


    


    


    “I’m going to need some clothes.”


    “Why?” It was a bad connection and the voice on the other end of the phone was quiet.


    “They’re letting me out!”


    “You’re coming home? Fuckin’ A.”


    “Yes, can you bring me some?”


    “Some what?”


    Maybe calling Gary for help had been a bad idea, but he couldn’t think of anyone else apart from Dave, and he was worse.


    “CLOTHES! You spanner.”


    “But I ‘aint got a key for your flat.”


    “Bring me some of yours.”


    “They won’t fit.”


    “Then bring a belt too.”


    “When do you need them by?”


    “Tomorrow morning at the latest. Don’t be late, I’ll be pissed off if I have to go home in my PJ’s.”


    “I’ll try and be there tonight.”


    Hanging up the phone, Iain sighed. He had no idea whether his friends would turn up on time, and bearing clothing.


    That afternoon, Tim went to see Iain. During his stay the clergyman’s visits had become regular and Iain found he actually didn’t mind his company. Unlike the doctors or other medical staff, Tim made no demands, didn’t ask awkward question or more importantly, didn’t prod or poke him.


    “How are you feeling today?” he asked once seated.


    “Good thanks, I’m being let out.”


    “So I heard, well done.”


    “Thanks.” Beaming.


    “There is something that I wanted to ask.” Tim said. Up until now he’d been reluctant to apply any pressure but now felt that time was running out if there was to be even the slimmest possibility of finding the answers he’d been desperately searching for.


    “What is it?”


    “I was wondering, whether you remember anything of the time you were unconscious, directly after your accident?”


    “Why? I thought we’d already been over this?” Iain asked. Which he had, and always replied that he remembered nothing, which he didn’t, but didn’t like to think about it too closely as there always seemed to be something just out of his grasp, an unremembered dream. It felt to Iain like something which should remain forgotten, something bad which was best for his mind to blank out.


    “Just that when you were recovering, you had, an, erm, episode.”


    “What do you mean by Episode?”


    “You sat up and spoke! Even though you were comatose”


    This was news to Iain’s ears, he was confused; surely somebody would have told him of such an incident. Tim was in agreement that somebody should have said something, but could offer no explanation as to why the event remained hidden from him.


    “I’m afraid not.” He replied, shaking his head.


    “Well, if you do remember anything, or indeed require anything or just need a chat, give me a call anytime.” He produced a card and handed it over.


    Just like Rebecca Goodman, Tim was secretly disappointed that Iain’s case didn’t deliver the answers initially promised.


    “Thanks, will do,” replied Iain, thinking he would probably never call, but would be handy to have the number just in case.


    They sat talking for a little while about what Iain was going to do after arriving home but he hadn’t really given it much thought; his mind had been focused on getting better and leaving the hospital. He would have to worry about life in the outside world later.


    Gary and Dave came to visit that evening, grumbling about extortionate parking charges but delivering a pair of jeans and a tee shirt as promised, much to the relief of Iain.


    The following day Iain was discharged and after an endless morning of waiting, he relished the feel of the sun on his face. Waiting at the bus stop he clutched his sticks, resting his behind on the metal ledge that wasn’t quite a seat, being too high, but serving as some kind of support. Comfort hadn’t been foremost in the minds of the shelter’s designers and he thought that for a hospital, something a little more suitable could have been constructed. His legs hurt from standing but at least he was a free man.


    A solitary magpie sat in the road and to Iain, it appeared to be looking directly at him. He gave it a nod, just a little superstition he’d picked up, before with a clack, clack, clack sound, the magpie took flight as the bus approached with a squeal of brakes.


    Waving a stick to signal to the bus driver his intention to embark, Iain gathered himself and hobbled his way to the step. A hiss of air accompanied the lowering of the bus to allow him easy access. Rummaging around in his pocket for change which he knew he had, he found balance without one of the sticks a challenge. It was something he would just have to get used to. Eventually he managed it though and took a seat a few rows back from the front, glad that the driver didn’t start to move until sure Iain was seated.


    At last, Iain was on his way home and he looked at the world as it sped past the window in a whole new light. He’d been close to never seeing the busy streets, the factory chimneys or people scurrying about their business ever again. He’d never felt so happy to set eyes upon the same drab, grey mass of concrete he’d severely disliked ever since his early youth; the streets he’d always wanted to escape so much.


    Once or twice along the journey he caught fleeting glances of shadows moving amongst people on the pavements. His mind cast back to lying in the hospital bed and the shadow which had passed across the open door; temporarily forgotten. A shudder ran down his spine and he tried to push the apparitions from his mind


    Iain’s attention was diverted from the supernatural as the bus route took him past his place of work, along the very stretch of road where he’d met with his accident. There was no evidence now of what had happened, any police tape there had been was now long removed, if there had been any in the first place, and nothing marked the spot. It didn’t prevent him from feeling a sudden chill and shiver as he passed the point where he’d lain, on the brink of death on the cool, hard tarmac.


    He couldn’t see through the heavily tinted windows and into the place where he’d worked, but he knew that inside the daily grind continued as usual, people busily punching numbers into screens and keeping the cogs of industry turning. He wondered whether he still had a job or whether he’d quickly been replaced. He doubted his seat would have been kept empty for him, hopefully it was a temp keeping it warm. Outside, somebody whom Iain didn’t recognise stood having a cigarette, maybe his replacement? Why did Iain care anyway? It was a vocation he hated; maybe his accident had done him a favour, giving him no option but to move onto pastures new?


    Trying hard not to worry about how to pay the never-ending bills, his journey soon reached its climax as the bus approached the end of Iain’s street. With a sigh of relief he pushed the little bell to signal to the driver that he wanted to alight and started to stand. The driver tapped the brakes a little too hard for Iain’s still unsteady legs, and while fortunately clinging to the metal pole which went from the top of the seat to the ceiling, Iain pivoted around it and onto the seat in front with a gasp of pain and surprise. The woman who was sitting there didn’t appear to be too happy about being sat on and let out a little squeal herself as he landed in her lap. She was instantly pushing at him to get off.


    Struggling to get back up and muttering apologies, Iain finally made it to the front of the bus and out onto the pavement, thanking the driver as he did. Pausing for a deep breath of free air before doing so, he set off down the street towards the front door of the Victorian house which contained his flat.


    Arriving at the door with its red peeling paint, Iain faced his first challenge in the form of three stone steps. Using his crutches with great ability, he managed these without too much of an issue. Fumbling in his pocket to retrieve the keys he pulled them out and they dropped to the floor, tumbling down onto the steps, just one from the top.


    “Shit!” Iain mumbled to himself, he now had to try and pick them up, an easy task for an able bodied person. After a couple of attempts involving much huffing and puffing, Iain almost lost his balance, just saving himself from a fall by grabbing hold of the short iron railings next to the door. A piece of ancient paint and rust flaked off, digging into his hand but fortunately not breaking the skin. Rather than risking a fall, Iain decided that the best and safest course of action was to lower himself, still holding tightly to the railings, onto his bottom and retrieve the dropped keys from a sitting down position.


    With the keys now safely back in his hand and Iain red in the face from the effort of getting back to his feet he pushed the key into the lock. The door swung open without the key being turned. Iain had been nagging the landlord for months to get it fixed, but had forgotten about it while in hospital.


    


    The house in which Iain lived contained two flats, one downstairs and one up: he occupied the upper floor. They were good sized places to live and he’d been lucky to find it for the rent he paid each month. Next to the front door was an old cupboard where either himself or Nettie, who lived in the downstairs flat, would put the others post when they picked it up from the coarse brown mat inside the front door. On this cupboard was now piled a veritable mountain of correspondence for him. Quite a few of the letters he could see were from the bank.


    He could hear the TV from inside Nettie’s flat; the clunk of snooker balls colliding. She was as deaf as a post but Iain still didn’t understand why she needed the volume to watch snooker.


    The pile of letters was too big for him to manage now, and he was too tired to be looking at what the bank had to say. He could guess of course and only hoped that his account still contained sufficient funds to cover the rent. The post would have to wait until Iain regained enough of his energy to come back down the stairs with a bag to carry it with.


    Directly facing the front door were the stairs. Narrow and flanked by a wooden handrail which was once gloss white, but now had yellowed with age. The carpet was threadbare, its paisley pattern hardly distinguishable, robbed of its bright colours by time. Iain knew he had to get up the stairs and the thought terrified him a little. The pessimistic side of his brain simply laughed while his optimism told him to take things steady, and he’d make it OK.


    Knowing he had no alternative but to go up, Iain started to climb. From the bottom, he may as well have been starting an ascent of Mount Everest, but finally, after an arduous, extremely frustrating and sometimes precarious journey, he made it. Reaching his door, he placed an outstretched hand on the frame, catching his breath and pausing to breathe a sigh of relief before entering.


    He was home at last.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Nine


    Home Sweet Home


    


    


    


    Upon opening the door, Iain was assaulted with a malodour so thick it seemed as solid as a baseball bat to the guts. Flies hummed around his head as Iain, fighting to keep down his gorge, struggled to the large sash windows, flinging them open to allow air into the room, and more importantly, the stench and flies to escape. He didn’t notice shadows moving on the street below.


    Making his way to the kitchen, the source of the smell soon made itself apparent. Sitting on the worktop was what could only be described as black slop with bones sticking out; the chicken he’d taken out to defrost on the morning of his accident. The ex-chicken pulsed as if alive and in a way it was; alive with maggots which were dropping out onto the counter. Flies hatched and swarmed from the carcass and were thick in the air.


    The pile of washing up left in the sink wasn’t much better. A mountain of plates, cups and pans, now covered in slick green ooze, also attracted the attention of the buzzing swarm.


    Here in the kitchen, the smell was even more overpowering than before and Iain was now longer able to contain himself. Doubling up and dropping to all fours, he spewed the contents of his stomach onto the floor. His innards continued to spasm long after his gut was empty, causing him once again to sob with tears of pain and self pity, unable to rise from the filthy, stinking linoleum.


    You’re pathetic, just look at yourself! His pessimism told him.


    Just hold it together and you’ll soon get this sorted, optimistic Iain replied.


    Fuck right off, there’s no way on this earth that you’ve got it in you to clean this lot. You’ll probably die here on the floor.


    No, all you need to do is get up and start cleaning. Don’t even think about the task ahead, just get on with it and it’ll soon be done.


    “Shut up! Both of you, just shut up,” croaked Iain out loud between the sobs. He needed to think clearly but the voices in his head were crowding his mind, making thinking difficult. Once again Iain found himself having consciously to mediate his own thoughts.


    All he’d wanted to do upon his arrival home was to sink into the sofa, enjoy a hot cup of tea and maybe watch some television. Now instead he was faced with the seemingly insurmountable task of cleaning up in an atmosphere in which it was an effort even to breathe.


    “Right!” he said to himself, taking back control of his senses and choking back tears which didn’t want to stop flowing.


    Slowly clambering back to his feet, resolute, he looked around the kitchen wondering where to make a start. Stepping around the heap of vomit, which was already attracting the attention of flies, he decided the best way to clean would be to throw anything away which was tainted; starting with the chicken and then moving onto the contents of the sink. Opening the drawer where the roll of black bin liners should have been, he was disheartened not to find them in his immediate field of view. Rummaging beneath old letters, knives, tools and the like, the bin liners still failed to present themselves. Trying the next drawer down they still didn’t materialise.


    Panic, frustration, anger and despair all started to fly around inside Iain’s head at once. Tearing the drawers all the way from the runners and flinging the contents to the floor, the tears once again started to flow. He now knew that there were no bin liners to find; but how could he tidy without bin liners?


    Thwarted at the first hurdle, exhausted and with tears flowing down his cheeks, he gave up.


    Told you so! his pessimism spoke to him. Optimism remained silent.


    Shuffling back into the lounge, Iain went to the chair nearest the open window and collapsed into it. Fetching the phone from his pocket, he tapped one word into the keypad before pressing send and closing his eyes. That word was simply ‘help’. What was really needed now was the calm, soothing feminine voice in his head, the one which had spoken to him before, telling him to remain strong. It didn’t come.


    


    Far away from the relative comfort of the living room, a thick fog shrouded everything. The only constant between here and there, the sweet, sickly smell of decay and death, tangible in its concentration. Here, Iain didn’t need crutches to walk, the thought of them didn’t even cross his mind. Looking down, he could see that he wore thickly woven trousers and heavy boots; both of which were buried to the ankles in thick, clinging black mud.


    The mud stretched out in all directions for as far as his limited view would allow. Sounds wafted from out of the fog, stifled by the heavy atmosphere, hollow. Shouts of orders being barked, a scream for help, gunfire.


    “Shit, gunfire!” Only then did Iain realise that he himself was holding a rifle, bayonet fixed.


    He knew instinctively that he needed to run. Looking around, he couldn’t gauge in which direction, so he set off as fast as he could the way he was already facing. The shots rang out more frequently now, and the noises were louder. Shadowy figures passed through the fog on either side, ethereal, running the same way he was. One by one they fell, thinning so they became fewer, and all the time the sounds of battle increased in volume and intensity. A bee buzzed past his ear. A bee? No, a bullet.


    Not concentrating on where he was putting his feet during the melee, Iain suddenly found himself with nothing but air beneath his boots; only for a split second though, before landing face down in a pond of stinking, rank and stagnant water. Temporarily submerged he swallowed a mouthful before struggling to the surface, choking on the filth. Wiping slime from his eyes he could see that he shared the crater, for that is what he now occupied, with a bloated corpse, floating face down in the scum. The body must have been disturbed by Iain’s abrupt entrance as it let out a steady stream of bubbles from below the surface; the gases of decomposition making an escape.


    Any sense of time was elusive, as is always the case in dreams and Iain lay in the hole, partially submerged in water and mud while bullets and shells screamed overhead. He didn’t know what to do or how to escape. Every now and again he’d glance over to the cadaver floating nearby, un-wanting but unable to resist a peek. The corpse didn’t move, or offer any sign of inspiration.


    Then, the gunfire abruptly ended. Wanting to get a better idea of his surroundings, Iain thought that he’d attempt to peer over the top of the crater. With every movement his boots got sucked deeper into the mud at the bottom of the hole. On the rare occasions when he did manage free his feet, he made no progress, no hand or foot holds presented themselves to make his climb possible. Clawing at the sides, he’d slide back down into the pit to find himself even more stuck than he was before. Frantically, he doubled his efforts, panic setting in until his energy started to desert him and his labours lost their vigour. Still he didn’t give up, floundering more slowly as his will waned.


    He sensed something was approaching before he heard it, which forced Iain to finish his feeble efforts to climb from the hole. He stayed still; listening.


    Faintly at first, from the fog above, came the sound of marching boots; not of one or two wandering soldiers, but a whole legion of orderly warriors on the move. Oddly, it wasn’t the thought of an advancing army that frightened him the most; something inside told him that this was something else, something more deadly and more terrifying than any human could ever be.


    Making himself small, leaving only his head exposed above the water and pressing himself into the mud at the side of the crater, Iain hoped that whatever marauded above would pass him by, fail to see him or think him too insignificant to warrant any attention. He knew this not to be the case; somehow he knew he was the quarry. Trembling, he closed his eyes as the sound of marching feet got nearer, and nearer until they reached the top of the shell hole and stopped.


    Iain held his breath.


    “I can ssee you,” rasped a voice which chilled Iain to the bone, even more so than the slime in which he hid.


    Still he squeezed his eyes tight shut in the hope that he’d be invisible. Not wanting to confront whoever, or whatever stood over him.


    “Loook att meee.” The voice almost a hiss.


    Too afraid to resist the order, Iain opened his eyes and slowly turned his head skywards.


    He found himself too frightened and shocked by what he saw to react in any way; unable to move, speak, even blink; frozen to the core with fear and as rigid as stone.


    It was a skull which spoke; bleached white bone spattered with mud. The skull was attached to the rest of the skeleton, dressed in tattered and torn military uniform.


    “Join ussss: It is your desssstiny.” The skeleton bent to one knee, offering a bony hand for Iain to take, to help him from the hole. As it did, a worm became dislodged from one of the empty, black eye sockets, flopping to the ground and quickly burrowing its way into the dirt.


    Iain recoiled, trying to sink himself further into the mud; he envied the worm for its escape.


    The skeleton drew a revolver from the holster around his waist; pointing it directly at where Iain lay huddled.


    “Join usss or die.”


    He tried to make himself smaller. The skeleton pulled the trigger.


    


    BANG. BANG. BANG.


    


    He awoke with a start, startling the magpie which had landed on the windowsill. It flapped away noisily into the city outside.


    


    BANG. BANG. BANG.


    


    The smell of decay still lay heavily in the air, the noise of gunfire continued. Although it wasn’t gunfire: still fuzzy headed, Iain took Iain a few moments to realise that someone was knocking the door, hard.


    “OK, hold your horses,” he shouted, struggling to his feet and making his way to welcome his guests.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Ten


    Static


    


    


    


    “What’s up?” and then, “Jesus, what’s that smell?” It was Dave, speaking before even crossing the threshold into the flat. “You scared the living shit out of us, we thought you were dying or something. I’ve come as fast as I can.”


    “Erm, sorry. And thank you. I had a bit of a problem.” Iain showed Dave the kitchen.


    “Fucking hell mate, you poor bastard.” Dave pulled his phone from his pocket and dialled Gary.


    “It’s me… yes, he’s fine… You’ll see when you get here… we’re going to need,” he looked at Iain who recited the cleaning products he required. “Bin bags… erm, bleach, any other cleaning stuff, cloths, and rubber gloves, we deffo need rubber gloves, and beer, plenty of. Oh, and pick us up ten fags and some green Rizla… yeah, cheers dude, see you in a bit…” he looked back towards Iain and then to the kitchen, “Gary’s on his way, we’ll soon have this sorted.”


    “I really am sorry to ask for your help, but I’m knackered and didn’t know how I was going to do all this on my own.”


    “Really, don’t worry about it; it’s what we’re here for.” With that he headed over to the stereo, turned it on, tuned in his favourite radio station and cranked up the volume before helping himself to a seat and fetching a little tin from his pocket. Then, they sat and shared a smoke.


    Just as Iain stubbed the end of the joint out into the heavy glass ashtray, there came a further knock on the door. Dave jumped up to answer. It was Gary, laden down with shopping bags, mainly full of beer, but one had in it all the cleaning products Iain would ever require.


    “Smells nice in here.” He wasn’t referring to the smell of decay, rather the skunk weed smoke which now filled the flat, despite the open windows.


    “Sit down and get one on?” Dave passed the tin in Gary’s direction.


    After enjoying another smoke, and feeling a lot more relaxed about the whole affair they got to work. There was no need to rush and without expending too much energy, pausing frequently for lager and joints, they soon had the flat up to an acceptable level. Their mothers might not have agreed on the degree of cleanliness, but it was acceptable enough for young men who could live life to their own standards.


    “Have you got any other music?” asked Gary.


    “You know I haven’t.”


    Two months prior to his accident, Iain had the misfortune of being burgled. On the positive side, he hadn’t owned many possessions with any intrinsic value. The thieves however, did make off with his stereo and CD collection. He’d managed to pick up a cheap second hand music system but as yet hadn’t replaced his CDs, so all he was left with was the radio. The reception wasn’t brilliant; either the walls of the old house were too thick, the radio itself knackered or most likely, Iain simply hadn’t positioned the aerial properly and couldn’t be bothered to fiddle about with it.


    So, as the three friends, pleased with themselves for an afternoon's work well done, settled down to the serious business of getting very stoned, very drunk and catching up on all the latest gossip, Ben E King crackled through the speakers singing Stand by Me. After the confinement and sterility of the hospital, for Iain it was bliss and he sank back into the sofa, almost melting into the soft, fabric cushions.


    “So, how are you feeling?” Gary asked, his voice full of sincerity.


    “Not too bad, aching a bit. Much better now though,” sucking hard on his reefer before gulping down about a third of a can.


    “What did the doc say?”


    “I’ve got to visit the physio for a while and I have to go and see the doc, just so they can check me out. I’ve got to let them know straight away if I have any unusual symptoms, because of the head,” rapping his knuckles against the top of his scalp as he said it.


    “What kind of symptoms?”


    “Dunno really, anything out of the ordinary.”


    “Have you had anything?”


    “Dunno.”


    “Don’t know? So that’s a yes then?”


    “No. I’ve just had a couple of nightmares, that’s all.” Iain didn’t mention the voices, and had no intention of mentioning them either.


    “What kind of nightmares?”


    “Just…, normal ones. I don’t think dreams count as unusual symptoms.” He didn’t want to mention the vividness of his dreams, the lucidity and the feelings of utter terror they spawned within him. He didn’t want to be reminded of them either and had already spoken more than enough on such matters. Changing the subject, “I love this tune!”


    They sat in silence; each in their own haze, for the entirety of Pink Floyd’s Comfortably Numb.


    “I know what you need,” Dave said after the song had finished, breaking the silence.


    “What’s that?”


    “A trip to Stow.”


    “When?” Gary and Iain chorused in unison.


    “As soon as possible. I can’t do this weekend.”


    “What about the one after?” Gary said, turning to Iain.


    “Anytime’s good for me. Got nothing planned at the mo.”


    “That’s settled then,” started Dave, “weekend after next, we go to Stow.”


    


    The three friends tried to get away once or twice a year, to escape the city and take a short break in the countryside. Usually they’d do pretty much what they did at home, but they’d smoke a bit more and drink a bit more and generally enjoy being outdoors with some peace and quiet. Invariably, they would end up at Stow-on-the –Wold, a charming small town in the Cotswolds. As well as being quiet and beautiful, the town also contains within it a youth hostel so they didn’t need to spend too much money and always had a warm bed for the night. They had a saying; ‘the sun always shines in Stow,’ owing to the fact that on each visit they’d had, none of them could remember the weather being anything but glorious, no matter what the month.


    With that settled and something to look forward to, Iain felt much more at ease. The three young men carried on their session for the rest of the afternoon and well into the night, laughing, joking and listening to the radio, the conversation becoming more and more random as the evening progressed until eventually Gary fell asleep in the armchair. Dave managed to stay awake for a further half an hour until he too, succumbed to sleep.


    


    Iain didn’t want to sleep, not yet. Fetching another can he sat as his friends snored quietly, locked away in their dreamless sleeps. The nightmare of earlier in the day still played on his mind; he could vividly remember the feelings of fear and he shuddered. There was something else; two words which made him freeze, those two words which kept on being spoken; ‘join us.’ What did they mean? He didn’t know. Was there really someone, or something out there who wanted him to join them? Or was it, as he suspected and definitely the most logical answer, a figment of his damaged mind?


    Elvis was on the radio now, singing Jailhouse Rock. The reception had deteriorated further still until the song sounded as if it came from a wireless of the Rock and Roll era. Within a minute, the music was inaudible, replaced by the harsh sound of static.


    Begrudgingly, Iain struggled from the chair in which he was sunk deep, and onto his feet. Turning the knob slowly, trying to retune to a clearer reception, there was nothing other than white noise. He played with the aerial for a while; still nothing. Returning to the dial he tried again, even more slowly. The sound of a baby crying came faintly through the noise, ebbing in and out of his perception.


    Thinking he must be picking up a neighbours baby monitor, he turned the knob more quickly; a screaming child not being conducive to his relaxation. The wailing covered all frequencies, he switched from FM to AM to see if he could get rid of the sound that way, which was now strengthening in clarity, getting louder and louder. The same on Am; he was starting to freak out, the crying unnerved him, frightened him somehow. He turned the radio off, and silence once again reigned supreme.


    He didn’t want to be in the quiet, all alone. Casting his mind back to the hospital; he’d enjoyed silence then, it had helped him, but now it felt different. Silence would lead to him thinking, and at this point in time, the last thing he wanted was to be thinking too much; his own thoughts had started to frighten him, he couldn’t make any sense of what was happening.


    Iain started to panic that he might be losing his grip on reality.


    He turned on the TV; a set so big and so old, in technology terms, that the thieves who’d robbed him had left it well alone, no doubt thinking the back-breaking work of getting it down the stairs was not worth the pittance they’d have got for it on the black market.


    Static, white noise, call it what you will, filled all channels.


    “Gah, not you as well!” he spoke out loud. One of his friends stirred, he didn’t know which one.


    The crying started again, forcing its way through the hiss. Iain muted the TV set. He didn’t turn it off straight away though; he’d heard once, as a child, that static was made up of countless background signals from the cosmos, natural broadcasts from stars, planets and black holes. Not being a physicist, he didn’t know the truth, but liked the idea anyway.


    


    A shape started to appear in the snow on the screen, tiny black and white dots, thickening in places to form an image. Iain rubbed his eyes; the image was still there, and getting stronger. A writhing mass, tentacled, started to take shape, getting bigger, looming closer. Eyes became clearly visible in the centre of the screen, and they were looking directly at him. These eyes were not friendly human eyes, or even the unfriendly eyes of an enemy; they had pupils like slits, elliptical like a snake or a goat.


    Turning the television off with such force that it rocked on its stand, Iain went to his room.


    Sitting on the edge of his bed, shaking, he became more and more afraid that he was losing his mind, or that the hospital had missed something and part of his brain was damaged. It might be leaking blood right now, causing pressure inside his skull; he might go to sleep that night and never wake. He told himself to ring Doctor Goodman first thing in the morning.


    Although Iain didn’t want to sleep he finally succumbed, just as the sun was beginning to show its face above the horizon outside.


    He was back staring out over the abyss; the air full of fumes and the din of industry. Although his conscious mind had wiped the place from his memory, in his dream state, he knew exactly where he was.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    A Trip Out


    


    


    


    The aroma of cooking bacon wafted through the slightly open door, accompanied by the sound of Saturday morning children’s television. Iain’s head hurt and he felt like puking. Thoroughly hung-over, he hauled his sorry self out of bed, grabbed his crutches and made his way into the kitchen where Gary was busying himself with breakfast. Before uttering a single word, he filled a pint glass with water, drinking it down in one.


    “Morning,” he croaked.


    “Morning, how you feeling today?”


    “Shit.”


    Gary laughed; “bacon sarnie 'll sort you out.”


    “Hope so,” then, “cheers, need it.”


    Going into the living room, he found Dave sprawled on the sofa, looking as ill as Iain felt. He made no effort to move to let his disabled host sit down. Iain went to the large comfy armchair, and curled up in it as much as his injured legs would allow.


    “Tele’ working OK then?” he asked.


    “Yeah fine, shit all on though. Why, has it been broken?”


    “Just the reception I think.” He thought of the crying baby and the image which had formed on the screen. He felt too ill to call the hospital just then, but would have to at some point during the day. “Fancy doing anything today?” he asked, feeling a need to get out of the house.


    “Not really. You?”


    “Might pop up town if you fancy it?”


    “Might do, we’ll see if I feel any better later.”


    Gary entered the room bearing bacon sandwiches, then returned to the kitchen for the sauce, both red and brown. Iain went for the red, best on bacon, but he had brown with everything else.


    “Cheers dude.”


    “Yeah cheers,” added Dave, his mouth already full, spitting partly chewed bread onto the sofa.


    They sat in silence for a while, all eyes firmly fixed on Tom and Jerry, eating breakfast and swilling it all down with a large mug of tea each.


    “Do us a favour will you?” Iain asked in the general direction of both his friends, “go and get my post from downstairs.”


    “No problem.” Dave, after finishing his sandwich in record breaking time got up and went to retrieve the letters. Returning with his arms full, he flung them onto the small faux wood coffee table, some sliding from the top of the pile onto the floor. Iain started to go through them; in amongst the junk mail were a couple of bank statements and credit card bills, these went in the same pile, unopened and destined for the bin. A letter with an Australian stamp; the latest update from his parents, he put it aside to read later.


    He came across an envelope which he instinctively knew without opening it, was from work. With a sinking feeling, he looked at the contents, a simple letter from the HR department asking whether he planned on returning, and to let him know that they’d stopped paying sick pay and now all he was to receive was a statuary pittance as decided by government. Heartless bastards. It was dated two weeks previously. Another call he was going to have to make.


    Even the thought of making phone calls left him feeling drained, but it had to be done. Work would wait until Monday morning but he thought it important to try and get an appointment at the hospital as a matter of urgency, following events of the previous night.


    “Right,” he got to his feet, “I’m going for a shower.”


    Showering wasn’t easy, with getting into it being the first hurdle. Sitting on the edge of the bath and swinging himself around he finally managed it, only to turn on the tap and be assaulted by freezing cold water on his naked skin. He yelped but had to keep balance, he almost slipped but somehow managed to keep himself upright. Frustrated and uncomfortable, he eventually managed to get clean and hobble back into his bedroom.


    After sitting for a while on the edge of the bed, slowly drying himself, Iain clambered to his feet to open the wardrobe, only to find any clothes he may have desired to wear, absent. They were in a heap in the corner of the room and dirty. Never mind. Rummaging through the pile of soiled clothes he found out a pair of jeans and tee-shirt, sniffing them to ensure acceptability.


    Finding his phone, and then his wallet, he dug out the small card with the hospital's number on it. The card which Tim the clergyman had given him fell to the floor. Iain picked it up, thumbed it casually and put it back into the little pocket designed for credit cards. Dialling the hospital number, it rang twice before the line clicked and an automated voice started to speak to him. ‘We are sorry there is no one available to answer your call. The office is now closed. Please call back during normal working hours which are…..’ He hung up, flinging the phone onto the bed. With a sigh, he got back to his already tired feet and went to join the others.


    The living room was again thick with skunk smoke.


    An hour and a half later and feeling rather fluffy in the head, the three friends left the house to catch the bus into town. Unknown to Iain it was the very same bus which had hit him outside work, now repaired and repainted.


    The town centre was busy; the long, straight pedestrianised area crammed with shoppers. Iain felt removed, as if slightly out of phase with the rest of the human race. No doubt the effects of the weed, it was a feeling he usually enjoyed but today he struggled to cope with the throngs of people who kept walking in front of him, crowding around, the dreaded double buggy snarling up all the bottlenecks.


    As Gary and Dave laughed between themselves, Iain started to drift off into his own little world. An elderly gentleman, walking in the opposite direction, coming towards them, caught his eye. There was something different about this man, something Iain couldn’t at first put his finger on until realising that unlike the other shoppers this figure had a clarity about it; was in phase with Iain’s dope-addled mind.


    They gained eye contact. Stares locked, they both continued down the street, turning their heads as they passed, the yellowing eyes strangely piercing and familiar. The old man smiled a toothless wet grin and Iain recognised him. But it was impossible! Bert died on the hospital ward. Spinning on his crutches to confirm his fears, the old man had disappeared; swallowed into the crowd.


    Caught in the grip of panic, Iain looked around for his friends. They were a few paces ahead, still laughing. He caught up with them as fast as he could. The throng of shoppers getting in his way, crowding around, seeming to be pushing in towards him. His heart raced.


    “This was a bad idea, I have to go home.”


    “But we’ve only just got here,” Gary said.


    “Sorry, I thought I was up to it, but I’m not.” A half truth.


    “Ok, I just need to quickly pop in here, then we’ll go.” They were standing in the entrance of a large, multi-floored music store which also sold DVDs, posters and games.


    “Alright then,” and he begrudgingly followed his friends into the shop, which was even busier than the street outside.


    He stood waiting, trying not to look around and being barged by other shoppers. He felt clammy, claustrophobic even. Dave was only a few feet away, browsing DVDs and Gary was nowhere in sight after disappearing deep into the store. They were being typically, and frustratingly slow in making their selections. Iain needed to get out, escape the melee. He breathed deeply, trying to hold it together.


    After finding nothing of interest, Dave moved off to find Gary, only to be distracted by the display of new release CDs. Iain followed, panic had well and truly set in and he could wait no longer.


    “I’m heading back home,” putting on a brave face.


    “We won’t be long now.”


    “I’m knackered; have to get out of here.”


    “OK. What you up to later?”


    “Dunno.”


    “Fancy a pint at the Swan?”


    “Dunno, maybe.”


    “OK then, see ya later.”


    “Yeah, see ya. Say bye to Gary for me.”


    “I will.” Dave turned back to the CDs. He probably wouldn’t buy anything.


    Exiting the shop, Iain already felt more relaxed as he headed towards the bus stop. He reached it in good time and without event. An old lady stood up to offer her seat. Iain giggled at the irony and thanked her, taking the seat because his good leg was starting to ache quite badly with the exertion of shopping.


    A pair of magpies flapped about in the gutter, pecking at something. Oh, two for joy. That makes a pleasant change, he thought to himself, craning his neck to see what scraps they were excited about. To his revulsion it was a pile of cold vomit, deposited the previous night by one of the town’s many drunken revellers. He watched them eat; transfixed and disgusted at the same time. One of the magpies slowed its feasting and seemed to look in Iain’s direction, cocking its head to one side and viewing him quizzically before opening its beak. A small piece of sick slid out, falling back to the ground. The magpie squawked, “They’re coming.”


    Iain couldn’t believe his ears. Shaking, he looked around to see if anyone else had heard but they all carried on as normal.


    Then the bus arrived.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    Visitor


    


    


    


    Once back in the relative safety of his flat, the thought struck Iain as how to spend the remainder of the day. He didn’t want to be alone, but he was. Moving to the TV, he changed his mind even before pushing the on button; terrified of what he might see or hear, he ruled it out. Likewise with the radio, he couldn’t stand the thought of hearing more static and more crying children.


    He sat all alone on the edge of the sofa, thinking, trying to make sense of what was happening to him.


    All you have to do is sit it out until Monday, then the doctors can find out what’s wrong and sort you out.


    If you live ‘till Monday?


    Of course you’ll live until Monday.


    Or you don’t go mad?


    What do you mean, go mad? You’re already mad. Hahaha


    What if it’s real?


    If what’s real?


    All this mad shit that’s happening.


    The voices in his head, his voices, weren’t helping. What if it was real? It couldn’t be though could it? What if somehow he was receiving visions, messages from somewhere? How would the doctors help him then?


    Iain felt more alone and isolated than ever. Shutting his eyes tightly, he sat rocking, repeating out loud, “It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real,” over and over and over again. It was the only way to cope, to shut out the world completely and hope it left him alone.


    When the phone rang, it went unanswered.


    Darkness began to fall upon the world outside the window; Iain didn’t move to turn on the light. Images flashed behind tightly shut eyelids; monsters looming from the dark to take him, grotesque abominations and obscenities, still frames showing to him the worst kinds of pain and suffering that members of the human race can inflict upon each other.


    Opening his eyes was no better, although the images projected to his retina were not so graphic; shadows moved in the darkness, inkblots taking human form. Yet he still did not dare turn on the light for fear of what may be revealed.


    Looking out of the window, figures moved on the street below. Bathed in the glow of sodium lamps, most of these late night interlopers appeared solid and alive but some looked not quite real, as if faded around the edges. His mind turned to the apparitions he’d witnessed at the hospital and on the bus. There was also the encounter with Bert on the high street. He could no longer be sure where reality ended and madness began; the man he’d seen in town looked real, but that was impossible.


    Iain looked away from the window and once again closed his eyes. Too afraid to sleep in case the nightmares came, he was at a complete loss as to what to do. And so he sat alone, in the dark and wide awake until the sun started to show above the rooftops; illuminating clouds crimson, heralding the dawn of a new, hopefully brighter day.


    An old saying came to him: Red sky in the morning, shepherd's warning.


    Unable to stay in the flat any longer, Iain put on his coat and hobbled down the stairs and into the fresh air on the street. Without really thinking about where he was heading, he walked towards the common which lay at the edge of the town. The roads were quiet, the air had the still quality which pervades the hour when most people are still tucked up in their beds.


    The common is a large patch of ground of maybe half a mile in each direction. Set aside in days gone by for folk to graze their sheep, nowadays it’s a mixture of birch trees and heather; a small piece of wilderness hidden away in the urban landscape. Frequented mainly by dog walkers and kids on acid, the common is a good place to escape modern day life for short periods of time.


    At this hour it was even more quiet than usual, the birds sang their dawn chorus and two deer disappeared into the trees ahead, startled by the invasion of their territory. He liked to see the deer; they reminded Iain that nature was never far away. He followed the narrow, black tarmac path which led through the common to a small local shopping centre. The shops gave him something to head for rather than roaming aimlessly. He set himself a small mission, to find the newsagents and buy some cigarettes and a newspaper even though he wasn’t really very interested in what the doom and gloom merchants had to say; he had enough gloom of his own to contend with.


    Halfway down the path, Iain noticed the air had become still, the kind of calm which precedes a storm. The birds had stopped singing and silence prevailed, utter silence, which was odd, even for the early morning hours. The deer he’d seen earlier were still absent.


    Feeling uneasy now, as if being watched, he looked around and quickened his step. Movement; in the trees something stirred. Peering closer, body tensed ready to flee as fast as his damaged leg would allow he saw a figure move, maybe thirty feet away from where he stood. And another. He noted five, but there may have been more, moving too quickly to be sure of their number, flitting between trees in some kind of merry dance. They made no sound. Real, and yet not real at the same time, the figures appeared to him as nothing more than shadows, grey in the early morning light.


    He moved as fast as he could, aluminium crutches all too noisy on the hard path. The figures paid him no attention, but Iain didn’t know this. Not waiting to look behind, he didn’t stop until he reached the main road and the common was well and truly behind him. He arrived at the shop panting heavily and hurting from the excursion. The man behind the counter peered up from sorting out newspapers and looked Iain up and down. He was used to drunks, addicts and other people who were still awake at six a.m. coming into his shop, and thought of Iain no differently.


    


    Still shaken, Iain avoided the common and instead walked the long way home. Upon arrival he was truly exhausted and saw no alternative but to retire to bed. Sleep had caught up to him, refusing to give up its headlock until he submitted.


    He dreamed bad dreams, mercifully unremembered upon waking.


    Arising from bed close to midday, the sun streamed in through open windows warming his skin. Fitful as it was, a few hours sleep had done him the world of good and he now felt ready to face the world once again. After fixing himself a sandwich of ham and cheese, he slouched on the sofa and even dared turn on the television. He breathed a sigh of relief when the news reader presented herself to him on the screen. Flicking through the channels, he found an old black and white war film about to start. Brilliant, he thought. Making himself a coffee and unwrapping the cigarettes he’d bought on his early morning excursion, Iain settled in to watch ships blow each other apart in the middle of the pacific.


    Twenty five minutes into the film, there came a knock at the door. Begrudgingly he pressed mute and got up to answer. He’d just been contemplating rolling a joint and settling in for the afternoon and wasn’t overly enamoured at the thought of unannounced company.


    Iain thought he recognised the smartly dressed woman standing on the threshold, but couldn’t recall where from.


    “Hi, I’m Eve,” a kindly smile on her red painted lips.


    Iain simply raised an eyebrow in response, an invitation for her to elaborate. The door still not fully open, he wedged his foot behind it to prevent the visitor from inviting herself in.


    “I hope you don’t mind me coming unannounced, I’m your support worker.” Her eyes moved around the room inside the door.


    “I didn’t know I had a support worker.”


    “That doesn’t surprise me; the left hand doesn’t know what the right is doing half the time. Sorry,” her smile broadened, “can I come in?”


    “Oh, erm, yes, sorry.” He held the door wide open for her to enter. “Would you like a drink?”


    “Tea would be great, two sugars. Thanks.”


    Turning off the TV on his way past, he went to make the drinks, returning to find Eve already seated in the armchair, legs crossed.


    “So, how are things?” she asked before he was fully seated.


    “Not too bad,” he lied. “How about you?” being polite.


    “I’m good thank you.”


    “So why are you here then?”


    “You’ve had a traumatic experience. It’s my job to help you adjust and to make sure you’re coping. I can give you advice and any support you need; physically and mentally.”


    They talked for a while, mainly about coping with life after his accident, about returning to work, chores around the house, shopping and other everyday activities. All the time she smiled, although Iain couldn’t help but notice she carried a certain sadness within her eyes. Eventually, they got round to the subject of his mental state.


    “I have nightmares,” said Iain, keeping quiet about his other experiences.


    “Oh, what sort of nightmares, can you describe them for me?” Eve sat forward in her chair, paying close attention as he described the nightmare of the battlefield and half remembered fragments of a dark and dusty place.


    “Ignore their calls and don’t give in.”


    “Pardon?” asked Iain, slightly confused.


    “What I meant is, you can learn a lot from your dreams, I know that they’re frightening but pay attention to the details, stay strong and that’s where you might well find the answers.


    Iain simply nodded; slightly confused, he didn’t quite digest what she was saying.


    Shortly after, their session came to a close and after saying their goodbyes, Iain was left to enjoy what was left of his Sunday afternoon. He was slightly disappointed to have missed the rest of the film, but it had been good to speak to somebody about his dreams, even if he did think the advice given a little odd. Flicking through the TV guide, he found a western about to start and finally rolled himself the joint he’d been looking forward to.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Everyday Stress


    


    


    


    In his nightmare, he was being chased; down into the fiery pit.


    


    “Hello, I’d like to make an appointment with Doctor Goodman please.” Iain’s first priority of the day was to call the hospital and get himself checked out.


    “Doctor Goodman’s busy on her rounds right now, if you leave your name and number I’ll get her to call you as soon as she can.” The voice on the other end of the phone sounded like she told the same message a thousand times a day.


    “OK, can you let her know it’s urgent please?” after he’d given his details.


    “Yes, will do.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Bye.” The phone went dead.


    Now it was time to make the call he’d been dreading, the one to work. The receptionist who answered sounded cheerful.


    “Hi, can I speak to Michelle please?” He was transferred without another word being uttered.


    “Hi, can I help you?” It was his manager.


    “Hi Michelle, it’s Iain.”


    Hello, how are you? We were all so worried when we heard.” Her voice sounded tainted with saccharin, full of false concern. Iain knew she didn’t give a shit.


    “I’m not too bad, they’ve let me out of hospital now.” He put on his ‘ill’ voice, the one everybody uses when phoning in sick.


    “Oh that’s good, very pleased to hear it. Are you coming back to work soon?”


    “So I still have a job then?”


    “Of course you do.”


    “Well, I’m going to see the doctor today and I’ll let you know what they say. Hopefully it won’t be too long,” he lied, not looking forward to once again becoming a corporate slave.


    “Yes please, if you can? I hope to see you soon. You need a clean bill of health from the doctor before we can let you return to work; you know, health and safety and all that, we have to cover ourselves.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    With the chore of making phone-calls out of the way, he made himself some breakfast and readied himself to receive the call back from the hospital. He didn’t have to wait very long for just as he was finishing his toast, the phone rang.


    “Hello,” he answered.


    “Hello, Doctor Goodman here, how are you feeling?”


    “A bit ropey if the truth be known.”


    “Erm, OK. Can you get here for ten thirty?”


    Iain looked at the time, it was nine twenty five. “Yes, if I leave now.”


    “OK, see you in a bit.”


    With no time to lose, he dressed himself and made his way out of the flat. There were two letters waiting for him on the mat downstairs. His heart sank; one was a first class letter from the bank. They only send first class letters when it’s bad news. Opening it, he found this time to be no exception, the bank were kindly letting him know that he was well over his overdraft limit, and the direct debit for rent had gone unpaid. And they’d charged him thirty pounds for the privilege. He tore open the other letter; this one was from the landlord to let him know the rent was two months in arrears. Either the full amount was to be handed over, or they wanted him out of the flat. Neither of these letters bore the news Iain wanted.


    No time to sort it out now. If he was to make his appointment, he had to leave. Stuffing the letters into his pocket, he opened the door. A lone magpie was perched on the railings, laughing at him.


    “Oh fuck off will you,” he muttered angrily in the bird’s direction as he passed.


    


    Looking from the bus window as he travelled towards the hospital, he saw one or two more shadowy figures amongst the pedestrians. He was becoming sure they were ghosts. Always a sceptic on matters of the paranormal, he still thought it the most likely explanation. He didn’t know whether they were in his head or not, but surprisingly, more so to himself than anybody else, he found himself already becoming accustomed to their presence and although seeing them was unsettling, they no longer threw him into a state of panic.


    His eyes refocused onto the translucent reflection of himself in the glass of the bus window. He’d still not shaved since the accident and sported a large untidy beard. His face pale and thin with sunken eyes, he hardly recognised himself anymore. He fixed his gaze forward, not wanting to see.


    So, how are you going to pay the rent?


    Fuck! You need to go back to work.


    You’re not well enough, and you know it.


    No choice I’m afraid, it’s that or be homeless. You’re going to end up that mad old tramp who preaches about the end of the world.


    What’s more important: your health, or a roof over your head?


    Iain’s head was spinning, it was an impossible choice to make. He knew the doctor wouldn’t give him the all clear if he was suffering hallucinations, but if she didn’t he wouldn’t be able to return to work and thus, pay the bills. He became clammy and a tear formed in his eye.


    Hold it together Iain, he pleaded with himself. It took all of his energy and concentration to choke back the lump which formed in his throat, and when the bus pulled into the hospital and stopped, it couldn’t have been soon enough. Stepping from the bus and into fresh air he couldn’t hold back the tears any longer and the floodgates opened. Sitting on the steps outside the main hospital entrance, head in hands he let the sobs come freely. Attracting nothing more than one or two glances from passers by, his distress went mostly unnoticed. People always cry at hospitals.


    The tears stopped as abruptly as they’d started. Standing back up he wiped his face on his sleeve. The collar of his tee shirt was damp but he didn’t care. He made his way into the foyer and followed the signs to the neurology unit.


    There were more ghosts inside the hospital. More worrying was the fact that they had started to take on substance, appearing in colour rather than a faint shade of grey. Still translucent and not quite solid, none possessed the reality that Bert had in town. Iain wondered whether over time they would, and he’d no longer be able to distinguish between the living and the dead.


    He’d only been in the waiting room for a couple of minutes before Rebecca Goodman came through a door to meet him: “Good morning, how are you?” she asked, a professional, kindly smile on her face.


    “Not too bad.”


    “Would you care to come through?” She indicated towards the door, ushering him through into the small office beyond. She started to speak before he was seated. “So, what can I do for you today?”


    It was make your mind up time for Iain; did he lie and say he was well, thus allowing himself to go back to work, or did he tell the truth and deal with the consequences? He really didn’t know how he was going to answer until his mouth opened and he heard himself say; “I just need the all clear to go back to work.”


    “Oh, it may be a little soon after the trauma you’ve had.”


    “But I feel fine now.” He wondered how convincing he was as she studied him closely.


    “Your GP could have done that for you.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise.”


    “That’s OK, you’re here now. Any unusual symptoms?”


    In for a penny in for a pound; “No, a bit tired but even that’s getting better.”


    You fucking idiot!


    “So, do you feel up to work?” She asked, knowing he was holding something back but unable to force the truth.


    “Yes.”


    “OK then, I’ll get you a letter typed; you can pick it up in an hour. Although, if you do feel at all unwell or unable to cope then see your GP or call me straight away, do you understand that?” She had a concerned tone to her voice.


    It’s Ok for these doctors, with their mega money and insurance packages. They don’t have this stress. Iain thought to himself. “Yes I will,” smiling back at her.


    An hour to kill before he could collect the letter, he thought he should really call the bank. Standing outside the hospital entrance, he took a deep breath. He felt a fraud. Fetching the now crumpled letter from his pocket, he dialled the number printed at the top. After a lengthy automated message, he pushed nine to speak to an operator.


    “Hello, you’re speaking to Graham, could I have your telephone banking number please?”


    “I don’t have one.”


    “You do need that sir, for security reasons.”


    “Can’t I please just speak to somebody?”


    “Not without your pass code I’m afraid. Do you want me to post you one?”


    “No, I want to speak to somebody about my account please.”


    “Well, I’m afraid I can’t divulge any information without the code.”


    “Are you a robot?”


    “No sir.”


    “Well you sound like one,” and then, “Never mind.” Iain hung up before reaching the point of shouting and swearing into the phone.


    He didn’t know where he was going to turn and felt desperate, unable to cope with the mounting pressure. Iain needed to speak to someone without jeopardising his chance to earn some money; it also had to be somebody who could keep a secret. He couldn’t speak to his friends; they would worry and nag him to tell the doctor. He found himself thumbing Tim’s card. Turning, he made his way back through the doors in search of the clergyman.


    The chapel was deserted and silent. The silence was a blessing, as intended; it was a place of rest and quiet contemplation. Iain took a seat at one of the pews, it was only a small room, with daffodils in vases around the walls, and a small altar at the front, which held a book of condolence and a bible. On the front of the altar was a cross made of dark polished wood. Iain sat, not really thinking of anything, and enjoying the fact that no thoughts sprang into his mind.


    The room started to spin around him; with an audible pop, the cross on the altar spontaneously burst into flame. Shocked, he sat, transfixed; he could feel the heat on his face as flames licked the ceiling and the crucifix blackened and split. He thought he could see faint and grotesque figures dancing in the fire. A noise from behind snapped him from his trance.


    Spinning around, he saw Tim had entered the room. With mouth half open but no words forthcoming, Iain tried to signal to the fire, wondering why the clergyman wasn’t reacting. When he turned back, all was as it should be, quiet and serene. No sign that there had ever been flames shooting from the altar.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    False Start


    


    


    


    


    


    “Hello there. Can I help you with anything?” Tim’s voice was soft and kind.


    Iain snapped shut his gaping mouth, like a fish. Wide eyed, he was speechless.


    “Iain isn’t it?”


    “Erm, yes.”


    “Do you want me to leave you in peace for a while?” already backing towards the exit. Iain must have looked terrible, like the man in turmoil he was.


    “No, please stay,” not knowing quite where to start.


    Tim said nothing.


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “Go ahead.” The clergyman slid onto the wooden bench, next to Iain


    “Is anything I say to you in confidence?”


    “Of course it is.”


    “Promise?”


    “I promise.”


    Iain took a deep breath, and started. He told Tim everything, from waking up in hospital, his encounter with Bert, and again in the high street. The ghosts he saw, the nightmares and everything else in-between. All the time Tim sat listening without interruption.


    “So, what do you think it all means?” Iain asked when he’d finished.


    “I think you should tell the doctor.”


    “I can’t.”


    “I’d strongly advise it.”


    “Seriously, if I do, I’ll end up on the street.”


    “I wouldn’t have thought it’d come to that, there are places which can help.”


    “I can handle it.”


    “You’re not handling it very well so far if you don’t mind me saying so. Something might be seriously wrong.”


    “Or it might be real? You believe in such things”


    “Hmmm. But I’ve never witnessed anything, and from what I see, you’ve not experienced God’s influence.”


    “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.” He didn’t mean it, sharing had lifted a huge weight from his shoulders.


    “Yes, you should. I just wish you’d speak to the doctor. Let me do it?”


    “No, you promised.”


    “I know.”


    They’d reached the natural end of the conversation. Iain checked the time, he’d been in the chapel for over an hour.


    “I have to go and get my letter now,” he said.


    “Well, if you need to talk again, then please don’t hesitate to call me.” Tim reached to get a card.


    “I already have one of those.”


    And with that he got up and made his way back to the neurology department, picking up the letter from the prim lady behind the desk whose puckered mouth looked like an anus. Although only one page long, the letter weighed heavy on him, Iain knew he was in no fit state to be returning to the working world but the decision had been made. He paused momentarily, considering going back to the desk and confessing his lies, getting the help he badly needed but instead he wearily trudged from the hospital and made his way home.


    There were no ghosts in his flat, for which he was thankful. He’d amazed himself at how quickly he’d got used to their presence but was glad to have a safe place from where they were absent.


    He telephoned work and let Michelle know he’d be returning the very next day. When he hung up, he sighed; there was no smile in his face and no joy in his heart. He ran himself a bath, knowing he’d wake up too late in the morning to shower and would have to rush from the house.


    The bath felt good once he’d got used to the temperature, and he slowly immersed his body. Warmed by the water’s embrace, his tension dissolved. Tendrils of steam rose to fill the room, condensing on the mirror and he breathed deeply of the scented vapour. His eyes closed as the water lapped around his shoulders.


    


    A splash! Something stinking and rotten covered his nose and mouth, pulling him down under the surface. The water had changed from clean fragrant bathwater to stagnant weed filled pond. He clawed at his face to rid himself of the hand which pulled him down, black rotten flesh hanging off bone, flaking off under Iain’s fingernails; panic had once again introduced itself. The arm was strong, Iain couldn’t fight his way to the surface, unable to breath until finally, after breaking one of the bony fingers, the grip relaxed a little. He gasped a deep breath and the smell of purification filled his lungs before he was once again pulled under.


    It’s not real, it’s all in your mind!


    They’re trying to kill you!


    It’s all in your mind!


    The attack didn’t feel imaginary; the screaming of his lungs and the pressure on his face were not make believe. He bit down hard, part of the hand came away in his teeth and Iain once again struggled to the surface. Despite his still-healing leg, he jumped from the tub faster than a bullet from a smoking gun, spitting rot from his mouth.


    The bath appeared normal; no sign of the struggle which had just occurred apart from a lone puddle on the tiled floor. Steam still rose and white frothy bubbles decorated the surface of the water. The bath still looked inviting, but he didn’t re-enter.


    Sitting on the toilet, head in hands, Iain wondered what it all meant. He’d started to get used to seeing ghosts and could handle their presence, but this attack was something completely different.


    It’ll get better he told himself.


    But it’s not is it? It’s getting worse, much worse.


    Having no idea how long he’d been sitting naked on the pan, he became aware of shivering uncontrollably. Grabbing a towel, he gave the mirror a wipe to remove the condensation; it wasn’t the sight of his haggard and hairy face which frightened him the most. The reflection of the room behind his face didn’t show a room at all, never mind his bathroom. Where there should have been white tiles, there was black ash and basalt, fires burned and shadows moved, dancing an unholy dance in the flames.


    He slammed his fist into the mirror, shattering it into a hundred pieces, the pane crazing before falling into the basin. A shard pierced the soft piece of skin between his middle and index fingers. Blood dripped into the sink, smearing the broken glass crimson brown. Iain watched, mesmerised as the blood trickled from his hand, dripping onto the surface of the glass before forming rivulets, starkly contrasted against the white enamel of the basin. He turned on the tap and held his hand beneath the running water before fetching a tea towel from the kitchen, wrapping it tightly around his injury and gripping the end between the affected fingers. Then he went to his room and like a child, cried himself to sleep.


    


    He dreamed he was at work, a normal day, numbers flashed on the screen and all around him others were busy doing the same. Michelle stood at the far end of the open plan office, going through figures or something similar. The door behind him opened, and a chill blew against his neck. Turning, he could see Dirty Bertie, the old man from the hospital, striding towards him still clothed in pyjamas with tubes dangling at his side, dripping blood and fluid onto the grey tiled carpet. Nobody else seemed to notice, they all kept their heads down, carrying on with their jobs. Bertie smiled, still walking towards where Iain sat, yellow black teeth on display, his yellowing eyes shining with malevolence.


    “Hello Iain.” He paused to wipe a spot of red tinged spittle from the corner of his mouth. “You’re worthy of so much more than this,” using his hand in a sweeping motion to gesture around the office. “Why don’t you join us?”


    You can learn a lot from your dreams, Eve’s words came floating to him.


    “Who?” Iain replied, realising for the first time that he could interact with his nightmares.


    “Us!”


    “Who’s us?”


    “Ah, that’d be telling,” his rancid smile broadening.


    “No then.”


    “It will be glorious,” he dragged out the last word, rolling his tongue around the syllables.


    “I said, NO,”


    “Master won’t be happy.”


    “I don’t care about your master; I’ve had enough, now leave me alone. Please leave me alone.”


    “Not my master: the master.”


    “Leave me ALONE!”


    The smile disappeared from Bert’s face and his lips drew back with malice, “You will join us.” He turned to the door through which he’d entered; it flew open.


    Other workers in the office became suddenly aware of the presence amongst them as a hoard of the spider-like creatures from the abyss came flooding into the room, the creatures with human arms and dripping red skulls; and started to rip them apart.


    It was a bloodbath.


    Iain watched helplessly as his co-workers were torn limb from limb; stood silent as Jim, an OK kind of guy, had his eyes eaten. Michelle screamed, and as she did, one of the bloodied red arms reached into her mouth, forcing it open even wider than it already was. Down the hand went, further, past her throat until the spider was sitting on her face. After finding some handhold in her gullet, it jumped, pulling her intestines back past her lips, where they flopped onto the floor.


    All the while, Bertie was smiling.


    


    Iain woke covered in a cold sweat. An even damper, if warmer patch moistened his midriff. He groaned; his hand throbbed. Looking down at it he saw the tea towel was stained red. There was blood on the sheets as well as his piss. He winced as he removed the makeshift bandage, the fibres sticking to the cut. His hand oozed pink liquid; that was until he tried flexing his fingers and it opened back up, the blood once again flowing freely.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    Hi Ho, Hi Ho, It’s off to work we go!


    


    


    


    Rain pelted the outside of the window, drumming loudly on the glass. It was still to get fully light outside and Iain glanced at the clock. Five AM and the alarm was yet to sound. Iain groaned. Yet again he wasn’t going to make it into work and another long journey to hospital beckoned, this time to repair his damaged hand.


    By the time he worked himself up to leaving the house and had his thick coat on, it was six am and the buses had started to run. Arriving at the emergency department in good time, he saw no need to rush; he had all day; again. Standing on the steps just outside the hospital’s main entrance, he lit a cigarette. He didn’t know when the opportunity may arise for another, it depended how busy they were he supposed.


    An ambulance pulled up nearby outside the next set of doors, lights still flashing. He watched as the paramedics hurriedly pulled out the trolley. The patient was a mess, even from a distance Iain could see red in between the yellow blocks of the neck brace. He thought he must have looked like that when he arrived and shuddered.


    He knew that she didn’t really move but Iain saw the victim sit upright on the stretcher and look at him, arm outstretched as if reaching for his hand, pleading. Not able to look away he met her eye, the only one he could see. One side of the victim’s face was caved in, leaving a gory mess where the other should have been. Iain noticed she appeared in the same muted colours as other ‘ghosts’ he’d seen and knew instinctively that she hadn’t, or wouldn’t survive. And then she was gone, through the doors and into the hospital to be seen by awaiting doctors and nurses.


    His cigarette had burned all the way down, he was sure he’d smoked it but couldn’t remember. He lit another and made sure he finished every last bit before entering.


    There was only one other person in the waiting room, good, I shouldn’t be too long he thought to himself as he went to the desk and gave his details to the woman there. Taking a seat, he looked up at the electronic display. The red, scrolling digital letters read, ‘APPROX WAITING TIME : THREE HOURS’. He sighed.


    Ten minutes later, he was called through to a small room where someone took a quick look at his hand before sending him back to the waiting room. There he waited, and waited. The waiting only punctuated by toilet breaks. He was becoming thirsty but the vending machine cost a pound for a coffee and unless he wanted to walk home, he didn’t have a pound to spare. True to the word of the neon sign, it was a little over three hours later when Iain was called into a cubicle.


    With mended hand, Iain thought he’d better call work and let them know he wouldn’t be in, although as it was already approaching eleven o’clock and they’d probably already guessed.


    “You’re not going to believe this!”


    “What’s up, I thought you were coming back today?” Michelle sounded irate.


    “I’m at the hospital.”


    “Is everything OK?” her voice softened a little, but not by much.


    “Yes, fine. I cut my hand. Got three stitches to show for it.”


    “How did you manage that?” a hint of laughter in her voice, not the friendly kind.


    “Cut it on some broken glass, I’ll be in tomorrow, I promise.” He knew it had to be done.


    “I hope so, I’ve finished the temp now and work’s backing up.”


    “Sorry.” And then, “see you in the morning.” He hung up and walked from under the canopy where he’d been sheltering. The rain bounced off his hood.


    “Bitch,” he said out loud to himself, “could show a little sympathy.”


    He got off the bus a couple of stops early; his leg feeling better every day, Iain wanted to exercise it as much as he could. The rain still poured and seeped through his coat as he made his way across the common. Every time he dared look up or around it pelted his face, trickling down his neck. It didn’t matter, he enjoyed being out in the elements, it made him feel alive.


    ***


    


    Standing on the pavement outside the red brick building, Iain filled with a kind of dread. Not the sudden, stomach knotting kind which materialises when confronted by monsters or demons, but rather the slow, nagging kind when faced with the inevitability of the mundane. One last cigarette before leaving behind his small bout of freedom and re-entering the rat race.


    Nothing had changed, the same grey carpet tiles, the same grey divides and the same rows of fake beech furniture filled the room. The people hadn’t changed either and after two minutes, Iain felt as if he’d never been away. Walking to his desk he felt all eyes upon him but very few people would meet his gaze. He felt slightly uncomfortable. Iain didn’t like being a spectacle for everyone else’s gossip; he knew he looked a state, but didn’t care.


    Leaning down under the desk, he sighed as he turned on the computer and looked around the office while waiting for it to start up. The large chrome clock read seven minutes past nine, late on the first day back, why break the habit of a lifetime, he allowed himself a small weary chuckle.


    “Morning, like the hair!” Jim raised his fingers to his chin, referring to Iain facial growth which still went unshaven.


    “Morning,” Iain grumbled back, less than enthusiastically. He could picture Jim with no eyes and shuddered, looking away and back to his screen.


    His password didn’t work. “Damn.” Why it angered him so much he didn’t know, he must have forgotten it a thousand times before without giving it a second thought. Now he had to go and find Michelle, and she’d know he’d arrived in late.


    Once finally set up and good to go, Iain stared straight ahead; he had no inclination to make small talk with his co-workers, he just wasn’t in the mood. The numbers made less sense than ever, his eyes could see them but his brain refused to focus and wouldn’t register the figures in front of him. He tried to concentrate harder but simply translating numbers from screen to fingers became too tiresome and laborious, even more so than usual.


    You’re out of practice, that’s all it is.


    Brain damaged more like!


    He rose to go to the bathroom, thinking that splashing cold water on his face might revive his concentration. The moment he opened the door, the smell hit him. Someone’s not very well he thought to himself. Moving to the sink, he heard a familiar voice from behind, in one of the stalls.


    “Hello again.”


    Iain froze and let out a deep breath, he’d know that rasping sound anywhere. Turning slowly he found himself confronted by the sight of Bertie sitting the toilet facing him, pyjama trousers around his ankles, skinny, bony knees jutting forward, the stall door wide open for all to see. He was smiling.


    “You’re not real!” Iain said defiantly.


    “Oh I’m real enough.” He strained, a motion which was accompanied by a rapid plop plop plop noise as small lumps were forcibly expelled into the pan. The stink intensified threefold.


    “What do you want with me?”


    “You!”


    “Me? Why?”


    “You belong with us Iain, you know this and yet you deny us. Look around you, you deserve more than this crappy little job in this crappy little town. Join us and it’ll all be over.”


    “Why would I join you, you’re filthy and stinking. Just look at yourself.”


    “Have you looked in a mirror lately, you’re not exactly a picture of sanity and health are you?”


    Iain went quiet, for all his faults, Bert was right. Since the events in his own bathroom mirrors were to be avoided, for the time being anyway. “How would I join you?” He had no intention of belonging to the same gang as this abomination, but was curious none the less.


    “That’s the spirit. I’m afraid you have to work that one out for yourself.”


    Iain screwed his eyes tight shut, “For fuck’s sake, what is happening to me?”


    When he opened his eyes, Bertie was gone.


    Shuffling back to his desk, trembling, he tried to blank everything from his mind and concentrate on work. It didn’t help and the day got no easier. As the clock reached twelve thirty, Iain couldn’t escape for his lunch break quickly enough. Going outside for his ritual cigarette, he wandered round to the back of the building, away from prying eyes and wept; his back sliding down the red brick wall until he was left slumped on the floor.


    The afternoon went pretty much the same as the morning, although fortunately without the presence of Bertie or any other monsters.


    


    Iain found himself haunted by the dream in which the spider creatures came; and imagined the gore.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    A Long and Lonely Road


    


    


    


    Drudgery and monotony were the order of the day for Thursday. Iain wasn’t late into work though; he hadn’t slept and so, being bored, made his way there early. His concentration was even worse than the day before and as he looked out through tinted glass onto the street outside, he saw the occasional ghost pass by. Some of them still showed the injuries which had led to their demise. This was his entertainment in an otherwise dull and totally non-inspiring environment. One apparition he saw was moving in such a peculiar fashion that Iain had to stare; concluding that both legs and back must have been broken.


    “Can you stop staring out of the window and do some work please!” Michelle giving orders again.


    He didn’t reply, snapped out of his trance he stared at the screen in front of him, blankly.


    This is shit.


    Yup.


    I really don’t know how long I can carry on for.


    Needs doing if you want a roof over your head.


    There’s got to be more to life than this.


    You should be glad you’ve got a job at all.


    I can’t do it any more.


    You have to


    Can’t


    I need a break


    There’s no way out…


    The voices got faster and faster until becoming a blur of arguments and nonsense. He heard Bertie laugh. Nothing seemed real; he was becoming totally detached from the world. The voices in his head evolved into pure emotion, a seething cauldron of anger, fear, hate, love, sadness; going round and round and round and round like a centrifuge spitting out one after another at random so that his mood changed five times a second. Iain was losing his grip.


    Without thinking or knowing why, he opened the drawer in his desk and pulled out a small craft knife he kept there. He didn’t even know why he had it in the first place, he’d never used it. Looking around first, to make sure no one was watching, he wouldn’t want anybody thinking he was nuts, Iain pressed the tip of the blade into the bare skin of his arm. The point pushed down, he did this slowly, applying ever-increasing pressure so as to create a dent. He stopped short of piercing the skin.


    Fucking coward. He couldn’t even muster the courage to cut himself.


    Choking back the flood of tears which were now building, like pressure behind a dam, Iain fled the office and ran around the back of the building.


    He lit a cigarette. Shaking, he smoked three quarters of it. Instead of flicking the end into the brambles as he usually would, Iain stubbed the burning tip out on his arm; slowly and deliberately pressing down and twisting the nub. The smell of burning hair and skin wafted to his nostrils but only when fully extinguished did he throw the cigarette to the ground.


    The voices in his head went quiet and the centrifuge stopped spinning. Pain was something real, he could feel it. For those few moments, Iain had something to focus on and was in control. He lit another cigarette and did exactly the same; the small round blister joining the other welt already on his arm. Then, he went back to his desk.


    You’re insane!


    -


    You need help!


    -


    Iain didn’t want to listen anymore, but he did know he needed help; whether he wanted to accept it or not was a different matter altogether.


    Mid-afternoon and the tears started once again, out of the blue while trying to work; dripping onto the page in front of him, smudging the ink. Hoping that no one had seen, he made his way to the toilets, where thankfully Bert wasn’t waiting for him. Taking a seat in one of the stalls, he buried his head in his hands and wept freely. He didn’t know why he was crying, just that he couldn’t stop.


    What would it matter if I died? No one would even notice, and even fewer would mourn. He started to seriously contemplate how he would kill himself. Train? – Maybe, but that would traumatise the driver and passengers: Slit wrists? – No, I couldn’t even cut my arm: Overdose? – No, I’ve heard that it can take a week to die, and people sometimes change their mind after it’s too late: He shuddered at the last suggestion. Hanging? – Now there’s a thought…


    Not wanting to be rash, he decided to think upon it but the confusion in his head was becoming unbearable and he wanted out.


    Making his way slowly home that evening, Iain stopped at the off-licence and bought himself a bottle of good whisky. Pouring a large glass before even taking off his coat, he slumped onto the sofa and let the tears come. There was no one to hear his cries.


    Half a bottle down and his mind once again turned to suicide: Shit, I forgot the rope! It was late and the shops were now closed. He was angry with himself for not even remembering the one thing needed to end his suffering.


    The phone in his pocket vibrated. Looking at it and having to move his drunken head to focus, he saw it was a text from Gary. The message asked what time he wanted picking up on Saturday morning. Of course, they were going away at the weekend. In his self pity he’d almost forgotten; he typed his response, ‘early as poss’.


    Of course, it wouldn’t matter if he was dead; he suddenly felt ridiculous. Why was he making plans for the future if he didn’t intend to be around? Although Gary never knew it, his text probably saved Iain’s life.


    “And why can’t I stop crying?” he shouted out loud to himself, flinging the phone against the wall. It broke, the battery falling down behind the television.


    In his mind’s eye, he pictured the abyss and stared into the void. Iain had a decision to make, whether to give into its lure and jump, or fight and escape the alluring pull. He felt like the easy option would be to give in, let the darkness wash over him and accept his fate. He could picture the leviathan squirming in the thick, acrid smoke and changed his mind; afraid.


    Rolling a smoke, he wanted to numb his head. Halfway down he started to feel clammy, his head felt heavy and started to spin, he had to lie down. The only comfortable spot he could find was on the floor. The window was open a crack and the breeze felt good and cooling as it caressed his temples. Noises from outside filled his head, a distant car, a shout, even an owl hooting in the distance; he focused on the random sounds and found comfort in them.


    


    Iain was woken by a knock at the door, still fully clothed on the dirty carpet, a half smoked joint squashed into his face.


    “Hold on,” he groaned, picking himself up to answer. It was fully light outside, and the sun coming in through the window hurt his eyes. He felt sick.


    Eve looked him up and down as she crossed the threshold, but she still held the same soothing, kindly smile. Iain felt dazed and detached from the world at large.


    “Hi,” followed by, “no work today then?”


    Iain had a sinking feeling, he had no idea what the time was. “Doesn’t look like it,” he wasn’t really that bothered.


    “How are things?”


    “Terrible.”


    She looked concerned, “shall I make you a drink and you can tell me all about it?” already moving towards the kitchen


    “If you want,” Iain shrugged.


    “So, how are you feeling?” she asked.


    He didn’t know where to start, there was so much to tell. It had felt good telling Tim about his problems and he did need to talk, although he didn’t think Eve was restrained by the same vows of silence. “Not so good to be honest.”


    “In what way?”


    Iain now knew he had to share what he was going through and had no chance of keeping his job anyway. How was he to pay the rent? He didn’t know and pushed the thought from his mind knowing it would make him ill with worry. “I’ve been feeling a little down.”


    “Down?”


    “Yes, like erm, depressed. And there’s more.”


    “Like what? Are you still having the dreams?”


    “Yes. And I, err, see things.”


    “What sort of things?”


    “Ghosts.”


    Eve didn’t bat an eyelid, sitting patiently while he continued to tell her about the ghosts, about Bertie and his visions of the abyss.


    “I’ve been very tempted to give and join them,” he said glumly after finishing his story, the only part he’d missed out was the self-harm. Becoming acutely aware of the welts on his arm, he made no attempt to hide them, just didn’t mention them.


    “Does anybody else know?” she asked him.


    “Yes, the hospital clergyman.”


    “He’s a good man, a bit misguided sometimes but good none the less.”


    The tears came once again, Eve held out her arms for an embrace and Iain fell into them gladly. His head resting on her bosom, he felt at peace for the first time in as long as he could remember. She cupped his head in her hands, stroking his hair.


    “Shhh, don’t you worry about a thing.”


    “What about work?”


    “Not important.”


    “What’s happening to me?” his voice that of a frightened child.


    “Sshhh, don’t worry,” the only response.


    Iain accepted it as enough, for now content simply to be comforted by her gentle embrace.


    


    Amazed by the calming effect of Eve’s visit, Iain whistled as he tidied the house and washed up, the windows wide open. The phone rang and he searched frantically for it, not wanting to miss the call. He eventually found it on the floor by the TV; the screen cracked and the back missing with the battery absent.


    Here we go again, he thought, staring at the device. He pressed the red button to finish the impossible ringing. A few seconds later it started again, but that’s impossible!


    Although it was the last thing he wanted to do, he answered. The sound of the baby’s cries reached his ears. He still didn’t know what it meant as he threw the broken phone to the ground, stamping on it and grinding it into tiny pieces with his heel until eventually, with the speaker mangled, the line went dead. The sound of wailing became replaced with his own.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    Morris Dancers Lead a Merry Dance


    


    


    


    Iain was waiting by the door, bags packed when he heard the horn beep from outside. Gary needn’t have bothered, the sound of the car stereo more than enough to announce his arrival; the music loud enough to be recognised. Humming along to Sepulchre’s Roots bloody roots, he bounded down the steps; his leg feeling well enough to leave the crutches at home. He’d only just about managed to get ready on time, after having to dig through his drawers to find an old phone to replace the one he’d broken.


    Clambering into the back door of the battered escort, the music had changed to Metallica blasting out Master of Puppets. The lyrics made Iain think too much about his experiences, shouting into Gary’s ear, he asked if he had something else, something more fitting to his mood and the weather. With a smile, Gary pushed the button and heavy music became replaced by clean guitars and Blind Melon’s, No Rain. Dave passed a joint back from the front passenger seat, Iain thanked him and sat back to enjoy the ride.


    The skies were clear blue and the early morning sun already warm as they pulled away and before long, they were leaving behind the grime of the town and joining the motorway. With the wind coming in through the open windows, ruffling his hair and some of his favourite music coming from the speakers either side of his head, Iain felt better than he had in longer than he could remember. They didn’t exactly speed towards their destination; the trip had already started and there was no need to rush.


    Leaving the motorway, the landscape was transformed and they were soon travelling along quiet roads flanked by the woodlands and rolling hills of the Cotswolds, punctuated every now and again by hamlets and villages constructed of the same, local yellow stone.


    A brace of pheasants ran from the hedgerow in front of the car; an explosion of feathers as they bounced off the grille.


    “Fuck, did you see that?” exclaimed Gary, after tapping the brakes, deciding he was travelling too fast but not making any attempt to stop.


    “Would have made a good dinner,” Dave’s input.


    Iain turned his neck to see out of the rear window, but there was no sign of the birds; the empty road stretched out behind them. An apparition of a little girl stood on the white line, staring after them. Iain turned his head to face forward again, ignoring the spectre.


    Finally, they reached Stow. The sun was now blazing and they couldn’t wait to stop and stretch their legs. Knowing exactly where they were going, they turned off the busy main road, down a side street and then onto a small single track dirt road which led them to the back of the youth hostel. There, the car would stay untouched until they were ready to leave on Sunday afternoon. Stuffing rucksacks with cans of lager from the boot, the three friends first walked back along the track, and into town to purchase sausage rolls and sandwiches for the long day ahead.


    The main and only square in the town was bustling with people; mostly tourists like themselves, many of whom had travelled from much further away.


    “Anyone fancy a pint?” Iain asked the others, eyeing up the tables outside the Old Stocks hotel; so called because of its proximity to the real medieval stocks, now rotting and fragile with age, which occupied a patch of grass at one end of the square. He enjoyed watching people pass by as the three of them sat drinking, listening to different accents and languages from around the world; American, Japanese and a multitude of others.


    Iain felt relaxed with the sun on his face and smiled to himself.


    “You OK?” Dave asked.


    “Never been better.” And he meant it.


    After returning their glasses to the bar, the boys, for that is what they now were again, picked up their bags and headed out of town, to the well and the field beyond.


    The well is a rectangular stone structure which sits at the edge of the lane half a mile from the town. About three feet deep, it’s fed from a natural spring in the side of a small earth bank, and heralds from an age before mains water was piped into Stow.


    As they passed, the boys paused for a minute to watch a frog swim across the surface, sending out ripples to all sides. Iain thought he saw something on the bottom, something pale; a corpse. He looked away in an instant while still able to fool his brain into thinking it was an illusion. He didn’t want anything to spoil his idyllic day, and his current state of contentment.


    Beyond the well, up the small bank and over the fence lay the field; where the grass around the edges grew tall and the corn taller still. Moving to where the two met, the three friends sat down, concealed from the world outside. Iain removed his tee shirt, feeling hot sun on his skin was divine. Each rummaging in their own bag for drinks and metal tins full of smoking paraphernalia, they rolled a spliff each, cracked open a can and settled in for the afternoon.


    Spreading his tee shirt on the ground, Iain lay down watching the top of the grass gently swaying in the breeze. Not far away, a kestrel hovered, its keen eye on the lookout for a shrew, field mouse or other tasty morsel. He was glad he’d decided not to kill himself.


    The youth hostel opened its doors at five; fuzzy headed, the three of them decided to walk back down the lane before they managed to get in an even worse state. His skin pink from the sun, Iain realised he’d burnt when pulling on his tee shirt. He didn’t mind, the subtle sting felt good.


    Entering through the rear door, by the car park, they fetched the keys, went to make up their beds and left again straight away through the front, which opened onto the main square.


    “Anyone for food?” asked Iain.


    The answer was in the affirmative all round. They headed across the square to the Queens Head, another pub and directly opposite the Old Stocks, which was known to serve good meals. At the bar, each ordered a pint of good ale and picked up a menu before finding seats tucked away in a small snug. Iain salivated as he read the list of foods, trying to decide which to have. Liver and onions: mmmm, or maybe fish? The chicken pie looks good. The waitress came over and Iain ordered rib eye steak.


    They staggered from the pub three hours later, after the sun had set and the stars begun to shine, returning back to the field with full stomachs to carry on the session.


    Once again lying on his back, the stars swam as he looked up at the sky. The air had a chill, amplified by sunburnt skin. A shooting star burned up overhead; I wish, I wish that my head will get better and I can get back to normal life. He also wished that the moment would never end. Can you have two wishes? Will that cancel them out? The moon was rising in the Eastern sky, full and bloated like Iain’s belly. On this cloudless night, he could clearly make out the craters which made up the face of the man in the moon. Tonight it gave little comfort, appearing ominous and brooding, scowling down at the young man lying in the grass.


    The sky was already starting to brighten when they entered the shared dormitory and snores came from one of the beds, which were full of sleeping and weary travellers. Creeping in the dark so as not to disturb their co-habitants for the night, they tried to find their own beds. Iain stumbled, stubbed his toe and yelped; Dave snorted loudly, trying to supress a laugh. Someone in the room grumbled and rolled over, their disdain at being disturbed quite evident.


    


    Iain was the first to wake; opening his eyes to a full moon of pale, naked, hairy backside. Shutting them quickly again, he groaned and rolled over, pretending to be still asleep. The arse belonged to a co-habitant of the dormitory, who’d been sleeping the bunk above Iain. Once very sure that the man was dressed, Iain pretended to wake, stretching and yawning loudly.


    “Morning.” said the man.


    “Ugh, morning,” feigning sleepiness.


    The man started on a one-sided conversation which didn’t really interest Iain, the heavy night and early waking leaving him somewhat lacking in the banter department. The man, whose name Iain didn’t catch, was a cyclist and after travelling over a hundred miles the day before was about to embark on the return journey. He was now dressed in tight fitting Lycra which wasn’t a whole deal better than naked butt crack.


    Nutter. Although Iain couldn’t fail to be a little impressed at his cycling prowess.


    Gary snored loudly. Although out of sight elsewhere in the dorm, he knew it was Gary, being a sound he’d heard on many occasions. The air was thick with the aroma of farts; that was probably one of his friends too. The need to urinate forced Iain from his bed.


    The pungent atmosphere wasn’t helping Iain’s hangover and so instead of returning to his mattress, he pulled on his shoes and made his way to the front door of the hostel and into the main square.


    The cool morning air refreshed, but Iain had a raging thirst and an intense ache behind one eye, forcing him to squint against the still low morning sun. He made his way to the newsagents, the only shop open on a Sunday, before walking back to the opposite side of the square, slouching in a bench next to the medieval stocks.


    Iain sat watching the world go by, drinking Lucozade and smoking cigarettes while enjoying the early morning sun on his face; warm but not yet strong enough to burn. A sign on the thick stone wall of the town hall opposite announced an antiques fair happening later in the day. He thought it might be worth a look.


    


    Ace, he smiled as a troupe of Morris dancers arrived in the square just in front of him and started to unpack sticks and bells. The dancers taped off a large corner of the square before the majority of tourists, and their cars, arrived. He went to take a swig from his bottle; finding it empty, Iain wandered back over to the newsagents for a large bottle of water and a Mars bar before settling in for the show.


    The dancers came from all walks of life and ranged from an acne ridden teenager, to octogenarians with grey, bushy sideburns, so large as to look like squirrels stuck to the sides of their weathered, craggy faces. There was one thing that all the men had in common, apart from the white clothes with red ribbons, and that was that they each drank ale thirstily from large tankards; where they got them from at that hour on a Sunday morning, Iain could only guess, thinking they must have bought a cask along with them.


    With drinks downed, they were up and with a shout and a tinkle of bells, moved into formation; two lines facing each other, sticks raised and touching.


    More shouting and they were off, short wooden sticks coming together with a snap and bells jingling with the shaking of legs. Forwards and backwards they moved, weaving in and out, now moving in circles and again into lines. Iain watched them enthralled; he was seeing first hand one of those curious English customs which has remained unchanged for centuries; just a few stalwarts keeping alive the old traditions.


    


    There was a subtle shift; the Morris dancers still danced and bells still jangled but now they were the only thing he could see. Everything else appeared muted and not quite real. He gazed on as they sped up; faster and faster they danced, becoming a blur of white against the ancient stone buildings.


    They stopped dancing.


    Iain snapped out of his trance.


    Looking down, he found his feet had somehow become trapped in the stocks, no longer old and rotting, the wood looked new. The Morris dancers turned to face him; malice in their eyes.


    Behind them were people; hoards of people dressed in sack cloths and rags. The dancers parted and the crowd started to throw things in Iain’s direction. Wide eyed, he tried to free his feet but the stocks were shut tight, his efforts only leading to bruised ankles. Something struck him hard on the forehead, shattering on impact; he thought it might have been a cabbage, rotten and stinking. It was followed by tomatoes, also exploding on impact and before long his eyes stung with vegetable juice and he struggled to breathe through the pelting. He screamed and something jammed in his mouth, spitting it out he screamed again and the crowd just laughed, gaining pleasure from his pain.


    The barrage of rotten vegetables stopped and the Morris dancers moved in. Iain still screamed for all he was worth. As they got closer, he fought. His legs might have been restrained, but his arms were not; he thought he caught one on the jaw before they had him overpowered and pinned. And still he struggled, he had to get away, they were trying to kill him.


    “HELP!!! HELP!!!”


    Two more figures approached, pushing through the dancers, dressed entirely in black, or dark blue, and after freeing his feet, roughly took hold of Iain and carted him away kicking and screaming.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    Detention


    


    


    


    “We’re going to need the doctor here. NOW,” one policeman shouted to the other.


    “On it,” phone already in hand.


    They could hear Iain screaming from inside the cells; beating at the walls and door, trying to escape like a trapped and frightened wild animal as he had been since they’d put him in there. Not wanting any nasty happenings, they made sure to remove his belt and shoe-laces first.


    “He’s a proper mental case,” one of them commented, thumbing through Iain’s wallet for some kind of identification. They had a name, from the couple of bank cards, and they also knew he’d recently been in hospital because of an appointment card. Taking his phone, the policeman looked for the last number dialled, trying to find a relative or spouse. When he couldn’t find either of those, he dialled Gary. There was no answer and the call didn’t transfer to voicemail.


    When the door opened, Iain shrank back into the corner of the cell. The chubby man with grey hair was speaking to him, the words didn’t sink in; Iain was too busy paying attention to the brown leather bag he was carrying. He wondered what it contained; probably utensils for dissection, that’s what they usually carry in these places. At least he’d managed work out this stranger was a doctor of some kind.


    Iain backed himself further into the corner, afraid of what was about to happen; “Get the fuck away from me you fucking Nazi!”


    The doctor ignored the insult, thinking Iain was using a generic term for people in authority and advanced slowly; “now settle down, it’s OK, I’m not going to hurt you,” his voice low and calm.


    Yeah, too right you won’t hurt me. I bet you say that to all of them. I’d rather go to the showers than this. He cowered, whimpering and looking for an escape. The doctor stood between him and the door. I can take him, Iain thought, waiting for his moment.


    The doctor opened the bag and took out a syringe before removing a small bottle filled with clear liquid.


    Iain saw his chance; now. Springing to his feet, he shoulder barged the doctor, knocking him into the wall and sprinted the few steps to the door. Two burley police officers waiting just outside stopped him dead in his tracks, wrestling him to the floor and pinning him.


    Iain didn’t see police; he saw them as guards of the SS, Hitler’s elite. He imagined himself captive in some Eastern European concentration camp, Auzwitz, Belsen, or some other with a name that eluded him, at some time in the 1940s. This doctor was the crazy kind he’d read about, planning to slice him open while still conscious to see how his insides worked, his heart, his liver, his eyes; oh god, not my eyes, not while I’m awake.


    The doctor regained his composure, picking himself up he filled the syringe and moved towards where Iain was still restrained and struggling.


    “Stand back!” one of the police officers shouted, seeing Iain’s distress. Two couldn’t hold him, they had his arms but his legs were thrashing wildly, trying to fight his way free, extra strength fuelled by terror and adrenaline. Two more officers quickly arrived on the scene and grabbed his legs. Still he fought as if his life depended upon it; writhing and biting to get free. One of the policemen lost his grip, and received a solid kick to the knee for his troubles, dropping to the floor he struggled to regain control of the flailing leg.


    Finally though, Iain was subdued and the doctor approached, brandishing the needle. The hypodermic filled Iain’s vision as it came closer; oh god, what are they going to do to me? he thought before feeling the small pinprick on his arm. The cold travelled outwards from the point of insertion, spreading, his fingers going numb, then his whole arm going cold before he drifted into a drugged oblivion.


    


    Gary woke with a stretch and a yawn. Reaching out from under the thin duvet he rummaged in his jeans to find his phone. Seven missed calls from a number he didn’t recognise. “Ah shit,” he mumbled, wiping sleep from his eyes. Rolling from his bed, he pulled on his jeans and went to the toilet, first things first. The phone stayed on the crumpled duvet.


    “I’d give it ten minutes if I were you,” he said to the now-awake Dave upon his return.


    “Your phone was going.”


    “I wonder who that could be, they’ve been trying all morning. I’d better pop out and see who it is.” With that he pulled on a tee shirt and shoes and made his way into the square. There were no reminders of Iain’s struggle earlier in the morning; the Morris dancers were still there, sitting about and drinking from their tankards. Gary didn’t notice one of them nursing a black eye.


    As the phone rang out, Gary watched a stretcher being loaded onto an ambulance, just outside the police station.


    “Hello, Police,” the voice on the other end, sounding tired. Gary knew then that something was wrong.


    “Er hello, I’ve had a few missed calls from this number?” a little hesitantly.


    “Are you a friend of Iain Andrews?”


    “Yes,” cautiously.


    “Do you know where the police station is?”


    “Yes, I’m standing not far away,” then, “Why, what’s up?”


    “You’d better come up here.”


    Gary was already breaking into a trot, towards the police station and ambulance outside; “be right there.”


    He was too late, as he ran he saw the ambulance doors close and watched as it quietly pulled away, no sirens or lights this time. He felt nauseous as he approached the door with the blue light hanging over it. A little breathless he approached the desk, and the policeman waiting there.


    “I’ve just had a call about Iain. What’s going on?”


    “Come with me please?” the officer asked, his tone stern but kind.


    Gary wondered whether he still had his dope in his pocket and a little wave of panic washed over him. Too late now, he thought to himself, hope they don’t smell it on me.


    He was led into the small interview room;


    “Please, take a seat?” Gesturing towards a plastic chair.


    He did. “So, what’s this about?” he asked.


    “What’s your relationship to Mr Andrews?”


    “A friend. Why?”


    “I’m afraid he’s been detained under the mental health act. Do you know of any past history of mental troubles?”


    “No. I mean, he’s been a bit depressed following his accident but nothing more.”


    “Accident? What kind of accident?”


    “He was hit by a bus. Was in a coma for a bit.”


    “Oh, hmmm, interesting,” the policeman was scribbling in his notebook.


    “Any history of drug use?”


    Ah shit. “No,” and then thinking better of it; “apart from the occasional smoke.”


    “Marijuana?”


    “Yes, not much though. Where is he now?”


    “Iain’s been taken to hospital in Cheltenham.”


    “Can I go?”


    “Yes, of course you can.”


    Gary didn’t run back to the hostel, rather he took a slow dazed amble, trying to process what he’d been told. As he approached, he met Dave coming out of the door.


    “What’s up?”


    “Iain’s gone nuts and been taken to hospital!”


    “Gone nuts?”


    “Yeah, don’t know what he’s done but they’ve sectioned him.”


    “Ah shit.”


    “We’d better go and find him.”


    With that they quickly returned to their room, packed their belongings and headed for the car.


    “They’re going to need time to sort him out.” Dave said. “Time for a quick smoke first?”


    “Yeah.”


    They returned to the field for a short while and with their heads feeling a little more relaxed, went back to the car and started on a steady drive to the hospital.


    


    Rebecca Goodman was just finishing her morning rounds when she got the message about Iain. After divulging the background information she had on her patient she wished she could perform the tests herself, but instead requested that any results be sent directly to her office.


    To say Iain was groggy when he came round would be an understatement; his vision blurred and unable to move his limbs he looked around at the white room. The ceiling, walls, the bed he lay on and even the floor was white, albeit a slightly darker shade. So this is it? This is where it happens? Confused, but still sure he was about to undergo some kind of experimentation, Iain found himself surprisingly unbothered; a result of the sedative.


    Eventually, Gary and Dave located the correct department in the hospital only to find visiting their friend to be more of a challenge than they’d anticipated.


    “I’m sorry, you can’t see him just now, we have to give him some tests,” the nurse at the station told them.


    They argued, telling her it was an emergency, imperative that they saw him and maybe they would be able to calm him down. In the end, with the intervention of a doctor they were allowed in for a brief time; the scanner was unavailable for half an hour so they had that long.


    “Providing he doesn’t become distressed,” the doctor added to the conditions of their admittance before showing them along the corridor and tapping a code into the keypad, letting them onto the ward. Further along the passage they came to a door marked ‘safe room.’


    “He’s just in here; I’ll wait in case he gets violent again.”


    Gary simply raised an eyebrow to him, unable to believe his friend would try to hurt him in any way.


    “Oh no, not you too?” Iain’s words slurred as they entered the room. Through the open door he could hear screams of agony coming from other experimentation chambers outside. He was the only one who could.


    “What do you mean?” asked Dave, keeping his voice as reassuring as possible, as he’d been instructed to.


    “Get out.”


    “Eh?”


    “Get out! NOW!” Finding the strength to scream, Iain had to warn his friends of the danger they were in, hoping they might be able to save themselves, although it was probably already too late.


    They misunderstood his warnings, thinking he didn’t want to see them. The doctor appeared and ushered them from the room, leaving Iain once again on his own, sobbing.


    “Jesus. He was fine last night,” said Dave shaking.


    “I can’t believe it,” replied Gary as they walked back down the corridor and through the locked doors.


    “I just hope he’s going to be OK.”


    “Me too.”


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    Return Ticket


    


    


    


    The straps holding him were tight, not quite cutting the skin but rendering him immobile. Wide eyed and clammy he watched on helplessly as the doctor approached with the needle; as much as he tensed he couldn’t break free or put up even a token struggle.


    Iain was being taken for an MRI scan to determine whether any damage made itself apparent on his brain. The sedative was needed to stop him panicking and keep him still for long enough to get a good image.


    Although paralysed; panic was still evident as the machine encapsulated him; Iain wondered what they were going to do to him and why they’d placed him in the coffin. It was dark; he wanted to scream but his voice escaped as a tiny squeak; inaudible to those operating the scanner. He was trapped: they’d got him and the game was up. Resigned, he closed his eyes.


    The machine started and Iain’s head filled with grinding and clunking noises, the sound of heavy machinery. His body felt electrified, a mild tingling all over accompanied by a rising feeling in his stomach, like when driving too fast over a humped back bridge.


    He was no longer lying down; snapping open his eyes he found himself once again standing staring out over the abyss, all bathed in the dull red glow of fire, smoke rising up to meet him, filling his lungs. He breathed deeply of the acrid stench.


    “Hi there.” Bert was sitting a few paces away on a pile of stones, which were not stones at all but skulls.


    “Hi,” Iain replied wearily. He wasn’t afraid anymore; his will was broken and nothing could be worse than what those above would do to him.


    “Have you decided to join us then?”


    “Dunno.”


    “Come with me.”


    “Where?”


    “All in good time. I have something to show you.”


    “What?”


    “I said, all in good time.” And with that he was up and walking towards the lip of the chasm. Iain could see the fragile bridge of stone which spanned the gap. It wasn’t the way Bert was heading. “Chop chop; keep up will you.”


    Iain followed, his feet kicking up clouds of red dust in front of him; he hurried so as not to lose sight of his guide.


    Bert waited for him at the top of the steps, the rough stone ones which led down until disappearing from view into smog and fire glow.


    “This way if you please.”


    Iain hesitated.


    “Come on will you. Don’t be a pussy. If I’d known you were a pussy I wouldn’t have bothered.”


    Iain shrugged his shoulders: What the heck, and started to follow.


    The steps were steep and narrow; the surface pitted and rough. On one side the rocky wall rose up above them and on the other, a sheer vertical drop. Iain had to watch his footing carefully so as not to stumble and plummet to the unseen floor below. On occasion he glanced up and could see the openings of caves set into both walls of the chasm. The fires still burned in their mouths and shadowy, tortured figures still danced and toiled inside; he could picture them as being masters and slaves.


    “Who are they?” he asked Bert during a small pause in their descent.


    “All part of our merry collective,” replied Bert, a wry smile on his face.


    “They don’t seem very merry!” just as a scream wafted to their ears from one of the closer caves. Iain didn’t want to think about it too much, he knew bad things were happening in there.


    “Hmph.”


    They carried on, ever downwards. Little nooks and crannies in the walls revealed spider creatures; he shrank back, a little more afraid than he had been.


    “Don’t worry about those; they’re harmless,” called Bert over his shoulder.


    Iain was worried about them though. He was confused and didn’t know why they weren’t attacking this time. Looking up, the top of the abyss was now obscured from view by the smog hanging thick over their heads. He glanced back at some of the spiders; they stared back, menacingly: slick red skulls turning to follow his progress, thousands of eyes burning into his back. Iain knew that one false move and he’d be dead and couldn’t understand what force now had them tamed.


    “Nearly there,” Bert called before quickening his step and whistling a merry little tune which Iain couldn’t place but sounded familiar.


    They stepped off the bottom step and into a vast underground cavern he imagined to be even larger than the one above. There must have been a ceiling of rock up there somewhere, but it was out of sight, lost in a sky of billowing, black, sulphurous clouds. He thought it was a cavern but to call it such would be an injustice; it was a subterranean world.


    They were standing on a beach of black sand, coarse underfoot. Ahead of them, small waves lapped lazily at the shore; the water blacker than the beach. As far as Iain could tell, it was a wide river. Far across the water hazy shadows of land could be seen, dark and threatening, rising from the horizon like an apparition. Straining his eyes against the gloom, he could see a volcano rising from the land-mass, the red glow of lava spewing from the summit. Something splashed in the water ahead of them; something told him it wasn’t a fish.


    The sound of a baby crying drifted to them from over the expanse.


    “Behold the Styx!” exclaimed Bert while picking a sticky bogey from his nose, rolling it in his fingers before popping it into his mouth.


    “What? You’re shitting me?”


    “It’s not as bad as what people say down here you know. All you have to do to is cross.”


    “Why would I do that?”


    “Because you want to be free. No more slaving for somebody else, no more world judging you. You can be a Prince.”


    “But, isn’t that hell?”


    “Erm, yes and no. I know it’s had a bad press, but it’s all propaganda, from above.” He looked at the clouds of filth. “Seriously, it’s not that bad. They just want you to believe it is; so they can control you. Over there, life and death don’t exist, you will be immortal.”


    “How would we cross?”


    “Sit here, the ferry will be along soon.”


    Iain had no desire to wait for the ferryman but thought about what waited for him in the world above; a lab rat to be dissected. Then he thought about his friends. They were still in the detention centre; he had to do something to try and save them, he couldn’t just leave them to their fate at the hands of insane doctors.


    “So, what’s that baby crying?”


    “Ah, nothing.”


    “It’s something.”


    “Not my place to say.”


    “Whose is it then?”


    “Not your business.”


    “I’m making it my business.”


    “Just leave it.” Bert was becoming agitated.


    Sensing he’d hit a nerve, Iain thought he’d push the point further. “Tell me?”


    “No. Some things are much, much better left alone.”


    “I’m not going then!”


    Bert’s shoulders slumped and he shook his head. “That’s not a wise move.”


    “Why not?”


    “He won’t be happy.”


    “Who’s ‘he’?”


    “The Master.”


    “Will he tell me who the baby is?”


    “I wouldn’t ask.”


    “Take me back.” Ian demanded.


    “No.”


    “Take me back. NOW,” screaming. He sensed something vast and horrible waiting on the other side of the water; waiting for him.


    “What do you want to go back for; there’s fuck all for you up there. You have no family, your friends are idiots; nobody likes you or even cares. None of that matters anyway because the minute you’re back, they’ll cut you to pieces; probably take your eyes first: Pull them out and turn them round while they’re still attached so you can see your own bloody face”


    “Fine, I’ll go back myself, I know how.” He started to walk back towards the steps. Not rushing but determined, he began to climb.


    Bert made no attempt to follow. “You’ll never make it,” he shouted at Iain’s back.


    “Watch me.”


    The spiders also watched as he climbed upwards, whatever had tamed them before no longer exerted any power and they knew it. Slowly at first they made an advance, moving towards him; scuttling up walls, traversing the rock until the first of them jumped onto the steps just ahead of Iain.


    Instinctively and without thinking he kicked out, catching the spider full on in the mouth. It let out a small howl before sliding off the steps and hurtling downwards. They can be hurt! Iain, given extra momentum by his small victory increased his pace, now running, taking the steps two at a time but the spiders were faster, better adapted to moving over gnarly rock and they soon had him surrounded.


    Back to the wall, he flailed, kicking and punching and although he claimed more than his fair share of casualties they were too great in number. He was cornered and had nowhere to run. One of the creatures jumped, landing on his chest, powerful mandibles snapping at his throat; all eight black, shiny eyes firmly fixed on his. Iain thought of his dream, where Michelle had the insides pulled out of her and clamped his own mouth tightly shut. Pushing with all his might, he managed to shove the spider off, only to find it replaced with another. He felt pain in his legs.


    


    A flash of light temporarily blinded Iain and he shut his eyes against the glare.


    When he opened them again, he was strapped to the trolley; doctors and nurses were looking down at him, relief etched onto their faces. Out of the frying pan, into the fire, he thought to himself as he let his lids shut once again and gave up the fight.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty


    Assessments


    


    


    


    “Seizure? What kind of seizure?” Doctor Goodman rested her head in her hands whilst clutching the phone between ear and shoulder. “Can you mail me the scans please?”


    “Yes of course, but they didn’t show anything conclusive because of the metal plates,” her counterpart in Cheltenham sounded dismissive.


    “I know, I just want to see them, after all, he is my patient.” It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the other doctors’ interpretation of the scans, just that she had a gut feeling something physiological was going on in Iain’s head. “So, what’s your thinking about what might be happening?”


    “Beats me; he needs further evaluation to be sure.”


    “When’s he being transferred?”


    “This afternoon. I don’t see any reason not too.”


    With that, they both said their goodbyes and hung up. Rebecca sat for a while in silence, thinking about possible causes of Iain’s psychosis and seizures; apart from the obvious head trauma of course. The human brain is an infinitely complex organ; it’s the very reason she wanted to specialise in neurology, there were always new things to learn and ways for a young doctor to make a name for herself.


    


    They came to take Iain away in the afternoon; he didn’t know it was afternoon; all concept of time had long since abandoned him. Whatever drugs had been pumped into his system seemed to have done the job; he couldn’t be bothered to ask where they were going. His head hurt. As they wheeled him through the hospital foyer and to the waiting ambulance, he glanced around: This is no Nazi death camp! He thought to himself. His mind boggled; he seemed to be jumping from one place to another: The concentration camp; the abyss; and now hospital. He’d lost track of what was real and what wasn’t. Maybe they’re all real? He gave up and closed his eyes again.


    


    He could hear two people talking. The words eluded him but Iain knew he was the subject of their discussions. Sleep was trying to claim him again and his eyes remained closed.


    “Iain,” someone was speaking his name. Then again, more loudly: “Iain. Can you hear me Iain?”


    Cracking his eyes open just a little he saw a face looming over him, dark brown eyes and full red cheeks peeping out from above a bushy grey beard.


    “Ah there you are. How are you feeling?”


    Iain half grunted, half sighed in response as the room tried to swim into focus, but not quite managing it.


    “That good eh? We’ll soon fix that. I’m Doctor Jenkins and I’ll be looking after you for a while.”


    Great, another doctor.


    Join us and you’ll never have to see another doctor ever again. Bert’s voice this time, speaking from inside his head.


    Doctor Jenkins was speaking to someone else in the room, someone who Iain couldn’t see through half closed eyes. He didn’t try to understand, or even hear what they were saying, instead letting his eyelids slide closed again.


    Sshh, rest, the soothing female voice in his head gently spoke. Iain felt glad to hear it and allowed himself a small smile as he drifted off.


    Over the course of the next few days, the doctors ran plenty more tests but the results were always inconclusive. Iain was a medical enigma. Rebecca Goodman visited often and Doctor Jenkins, who was indeed a psychiatrist, insisted the symptoms were a psychological manifestation of his trauma. They could never quite come to any agreement and Iain, as he lay in a half stupor, was the subject of much heated debate.


    


    He was thirsty, the realisation of his discomfort creeping up on him. It was another white room; it hurt his eyes. The restraints binding his wrists and ankles were now undone. Rising to his feet, legs shaky, he went to try the door, only to find it locked. Next to the bed lay a small square box, not white but orange; Iain picked it up and pressed the buzzer. Moments later a short, smiling nurse appeared.


    “Everything OK?” she asked.


    “Thirsty,” Ian croaked.


    “No problem.” She disappeared back through the door, making sure to lock it behind her. A few minutes later she returned with a small plastic cup of orange juice.


    Iain drank it in one.


    “My, you were thirsty. Can I get you anything else?”


    “Another drink please?”


    She went to refill his cup, while Iain sat back down on the bed, wondering where he was and why. Events since Stow were more than hazy and left him somewhat bewildered; he wondered what was real and what was a dream. When the nurse returned she was accompanied by Doctor Jenkins. Leaving the juice next to the bed, she left the two of them alone.


    “Hello Iain. How are you feeling?”


    “Tired and fuzzy headed.” Then, “Where am I?”


    “Hospital.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re unwell.”


    “Why’s the door locked?”


    “That’s for your own safety I’m afraid.”


    “I feel dizzy.”


    “Yes, that’ll be the medication. It’ll be OK when your body gets used to it. The sedative we gave you is working its way out of your system as well.”


    “Sedative?” Why had he been given a sedative he wondered?


    “Yes, we had to keep you sedated while we ran some tests, to rule out an injury to the brain.”


    “Am I OK?”


    “Well, we couldn’t find any obvious physical damage. You do appear to be suffering from some kind of psychosis though.”


    “Psychosis?”


    “Yes, but we’ve started you on some medication now which should sort it out. I can’t see any reason you can’t eventually lead a normal life.”


    “I can’t think straight. I mean, it’s a lot to take in. Are you saying I’m crazy?”


    Doctor Jenkins gave a small laugh, “it’s not a term I’d use. You’ve been through a big ordeal; I’d say it’s just your brain trying to get used to the idea and I’m hopeful that with time, your symptoms will disappear altogether.”


    “Symptoms?”


    “I was hoping you could tell me that. Any voices or hallucinations?”


    Iain thought about things logically, it was time to be honest. “I think so.”


    “Can you describe them?”


    “Not really,” scraping his feet and looking at the floor; he felt a strange sense of embarrassment. “I’m tired.”


    “OK, well I think we’ve done really well for one day. I’ll send a nurse in later to talk you through your tablets.”


    “Can you leave the door unlocked?”


    He took a long hard look at Iain before nodding his head; “yes, OK.”


    “Thanks”


    “You won’t be able to leave the unit though.”


    “Yeah OK. I understand.”


    Iain felt too exhausted to go exploring anyway, so he clambered back into bed for a fitful slumber.


    


    The nurse knocked before entering, but Iain was asleep and didn’t respond. As promised, she carried a pill in a small tray and a plastic cup of water to wash it down with.


    “Sorry to disturb you,” she said quietly to wake him.


    “Ah, that’s OK,” yawning and starting to sit up.


    “Here, let me help.” She propped Iain up on his pillows and handed him the tablet. When he swallowed, she passed him the water; holding it to his lips first until he took it from her hand.


    “Thank you,” he said groggily.


    “You’re quite welcome,” she started. Then “Did the doctor explain when to take your tablets?”


    “No, not yet.”


    “Well, it’s one of these at the same time every day.”


    “What if I forget?”


    “Well, me or someone else will remind you when you’re in here. After that, you have to remember for yourself. It’s very important that you do.”


    “So I’m getting out soon?” he asked hopefully, looking up at her.


    “One step at a time. That’s for the doctor to decide.”


    “OK.”


    “Do you feel up to getting out of bed?” she asked. “It’s almost dinner time.”


    “Not really. I am hungry though.”


    “Well stay there then, and I’ll see what we can do.”


    He stayed propped up on his pillows while the nurse pulled the wheeled table over the bed. Then she disappeared. Iain waited and his belly grumbled until eventually a chubby lady wheeled in a trolley and set out a plastic knife and fork on the table. In between them she laid a plate of two sausages and mashed potatoes, all covered in thin yet lumpy, gravy.


    Iain looked at the meal and inwardly sighed; “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome. Enjoy,” and then she too was gone, leaving Iain to eat his dinner on his own and in peace.


    Boredom finally drove him from bed and out of the small white room. Testing the door, he found it to be unlocked as promised. Opening it slowly, he peered round; more white walls, a nurses station and some other doors, all with keypads on the outside. To his left and a little down a corridor were some large double doors with glass in the windows; these also had a keypad mounted on the wall next to them. Feeling a little queasy and light-headed he stepped from his room. One of the other doors stood open and from inside he could hear a television. He walked over to have a look, the nurses at the station keeping a close eye on him.


    


    The communal lounge contained two sofas, a jumble of plastic chairs, a coffee table with magazines on the top and some board-games piled in the corner. He could see Connect Four, Buckaroo and Battleships amongst others. The boxes were battered and torn. The TV dominated the front of the room and it was at this the other five people present stared, glassy-eyed. There were three women and two men; Iain didn’t think they looked very ill apart from one of them, a middle aged lady who was drooling as she rocked back and forth. Two people on the TV were shouting at each other; Iain couldn’t stand Eastenders, finding it more than depressing at the best of times. He inwardly laughed at the thought of showing it to people who were already in poor mental health.


    Untangling one of the plastic chairs from the others, he carried it over to the side of the sofa where one of the women sat; a young girl, he guessed to be in her twenties. She looked like the most likely candidate for him to have something in common with.


    “So, what are you in for then?” he asked, turning towards her.


    She looked at him blankly for a second before screaming; “get away from me you monster. You’re evil. HELP. HELP. Somebody help me.”


    “Shit. Sorry, really I am. Shit. Shit.” Iain got up and backed to the door just as two nurses came running in; “Sorry, I didn’t do anything!”


    They brushed past him to the girl, who now stood crying all over her pink pyjamas.


    Iain ran back to his room but became disorientated; trying one door, then another to find them locked. He tried all of them, tugging at the handles but none let him in. Slumping to the floor, he too started to cry.


    Does she know? Am I evil?


    Eventually the nurses came and showed him back to his bed.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    Buckaroo


    


    


    


    The following morning found Iain unable to organise his thoughts. After lying in bed for a while, he decided to get up and see if there was any breakfast on offer. Leaving his room he discovered that just opposite, one of the doors which had been locked the previous day now stood open and the sound of chatter could be heard coming from inside.


    He’d managed to find the dining room; inside there were several of the other patients sitting eating, some were in groups of two or three, and some were alone. He spied the girl who’d called him evil, she was one of those who sat alone.


    All the tables had at least one person sitting at them which made Iain uneasy, he didn’t want to risk another confrontation, thinking he wouldn’t be able to handle it so early in the morning. He moved to where two men sat talking;


    “Is anybody sitting there?” he asked.


    “No, go for it,” said the man, nodding towards the plastic seat.


    “Hi, I’m Iain,” thinking it only polite to introduce himself.


    “I’m Adrian, and this is Geoff,” indicating to his companion. Geoff looked at the ground, scraping his feet on the tiles. One of his eyes twitched with a nervous tic. “You have to help yourself to cereal,” nodding in the direction of a long table at the back of the room which had on it an array of single portion boxes of breakfast cereals, a jug of milk, paper bowls and plastic spoons.


    “Thanks.” He got back up and went over. The portions were small so he had two, a box of Frosties and one of Coco Pops and mixed them together. The paper bowls were also small and some of the milk spilled over the side when he poured it.


    Carrying his breakfast back to the table, instead of sitting down he went to speak to one of the nurses who were milling about. “Is there any chance of a proper bowl and spoon please?” he asked.


    The nurse looked at him and shook her head, “I’m afraid not.”


    “Why not? That’s ridiculous.”


    “It’s the rules I’m afraid.”


    “Why?”


    “In case one of you tries to hurt yourself.”


    “With a spoon?”


    “I’ve seen more innocent things be used as weapons.”


    “But I won’t.”


    “Sorry.”


    Iain, robbed of the will to fight by the drugs which coursed through his veins, sighed, shook his head and returned to the table to eat his breakfast.


    “What was that about?” asked Adrian.


    “Not allowed a proper bowl and spoon. They think we’re fucking kids.”


    “I know. Watch ‘em. They put things in the food too!”


    “I’m sure they don’t,” then, “What kind of things?”


    “Poison!”


    “Why would they do that?”


    “Are you calling me a liar?”


    “No.”


    “You are, you’re calling me a fucking liar. Cunt. I’ll fucking have you!”


    “Woah; hold on a minute!”


    Adrian was up which made Iain instinctively also jump to his feet, spilling the contents of his bowl over the table. He raised his hands to signal he wanted no trouble and to fend off any incoming blows. Before any punches could be thrown, two burley looking male nurses had Adrian restrained while a third injected him with sedative. Shaking, and with his appetite gone, Iain made his way back to his room.


    This is shit! I need to get out; these people are fucking lunatics. I shouldn’t be in here.


    Ten minutes later there came a knock at his door;


    “Who is it?”


    “Can I come in?” a voice said as the door started to open. A middle aged lady stood there in a standard issue hospital nightgown. She was barefoot and her short sleeves revealed long fresh scars on both her wrists. “Hi, I’m Anne. I was in the common room last night and the dining room this morning. I just wanted to let you know we’re not all that bad,” her voice soft.


    “Thank you. Come in.”


    She came and sat on the bed next to him; moving slowly, her eyes full of sadness. Iain thought better than to ask her story.


    “How long have you been here?” he asked instead, trying to work out how long he himself might have to remain resident.


    “Two months; I’m hoping to get out soon.”


    Two months! Oh man. “That’s a long time.”


    “It’s not so bad, once you get used to it. Some of the people aren’t that crazy either; just horribly depressed like me.”


    “Sounds like a barrel of laughs!” immediately cringing at the words which had spilled from his mouth.


    She just looked at him with wide eyes. They sat in awkward silence for a couple of minutes until she spoke again; “Well, if you need to talk then please let me know. Talking’s good you know.”


    “That’s what I heard. And thank you, I feel much better now.”


    She shuffled from the room, pulling the door closed behind her. Iain slumped onto the bed; tired again. He seemed to be constantly tired; his grasp of coherent thought, concentration and conversation reduced to practically nil.


    “How are you feeling today?” Doctor Jenkins was the next person to visit.


    “Crap.”


    “Is this because of what happened in the common room last night?”


    “She’s right you know; I think I am evil, and she could see it.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “I’ve peered into the abyss; stood on the banks of the Styx and looked over the water into hell; seen the devil himself!”


    “What makes you think it was the devil?”


    “I can feel him.”


    “Daisy says that to everyone you know?”


    “Daisy?”


    “Yes, the young lady in the common room.”


    “She’s still right.”


    “No, she’s not; she’s very ill.”


    “What’s wrong with her?”


    “I can’t tell you that. Patient details are confidential. Just remember that she is very ill; as are you”


    “OK.”


    “When was the last time you had any visions?”


    Iain tried to remember and the realisation dawned on him that the ghosts had vanished, “Not for a while.”


    “Excellent, the medication we’ve got you on seems to be doing its job.”


    “Will I be on it forever?” The thought frightened him. With his reasoning dulled he knew he’d not manage to live a full life as he wanted.


    “That’s a possibility. Why, are you suffering any side effects?”


    “I can’t think. My head feels full of cotton wool all the time.”


    “Hopefully that will pass, it usually does. We’ll continue to monitor you just the same.”


    “Can I see Tim?”


    “Tim?”


    “Yes, the clergyman here at the hospital.”


    Doctor Jenkins looked at him quizzically, the furrows on his brow deepening. “Why do you want to see him?”


    “Because I’ve seen the devil!”


    “But that’s part of your illness.”


    Iain thought hard about how to respond, not wanting to give the doctor a reason to think he wasn’t improving. “I know; it’s made me think that’s all. Just trying to get things straight in my head.”


    “Do you think it’s a good idea?” raising an eyebrow.


    “Yes I do.”


    “OK, I’ll let him know.” He pushed his hands onto his knees and stood up with a grunt. “I’m not as young as I used to be you know.”


    Iain smiled and lay back down.


    


    The Doctor found Rebecca Goodman waiting in his office.


    “How’s Iain Andrews getting on?” she asked, her tone blunt.


    “Responding well. Just as I thought, a classic case of psychosis bought about by deep psychological trauma.”


    “People get run over everyday but they don’t develop psychosis.”


    “But he almost died. And everyone’s different.” He kept his tone calm and soft, just like he was talking to one of his patients. “Obviously we’ll continue to monitor for any physical symptoms.”


    “Well, make sure you keep me updated.” Unsatisfied, she left.


    


    The nurse came at the same time as before, brandishing a little plastic cup which held the little red and yellow pill rattling about in the bottom. Reluctantly he took it from her. He didn’t want the pill; he hated feeling empty, zombified, the life taken from him and walking around in a permanent daze. Were the ghosts so bad? Holding it in his hand, he stared at it. The nurse watched expectantly.


    “Come on, down the hatch.”


    Patronising bitch.


    He put it in his mouth, holding it under his tongue, unwilling to swallow. She passed him the water and watched him drink: the little red and yellow pill slid down his throat.


    “There you go. That wasn’t so bad was it?”


    “How long am I here for?”


    “That depends on whether you take your medication.”


    He sighed and she left. He was all alone again, in the white room, feeling not quite real. Unable to face the chaos of the dining room, he ate on his own, fish fingers and chips: beige food.


    I’d rather be dead! If this was what being better was all about then he wanted no part of it; he was already dead. This bit will pass; you’ll get used to the drugs and start to feel like yourself again. Was he kidding himself?


    Boredom finally got the better of him again and he shuffled in his socks to the common room. He wore on his face the same vacant look as the other patients in the unit. Jasper Carrot was on the TV; Iain used to like him but now he presented some inane quiz show. The room was busy, glass-eyed zombies sat mesmerised by the goggle box; he doubted they were even seeing the screen, let alone comprehending what was going on.


    “Anyone for buckaroo?” he shouted loudly.


    A couple of people turned, slack-jawed, staring at him with empty eyes, devoid of souls.


    “Never mind.” More quietly as he rummaged to free the box from the pile. Blowing away the dust, he opened it and started to stack the pieces which weren’t missing onto the plastic horse.


    “I’ll play,” a quiet voice from behind. Anne moved to sit opposite, cross legged on the floor. Before long they were giggling as the first cry of ‘BUCKAROO!’ went up.


    “SHHHhhh,” an elderly man on the sofa scowled at them.


    Giggles turned to laughter.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Religion


    


    


    


    Tim came the next morning, dressed in blue jeans and grey tee shirt. After asking how Iain was feeling and exchanging pleasantries, Iain asked him what he knew about the devil.


    “Why do you want to know about the devil?”


    “Because I’ve seen him.” May as well get straight to the point, Iain thought to himself.


    “Are you still having the nightmares?” asked Tim, slightly perplexed.


    “And worse.”


    Tim paused for a moment, seemingly deep in thought; “when was the last time?”


    “Before I came in here,” he said, knowing exactly what Tim would say.


    “And what does that tell you?” he asked, looking Iain directly in the eye.


    “I know. It’s just that it seemed so real. I think it might be my brain trying to tell me something.” He fingered the hem of his hospital gown, looking at the floor.


    “God works in mysterious ways.”


    “So I’ve heard. I wish I could understand that’s all.”


    “Here.” Tim reached into his pocket and pulled out a bible. Iain briefly wondered how he’d fitted it in there while still being able to walk and sit. “There might be something in here which can help.”


    “Thanks.” Iain held the book, looking at the cover. “What do you think it means?” he asked.


    “That’s for you to work out yourself. The way I see it though, is that you’ve been given a second chance.”


    “Of what?”


    “Life.”


    “Oh; but I don’t think I’ve done anything so bad that I need such a harsh lesson. I’ve never been a bad person.”


    “God will love you whatever. Trust in him and in his word and maybe all will become clearer.”


    “OK, will do.”


    After Tim left the room, Iain was left in noticeable silence. He hadn’t realised how much chatter there was in his head until it had stopped; he missed it a little. Lying on the bed, he opened the New Testament and started at the beginning. At first he had to concentrate hard to absorb what was on the page; he’d never been a great reader and the style of writing and verse often led him to re-read portions so he could understand the text. Before long though he was absorbed. On his bed in the white room, with his knees tucked up and the book resting on them, the world outside ceased to exist.


    At lunchtime he paused for a sandwich and a cup of juice, mumbling a thank-you to the lady who bought it to him. As soon as he’d finished, he started to read again. Pills were bought to him and he swallowed them without question; hardly raising his eyes from the page. The bell sounded for dinner and he sat up, rubbing bleary eyes before placing his book on the pillow and standing. One of his legs had gone to sleep and he almost fell over. Shaking it, he limped to the dining room. Looking around he saw Anne, who waved. Adrian and Geoff were there too but Iain didn’t make eye contact for fear of triggering another assault. The girl in the pink pyjamas was also there, as were a handful of others. The punk with a face full of metal, the rocking, slobbering old woman; the quiet bearded man who never spoke and a couple of normal looking middle aged ladies. Iain couldn’t stand the thought of company, even Anne’s, so he found an unoccupied table in the corner and tucked into his spaghetti bolognaise; it was tasteless and dry.


    All the time he looked at his plate, not in the mood to engage anyone in conversation. When he’d finished, he asked one of the nurses to accompany him to the small enclosed garden for a cigarette. The nurse had to light it for him as patients weren’t allowed lighters.


    Iain liked the garden; a small paved area with some kind of ornate palm trees in large, square wooden containers. It was surrounded by the red brick of the hospital walls rising up on all four sides. Despite its enclosed position, the garden still managed to catch some sunlight at certain times of the day. It was not one of those times, but the sky was overcast anyway and the air had a slight chill about it.


    With his cigarette finished, Iain threw the butt into one of the pots at the base of a tree where still smoking, it joined many others before he made his way back inside. Going to his room, he once again assumed his reading position on the bed and continued to study the bible. What he expected to learn from the book he didn’t know, but at least intense reading provided a distraction and alleviated the boredom of staring at the same four white walls.


    


    He didn’t know what the time was when the alarm went. Reading until well into the night, Iain woke with his face pressed to the open page, the paper dampened by his spittle. Thinking there must be a fire, he went to the door, opening it a little at first and poking his head out only to see doctors and nurses racing about; heading directly for Anne’s room. One of the nurses was going to the doors of the other patients, such as himself, telling them to go back to bed and that there was nothing to worry about. Screams and sobs from the other patients were intermingled with the high pitched siren which fortunately went quiet after a minute or two. Iain could still hear it ringing in his ears long after it fell silent. He wondered what had happened but was ushered back into his room and the door locked behind him. Before it fully closed he caught a glimpse of Anne, wheeled on her bed and dripping blood onto the tiled floor as medical staff worked frantically on her.


    Now fully awake, he returned to his bible, sure he’d find out what had happened to Anne in the morning.


    


    “You mustn’t blame yourself you know?” Doctor Jenkins was saying.


    “For what?” The doctor had woken him from his sleep and Iain still didn’t know the full details about what had happened.


    The doctor bit his lip and a look crossed his face, a look that gave away the fact he’d said too much too soon. “Ah, Anne committed suicide last night.”


    “What? How?” Iain was puzzled and feeling a little panicked.


    “She stole some cutlery from the dining room and opened up her scars. I know you two were close.”


    “Were we?” and then, “What has it got to do with me?” thinking back to the doctor’s opening words of the conversation. “Why would I blame myself?”


    “It’s really not your fault,” he said. “She had some very deep-seated issues.”


    “Why would I think it my fault?” frustrated now and a little angry at the lack of answers.


    “”She mentioned you a lot you know, thought you had a bond.”


    “I hardly knew her. We played a game once.”


    “Well,” he continued in his characteristically soft voice, “she thought a little differently, and then when you ignored her in the dining room, she flipped.”


    “Ignored her?” he thought back to the previous day and went cold. “I wanted to be alone, that’s all.” He scratched his head; “but all of the cutlery is plastic, just in case!”


    “A broken bit can still be sharp enough I’m afraid, especially to open up fresh scars.”


    They sat quietly for a while. Iain could sense the doctor studying him for any kind of reaction while he absorbed the news.


    “So, how does it make you feel?” the doctor asked eventually, breaking the silence.


    “Oh shut it with your psychobabble crap will you.”


    “OK, I’ll leave you to it for a while. If you need to talk you know where I am. I’m arranging some counselling sessions if you’re interested.


    “I’m OK thanks.”


    “I think it would be a good idea. We’re running a group session this afternoon.”


    “Is it voluntary?”


    “No.”


    Iain picked up his bible and continued to read.


    


    The group therapy session took place just after lunch and Iain thought it a complete waste of time. Twelve patients were sitting in a circle on plastic chairs, all facing inwards. Doctor Jenkins occupied the thirteenth seat. They spoke in turn, and sometimes out of turn, about how sad they were feeling, what a shock it was. Adrian piped up to say he didn’t give a shit, the fucking loon deserved to die anyway. Iain sat quietly for the most part listening to the others and shaking his head. He wished he could feel something for Anne but he really hadn’t known her, and the medication had robbed him of his empathy and capacity to be overly bothered by her death.


    After the session he returned to his room, and the Bible.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Release


    


    


    


    The next week was uneventful and Iain stayed in his room and away from the other patients as much as he was able; partly afraid of inadvertently causing any more trouble but mostly because of his study of the holy book. Besides eating, sleeping and taking his medication, his existence was only interrupted by the daily therapy session with Doctor Jenkins; which pretty much followed the same routine each time. They started with the doctor asking how Iain was feeling; to which he always replied, “Fine”. They then went on to ask about any dreams Iain may have had, which were now virtually nil and whether or not he’d seen any ghosts, which he hadn’t. At the end of each session, they both thanked each other for their time before Iain asked whether he was well enough to leave. The answer was always the same; ‘You’re making excellent progress and I’ll continue to review your case.’ Iain started to think he’d never be released, but remained hopeful all the same.


    Although he’d lost track of days and time while in hospital, he was pretty sure it was a Thursday when the doctor finally gave Iain the news he’d wanted and he was to be allowed back into the community. It came as a surprise and seemingly out of the blue; he’d begun to think he’d never get out. Doctor Jenkins, producing a box of pills from inside his desk drawer, went to great lengths to explain about how vital it was to take the medication at the same time each day and how Iain would have to return to the hospital on a weekly basis as an out-patient.


    So, I’m now care in the community! He thought allowing himself a small internal chuckle at the thought: ‘care in the community’ being an insult he’d levelled at friends and colleagues many times over the years. “”What happens if I do miss a pill?” he asked.


    “You can’t.”


    “Oh. OK,” and following a brief pause; “What if I have a relapse?”


    “Then you come in here straight away. Or phone. Hopefully that’s not going to happen though.”


    “Hopefully?”


    “As long as you carry on with the medication, there is absolutely no reason whatsoever why you can’t lead a normal life.”


    “When can I go?”


    “Now.” The doctor stood, pushing his chair out behind him and walked to the door, holding it open.


    Iain followed and walked through. Going to his room, he changed out of the hospital gown and into his own clothes. Leaving the crumpled gown on the bed, he took one last look around before closing the door on the white room.


    Doctor Jenkins was waiting for him in the reception area, next to the nurse’s station where he was signing bits of paperwork. Smiling at Iain, he moved to the large double doors with glass in them and tapped the code into the keypad on the wall.


    Trusty Bible in hand, Iain paused to look around before following the signs to the exit. He was thinking about what to do with his new-found freedom. There was no rush to phone work, he’d be better off relaxing and enjoying himself for a while, giving his brain plenty of opportunity to heal.


    He found himself on the steps outside the main hospital foyer and nodding at the magpie which seemed to be watching intently, made his way to the bus stop.


    Despite it being a journey he’d made many times over the preceding months, Iain found he couldn’t remember the number of the bus which would carry him home. He tried to concentrate but it continued to elude him. His thoughts were vague and he struggled even to bring forth recollection of the street name where he lived. Maybe freedom wasn’t going to be as easy as he’d initially thought. He realised that while in hospital there had been no requirement on him to think for himself; no urgency to remember or do anything.


    Finally, after consulting a timetable, waiting for the bus, successfully remembering where to get off and finding the correct door key, Iain was home once again. Entering the small hallway he saw that yet again, a large pile of letters awaited him on the small cupboard by the stairs. Not in the mood to be sifting through them, he ignored the letters and went directly up the stairs to his flat.


    No smell of rot and decay assaulted his nostrils this time; everything appeared as it should. Of course the milk in the fridge was off and there were a couple of mouldy oranges on the counter, but nothing that couldn’t easily be dealt with. Iain swore at himself for not remembering to buy fresh milk but had no intention of leaving the flat again for the rest of the day. So, sitting in his favourite chair with black coffee, he turned on the television.


    It was on the hour and the news was about to start. Iain realised how cut off from the outside world he’d been and how out of touch with world events he’d become. Even though current affairs wasn’t his strongest interest, he liked to know what was going on around him.


    The bulletin seemed to reel off one disaster after another; earthquakes, tsunamis and even nuclear meltdown. Trouble was brewing in the Middle East, the Holy Land, with governments overthrown and civilians being shot in the street. He thought to himself as he watched, about how catastrophes seemed a lot more common nowadays; about how they touched every continent. Even sleepy, quiet England was not immune with devastating floods each year. At least they weren’t on the same scale as elsewhere in the world.


    Volcanoes, earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, violence, disease and pestilence all seemed on the increase. It felt to him as if all events were building towards something bigger, something altogether more devastating: He just required the clarity of mind to be able to envisage the greater picture; a clarity of mind as elusive as scotch mist.


    Turning off the television, he went to bed but his dulled mind refused to stop working; trying to connect the dots: But what have world events got to do with me? He knew they did, deep down somewhere within himself he just knew.


    The night was warm and muggy and the breeze coming through the window did little to alleviate his discomfort. Then it struck him; And the dead shall walk the Earth. He’d seen them with his own two eyes. What if all the events of biblical proportion were just that: biblical? The concept struck Iain like a hammer blow; he felt privileged, chosen even. Now wide awake, he got to thinking about his visions; surely they must be connected with God’s plan; all the doctors had succeeded in doing was to retard his ability, his capacity to act upon his gift: But what kind of action? Iain didn’t know.


    He needed time to think; a bit of quiet time to process his thoughts, thoughts which slipped from his grasp like a freshly caught eel. Now wide awake, Iain rose from his bed back into the living room where he spent the remainder of the night drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, and alternating between sitting on the sofa and pacing the room until the rising sun came shining in through the window.


    With the coming of dawn, Iain pulled on his shoes and took himself for an early morning walk across the common. The air was fresh and dew lay thickly on the grass, glistening in the strengthening rays of the early morning sun while a plethora of birds sang out a dawn chorus to welcome in the new day.


    There were no ghosts to be seen and although his head still felt stuffed with cotton wool from medication and lack of sleep, Iain breathed deeply of the clean air and felt his troubles wash from out of him. A rabbit shot out from under his feet while he walked, startling him. Iain laughed and paused to watch as it bounded away, disappearing from sight into the long grass. A lone magpie sat and watched as he passed; Iain nodded in its direction, “hello magpie,” he said out loud; not even the creature of superstition could dent his mood on this fine morning.


    Iain realised he was standing in the same spot where he’d seen the group of ghosts flitting through the trees; some of the first he’d seen. The magpie squawked and flew from its perch as Iain approached, vigorously flapping to get airborne. As he pushed his way into the undergrowth a bramble scratched his arm, leaving a red stripe, a droplet of blood forming at one end before blossoming on the skin. Twigs snapped underfoot, loud cracks echoing through the trees. The air became even more still than out in the open, filled with the coolness of the woods and the scent of moist earth and litter. The early morning sun did little to warm the shaded spot and its light merely dappled the ground.


    


    A group of five deer stood in a small clearing ahead. Iain tried to move as quietly as possible, attempting to see how close he could get before they sensed his presence and took flight. One of the herd froze, ears pricked back, listening intently. Iain stood statue still, unbreathing but the deer’s senses were acute and with a flick of the tail it disappeared into the wood, the other four following closely on its heels. Their hooves could be heard trampling old dry leaves for a few moments before Iain was once again on his own and no sign of the animals remained. Following in the direction they’d fled, Iain crept through the undergrowth to try and sneak up on the deer, only to find himself coming out of the trees at the side of the main road. There was no indication that the creatures had ever existed.


    Turning left, he followed the road to the High Street where firstly he stopped at the newsagents to pick up a paper, cigarettes and a bottle of Seven Up. Then, taking a seat on a metal bench after first using the hem of his tee shirt to clear dew from the peeling green paint, took a look around and wondered what to do with his day.


    He loved the high street in the small hours of the morning, when all the shops are closed and only the occasional car to disturb the peace. He watched a chip wrapper float down the middle of the road, carried on a soft breeze. Two doors down from the newsagents stood the fishing tackle shop and Iain’s mind turned to the rod sitting in the cupboard back at his flat, unused for months. Perfect; he wanted to be outdoors, the morning had already told him that much and he also wanted to be still, quiet and tranquil. So, fishing it was. He walked over to the shop and was pleased to see it opened early, at eight o’clock. The time was now six thirty and so resuming his position on the bench he opened his paper and began to read.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Gone Fishing


    


    


    


    As the morning progressed, Iain watched the world wake up and the High Street slowly come to life; people scurrying to bus stops on their way to work, the volume of traffic steadily increasing until by the time the fishing tackle shop opened, a queue of cars, lorries and buses stretched from one end of the road to the other. The newspaper had been read from cover to cover within half an hour; the rest of the time he spent simply soaking up the morning sunshine and watching the world pass by. He wondered whether any of the people going about their daily business knew the end of the world was coming; and if they did, why were they carrying on as normal? He pitied them.


    Iain watched the man come and unlock the shop door and go inside; it would be another twenty minutes before a hand appeared to turn the small rectangular sign in the door from ‘Closed’ to ‘Open’. Groaning as he stood, and shaking the movement back into his legs, he went to the shop. The bell over the door chimed as he walked in and the shop keeper appeared from a back room.


    “Good morning. What can I do you for?” sounding remarkable chirpy for the beginning of a working day.


    “Just a pint of mixed maggots please?” eyeing the expensive rods hanging on the wall.


    The shopkeeper disappeared into the back room and appeared a few moments later with a clear plastic bag writhing with maggots. There were all different colours in there, supposedly to be more attractive to the fish; there were red ones, orange and small pink ones. Iain paid the man and took the bag; he liked the way it moved in his hand as all the small grubs wriggled around each other; it was warm and alive.


    Leaving the shop, Iain started the walk back to his flat; the high street was in full swing by now and crowded. Iain was glad when he joined the path across the common and was once again in his own company.


    In the cupboard, he found the fishing rod straight away, likewise with the small tackle box which housed floats, weights, hooks and other small pieces which stayed together. His reel on the other hand, an essential bit of kit, proved to be slightly more elusive. By now, all he wanted was to be sitting in peace by the side of the canal and maybe if he was lucky, catching a few fish. Emptying the cupboard of its contents; a couple of footballs, an old barbell and weights which he couldn’t remember ever using, a box of tangled wires and all the other paraphernalia that such a place holds, he finally found what he was looking for stuffed into an old rucksack which hung on a peg at the back of the cupboard.


    Putting the tackle box into the bag along with the reel, he picked up his rods and a fold away chair he’d also found and headed down the stairs, having to put them down to close the front door behind him. Then, he was on his way.


    The canal was even closer than the high street, less than ten minutes walk away but still, by the time he’d turned down the narrow lane and reached the small hump backed bridge which spanned the murky water he was hot and panting from the strong, late morning sun. Beads of sweat trickled from his brow, running down his face and tickling the side of his nose so that he had to pause, drop the chair and wipe it off.


    A small gap in the hedge marked the way down onto the towpath. Iain scrambled down the embankment until next to the water, then walked for a few yards along the bank before putting his stuff on the ground, deciding that he’d found as good a spot as any. Before long, rod and line were set up and Iain was sitting in the chair. Feeling relaxed, he attached two maggots to the hook and cast them into the water. The float landed with a small plop somewhere close to the opposite bank, sending ripples out onto the smooth surface.


    As he sat and waited for a fish to bite, the sun beat down heavily on his head and Iain could feel his skin beginning to burn. All the time recently spent indoors, either in hospital or home, had caused his body to become somewhat unaccustomed to the power of the sun. Removing his tee shirt, he wrapped it around his head: Once, as a child he’d got sunstroke while on a camping holiday with his parents. He remembered the fever, and vomiting all night long. It wasn’t an experience he wanted to repeat in a hurry.


    He had to squint to see the small red tip of the float; caught between light and shade where the reflections of bushes on the opposite bank sat clear and solid on the water. The light tricked his eyes so he couldn’t be quite sure whether there was a slight bob of the float or not, forcing him to look away momentarily, then refocus. A string of bubbles rose to the surface, audibly popping as they hit the summer air. It was a sign of fish grubbing about in the thick mud at the bottom of the canal looking for food; he hoped they’d find his bait.


    A streak of electric blue went shooting down the middle of the canal right in front of where Iain sat. The Kingfisher perched on a branch which hung over the opposite side of the water. Iain stayed still, not daring to move in case he scared the little bird away. In a flash it was airborne again, flying back up the canal the way it had come; and then it was for now, gone.


    Iain really did feel blessed by the small wonders of nature he’d managed to see in just one short morning; his eyes open to a beauty and magnificence on offer to any who cared to look; as if God himself were showing him how wondrous the world could be. He felt sad that the end of the world was imminent, and all these creatures would be lost. Or maybe it’s just the people who will perish? The thought caused mixed emotions; he imagined a world where the animals and plants could live in freedom from human intervention and destruction: But who would be around to appreciate them? He thought of the story of Noah and the great flood and sympathised with what the poor fellow must have gone through.


    An engine chugged somewhere out of sight, along the canal and around a bend, bringing Iain from his day dreams. It wasn’t long before the brightly painted barge appeared, making slow and steady progress towards nowhere in particular. Iain waited until the last moment before reeling in his line. A middle aged couple sat on the back of the barge. The man, clad only in shorts with a hairy beer belly hanging over the top and the woman in similar garb with only a bikini top to preserve her modesty, waved as they passed. Iain shouted hello and noticed the man was swigging from a can of lager. He could have kicked himself for not bringing any beer for himself.


    Even though the barge moved slowly, the legal speed limit on canals being four miles per hour, its wake lapped at the edge of the brick towpath, making a not too displeasing sloshing sound. Behind the boat, clouds of silt churned up from the bottom of the canal spread out into the water, discolouring it brown, rather than the murky green it had been before the boat's passage.


    Iain replaced his maggots and cast back in, the float bobbing slightly in the disturbed water. Then it bobbed a little more before sliding beneath the surface. Iain picked up his rod, quickly and firmly striking it back to hook the fish and felt the line go taught. The tip of the rod bent over, bouncing as the fish struggled to get free, swimming hard to reach the safety of a bed of reeds. Iain kept the tension up but did adjust his reel to allow the fish to take some line rather than snapping it, the reel screeched. It felt a good sized fish and put up a valiant battle, but less than five minutes later Iain had it on the bank, trying to stop it flapping about while removing the hook from its thick rubbery lips.


    “Thank you Mr Fish,” he said as he bent over the bank and held it just beneath the surface of the water until it regained enough strength to swim away. With a flick of its tail it moved off into deeper water, splashing water on Iain as it did. On his chest the splash felt freezing, Iain looked down to see his skin had turned a vivid shade of pink. He took his tee shirt off his head and placed it back over his body, leaving globs of fish slime on the material. Then, sitting back down he re-baited his hook and settled in to wait for the next catch.


    He stayed on the bank all afternoon and caught a few small silvery Roach but nothing to match his first fish of the day. Just as he was starting to think about packing up and going home, contemplating what an enjoyable relaxing day he’d had, he experienced a rising feeling in his belly. He glanced back towards the bridge: There was something there, hanging.


    


    The rope was attached to the parapet of the bridge just at the apex; below it with feet almost skimming the water, swung a body. Its reflection was clearly visible in the shadow cast by the bridge; ashen grey, head cocked to one side and tongue protruding. Iain momentarily froze, eyes wide and mouth wider still before jumping up and running over with his heart pounding in his chest. He hadn’t heard any commotion but then again he’d been mesmerised, trancelike even, concentrating on the float at the end of his line.


    Before he reached the hanging body, panicking at how he would release it from the rope without dropping it into the water, it dissipated, as a cloud of exhaust fumes from a lorry engine would.


    He was seeing ghosts again. The realisation dawned on him that he’d forgotten to take his medication; any internal debates he’d been having on the subject were now well and truly settled. However, he was still taken aback at how quickly the effects of the drugs had worn off.


    Iain stood by the side of the canal and laughed.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Back to Reality


    


    


    


    On the walk home Iain nodded, smiled and said hello to the ghosts he passed, which appeared in greater numbers than ever. None of them said hello back, or even acknowledged his presence. He wondered whether they were aware of him as he moved amongst them, feeling a thrill that they may not be; like a voyeur on the realm of the dead.


    Getting home, he almost bounded up the stairs and would have if he were not weighed down by fishing tackle. He was still ignoring the increasing pile of letters waiting for him. Once inside the door, he flexed his aching shoulders and went to run a bath. The water stung as it touched his burnt red skin causing him to jump out faster than a whippet from a trap; adding plenty more cold before re-entering; maybe too much as he started to shiver uncontrollably.


    When clean and dry, Iain stood naked on his bedroom carpet. He felt good; alive and exhilarated, his head clearer than at any time he could remember. Let’s have a look at you then. It had been an age since last he’d last looked into the mirror; but now he wasn’t afraid of what he might see. He knew his path and embraced his fate whole-heartedly.


    Still unshaven, he sported a bushy, black curly beard. Above this, on his cheeks and forehead his burnt skin shone like a beacon, framed by long tangled locks. His eyes, even noticing himself, were sharp, wild and sparkling with life. As before, the backdrop was not his bathroom; red fire glow etched onto a black smoky background. In the shadows things moved, writhing with a thousand unseen agonies. Iain no longer felt fear; he knew the place could be his if he so wished.


    He examined the images in the mirror, trying to make out solid forms in the mist and studying the landscape. Individual figures eluded him but as he stared a dull throbbing started in his head, a faint low heart beat calling; pulling him towards it, or it towards Iain. Either way, it seemed connected to the very fibres of his being. It shouted join us, without any words, either audible or imagined being spoken.


    It’s make your mind up time boyo.


    Not yet; he wanted to see how things panned out before committing to any one side, knowing instinctively that when the choice was made there would be no going back. He felt powerful and strong, but still knew there were things with infinitely more power than him at work.


    Tearing himself away from the scene in the glass, Iain was once again surrounded by the white tiles of the bathroom; he glanced at the pill box sitting on the rim of the sink, picked it up and looked at it contemplatively before slinging it into the small bin which resided by the side of the toilet. At least that was one decision made. He hadn’t realised just how much they’d affected his cognitive ability and dulled his senses, even though he was aware of those things happening.


    Pulling on a pair of clean jogging bottoms, he went to his bag and removed the newspaper he’d bought that morning; there were one or two articles which had caught his attention. Then, before sitting down, he went to the kitchen to fetch a pair of scissors.


    He hadn’t given much thought before to how the human race teetered on the brink; that was until he started looking. Almost every page of the paper told of disaster, war, civil unrest and men killing other men, or women. Going to work with the scissors, he snipped out stories which interested him and started to build his evidence. He needed to figure out God’s plan, and where he fitted into it. He knew people wouldn’t listen to him and change their ways if he couldn’t provide proof: They’d more than likely think him quite mad.


    The phone rang and Iain ignored it; he had work to do.


    He didn’t know how long he’d been at work when there came a knock on the door. Looking up briefly from the pile of clippings on the table, he thought about ignoring it but the knock came again, louder this time. Grumbling, he hauled himself from the chair to answer, ready to give plenty of abuse if it was a cold caller trying to sell him windows or gas.


    “Hi Iain.” Eve looked radiant as she stood in the door.


    Try to act normal, he told himself before responding. “Hello there, what brings you here?”


    “Just seeing how you are, and if you’re settling back in OK?”


    “Yes, great thanks. I’ve been fishing today.”


    “Catch anything?” then adding, “besides sunburn that is.” Looking at his glowing head and chest.


    “A few. It was good to be outdoors.” Suddenly aware of being still naked from the waist up, Iain invited Eve over the threshold and disappeared to fetch a tee shirt. Her eyes scanned the room as she entered.


    “Want a drink?” he shouted while filling the kettle.


    “Tea would be good.”


    Returning with drinks, they sat and talked for a while about his time in hospital, Anne’s suicide and other things. Iain could see her eyes moving to the newspaper clippings on the table.


    “A project,” he said, sensing her curiosity.


    “Oh yes, what project is that?”


    “Ah nothing,” suddenly unsure of what to say next. Ah shit, now you’ve done it! What could he say, that he was collecting evidence for Armageddon or trying to prove Gods existence? “I’m cutting out the letters for ransom notes.” He blurted, giggling as he did and trying to divert from the subject with humour. What the fuck? She raised an eyebrow. “More tea?” Iain hurriedly asked, changing the subject.


    “No thanks,” placing her hand over her mug. “I really must be going.”


    When she left, Iain leaned his back against the inside of the front door and breathed a massive sigh of relief.


    


    That night he dreamed he was a great warrior in the age old battle of good versus evil. At his back stood a host of angels, while facing them was an army of darkness. Demons, ogres and the spiders he’d already met were joined by a whole host of abominations. Both sides were charging towards each other at full pelt, battle cries issuing from the lungs of all. A sword of polished steel shone in his hand, its hilt gold to match the gauntlets he wore.


    The opposing forces were upon each other in no time at all, chopping and stabbing, biting and clawing. A vicious looking demon, about nine feet tall with fire red eyes, razor teeth and long black talons took a swipe at Iain. Without thought, his sword appeared to take on a life of its own as it parried the blow, leaving the demon’s hand lying in the dust. With a pirouette he turned and drove the blade straight down and through the creature’s eye before moving onto the next. The battle raged and one enemy after another fell before Iain’s sword. He was exhilarated, in his element as the blood splattered, feeling all powerful and invincible.


    A babies cry could be heard through the din, the shrill sound cutting through the clanking of weapons and the screams of battle. He knew the sound, had heard it before. Somehow, even though he knew he was in a dream, Iain understood that the child was important, key even, to unravelling the situation in which he’d found himself.


    Pushing forward, swinging his weapon wildly there seemed no end to the demon hoard and yet he did not tire. Waves of monsters kept coming, keeping him from his goal; the child. Gore piled on the ground and he was soon slipping in it but still he fought, and yet found himself no closer to where he was needed.


    He woke with a start.


    


    “Delusions of grandeur eh?” Bert was sitting on the end of the bed, still wearing his stained pyjamas and still stinking of shit.


    Iain rubbed his eyes, wondering whether he’d simply slipped from one dream to another. “I wondered when you’d show up.”


    “Fine way to greet a friend,” feigning insult.


    “You’re no friend of mine.”


    “Charming. Now I am hurt.”


    “What do you want?”


    “The same, I’ve come to see if you’ve made a decision?”


    “What decision?”


    “What side you’re on? Whether you want glory in the kingdom of darkness, or death?”


    “Neither!”


    “You have to choose.”


    “Says who?”


    “Says me!”


    Iain laughed, “I’m not scared of you anymore. You’re vile, repulsive and pathetic and I wish you’d just leave me alone.”


    “Can’t do.”


    “Why not?


    “I’m your guide,” he said, quite matter of factly.


    “Guide! Why would I need a guide?”


    “You’re at a critical juncture. I’m here to make sure you make the right choices.”


    “I don’t need your help.”


    “Oh, I think you do,” smiling wryly.


    “Hmmm.” Iain sat and thought for a moment while Bert picked what looked like dried blood from his fingernails. “What’s the baby got to do with things?”


    Bert’s face changed, taking on a cold stony appearance. “What baby,” he asked.


    Ian knew he’d struck a chord and the old man pretended not to know. “The one I hear crying in my dreams, on the radio, the phone. Everywhere!”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” said Bert, shuffling on the edge of the bed.


    “Liar!”


    Rage flared in the old man’s eyes, he pressed forwards towards Iain: “Now listen to me butt-munch. Don’t go meddling in things which don’t concern you.”


    “But I think it does concern me.”


    “I’m warning you!”


    “Or what?”


    “Or you’ll be in some deep shit, that’s what!” Bert had started to look decidedly uneasy.


    “Tell me!”


    “Oh, is that the time; I really must be going.”


    “Eh?”


    “Until the next time…” With that, the stinking man steadily became transparent until totally vanishing, leaving only a thick malodour in the air as any indication he’d ever existed at all. That and an indentation in the bed where he’d been sitting.


    Great; now I have to change the sheets too. Iain got up, ready to see what the new day would bring.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Demons


    


    


    


    Not quite sure what to do with himself, Iain decided a long walk was the order of the day. It didn’t matter where to, as long as he felt the air in his lungs and the sun on his face. He opted for the canal again and soon found himself at the hump back bridge where he’d had his re-acquaintance with ghosts. Clambering down the small dirt path between the hedge, he glanced at the bridge; no hanging man there this time, simply the still water disturbed only occasionally by a drip from the brick work above.


    Since embracing his ‘gift’, Iain felt strong; stronger than he ever had in fact. As if a charge passed through him, exciting every neuron, thrumming in his fingertips and electrifying his spine. Although no ghosts had presented themselves thus far in the morning, and unbeknown to Iain, his sense of perception was also strengthening. Each passing day put him further from the possibility that drugs could contract his mind and quiet his visions.


    He saw no kingfisher that morning, even though he kept his eyes peeled. There were plenty of other things for him to wonder at though; a heron, standing one legged and proud taking off with a beating of its huge wings as he approached; a shoal of carp swimming close to the surface, their scales reflected iridescent in the sun. He watched these for a while as they swam slowly along the length of the canal. Keeping pace, they seemed to accompany him as he walked the tow-path, only turning and leaving his side as he passed beneath a low concrete bridge where a major road crossed the narrow water filled cut in the landscape.


    Trees stood tall on either side of the canal now, casting deep shadows on the water. Spots of sunlight danced on the surface where it shone through leaves rustling in a light breeze. He thought he detected movement on the opposite bank, far within the undergrowth, but couldn’t be certain. A sense of being watched came over him and he paused, scanning the trees, but nothing presented itself. He shrugged and moved on but the feeling didn’t leave him.


    Coming to another bridge, a small brick structure very much like where he’d joined the waterway, Iain left the canal and found himself in a small village. There was a pub of course, along with a church and a handful of small cottages. It was one of those places which are plentiful in England; seemingly untouched by the hand of time apart from the modern additions of cars and telegraph poles. There were none of those here and he met no other people as he walked towards the pub.


    The sign outside the red lion creaked as it gently swung upon its gallows-like pole. Iain tried the large round knob in the centre of the door to find the pub locked. Having no means to tell the time, he couldn’t be sure but thought it must be well past lunchtime, and therefore opening time. Disappointed at being unable to sate his thirst he shrugged and looked around, a little at a loss as to what to do next.


    St Michael’s church stood directly opposite; he knew that was the name because of the carved wooden board outside. A small wooden gate set into the hedge led into a churchyard full of headstones. Amongst them was a number of more elaborate small statues and gracing the centre of the yard stood a large stone angel. Softly carved features and blank lifeless eyes looked upon the gate; wings half folded and one hand stretched skywards it gave the impression of reaching for heaven.


    Looking up, the steeple of the church rose high, etched onto the sky. The weather vane at the top appeared to sway gently and Iain found himself succumbing to vertigo as he watched small white clouds scud across the sky behind it, having to look away and back towards the ground.


    He turned the iron ring to unlatch the gate, it swung open with a loud squeak which rang clear in the calm air. Over the threshold and into the church yard, the atmosphere had about it a definite stillness; completely different to the road outside. It felt ancient. Silence reigned and not even the sound of birdsong came to his ears as he stood quietly. Any hint of a breeze that had prevailed before, was now gone. Yew trees, old beyond imagination stood dotted amongst the graves casting large areas of shade across the grass and Iain wondered what sights they’d seen over their many years.


    The feeling of being watched intensified but Iain didn’t rush to leave, instead taking his time to pick his way between the tombs, trying to make out names and dates on lichen covered stones. Many were too weathered by age to be able to make out what writing once adorned them but by no means all.


    Iain found himself struck by how many children were buried there. Almost every grave contained someone under the age of ten, and many held several. He paused by a small statue of a cherub marking the final resting place of three children, aged three, five and seven and had to look away. Feeling a sense of urgency to leave the graves behind he turned to the church itself and walked along the old crooked flagstones to the door.


    The structure was old and made of huge sandstone blocks, worn down by centuries of wind and rain. Similarly weathered gargoyles jutted from the walls above his head and even though they were now mostly featureless, they still held the power to intimidate. Mounted directly above the sharply arched door was a carved depiction of a man in the swirling ancient style which Iain associated with the Celts. Impressed by the age and beauty, he stood to admire the carving for quite some time before trying the door itself.


    It opened easily.


    Crossing the threshold, the still atmosphere of outside intensified until tangible. His footfalls echoed on the stone floor as he walked forward towards the altar. The church, or at least the main part where acts of worship are enacted, was empty. Not wanting to venture all the way to the front, he sidled in between the pews a few rows back; wood creaking as it bore his weight.


    Touching his finger to the bible stashed in front of his seat, Iain did something he could never remember doing before. He closed his eyes and tilted his head forward so it almost touched the back of the pew in front, and prayed. He prayed for some insight on how to put his gift to use, for the strength to follow his convictions, for hope that he was doing the right thing.


    


    Sensing he was no longer alone, he opened his eyes. Turning slowly, he almost jumped right from his skin to see Eve sitting just two rows back.


    “Christ on a bike! I didn’t hear you come in.”


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”


    “What are you doing here?” he asked, more than a little perplexed by her presence.


    “I was just passing and saw you come in the door.”


    Iain looked at her, trying to work out whether or not she told the truth. On the way in, he’d been struck by the lack of people in the village. She broke the deadlock just before he had chance to ask whether she was following him. “I didn’t take you for the religious type?” she asked.


    “I’m not really,” he responded. “I was just passing, like yourself, and churches are such peaceful places to sit and think.”


    “Sorry, do you want me to leave you alone?”


    “No, I was just leaving.”


    “Can I walk with you a while?”


    “Yes of course you can. That would be nice.” He meant it too, he would be glad of the company and a sympathetic ear.


    They both rose from the pews and made their way back up the church, to the heavy door, her heeled shoes echoing even more loudly than his; a click, click, click sound on the flags. The door swung silently on its hinges.


    Outside, something was amiss. It took Iain more than a few moments to realise what and when he did, his blood ran cold. The marble angel, which he was sure had been looking out towards the road, now had its stony stare fixed firmly on the door of the church where they were standing. He didn’t say a word to his companion lest he end up back in hospital before the end of the day, but kept his eyes firmly fixed on the statue as they made their way along the path and out of the gate.


    Then came another revelation; although sure he’d not been in the church long, possibly half an hour at most, parked cars dotted the street where before there had been none. He watched as a bald man came out of the pub, red in the face and saying goodbye loudly to someone unseen inside, the way someone would say goodbye after having their fill of ale over a number of hours. Impossible! He thought to himself, shaking his head.


    “What was that?” Eve asked. He must have spoken out loud.


    “Fancy a drink?” Iain asked.


    


    “I’ll get these,” she said, signalling towards an empty table in the bay widow.


    “Thanks,” taking her cue and seating himself while she went to the bar.


    “What do you want?”


    He asked for a pint of lager, good for quenching the thirst he’d built over the morning and had been so disappointed not to have had when finding the pub locked and deserted.


    While waiting for Eve to return with the drinks, Iain glanced from the window to the churchyard. The angel once again faced the road, or more to the point, it looked directly at him. Afraid to look, he averted his eyes by looking at the side of the church. The gargoyles adorning the wall, although at a distance no longer appeared quite so worn down by the elements; in fact they appeared as pristine as the very day they were carved, their surfaces smooth and shiny rather than pitted and dull; almost appearing as scales rather than stone.


    As he stared, one leapt from the wall.


    Iain jumped from his seat; seeing ghosts which didn’t acknowledge the presence of the beholder is one thing, but gargoyles and stone angels coming to life is quite another. He was about to run, although he didn’t know where to, when Eve retuned with the drinks.


    “Everything OK?” she asked, placing Iain’s pint down on the table.


    “Fine,” he replied.


    Act normal. Shit, shit. Act normal for fuck’s sake.


    But they’re going to get you.


    No they’re not. You’re strong.


    Shit!


    Stay strong Iain. Stay strong.


    “Are you sure everything’s OK?” Eve asked again. “You seem a little jittery?”


    “Yes, I’m fine. Absolutely fine.”


    They finished their drinks almost in silence, Iain downing his in only three or four swift gulps, all the while scanning the churchyard for the missing gargoyle. Noticing that Eve had a soft drink he asked, “So, are you driving?” The thought of walking home alone was now too terrifying to contemplate.


    “Yes I am. Would you like a lift?"


    “Love one!”


    As they travelled the short distance back to town in Eve’s battered red Skoda, Iain stared from the passenger window, seeing ghosts everywhere. He wished he could tell someone, he really did but instead sat in silence until reaching his flat and saying goodbye.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Geography


    


    


    


    On his way in the door, the post still sat on the mat. Without looking to see what it was or who it was from Iain picked it up and threw it onto the ever-growing pile with the rest before making his way up the creaking stairs to his flat. The gargoyle played heavily on his mind, its presence escalating matters to a whole new level. Had he imagined it? He didn’t think so.


    Going directly to the window, he pulled the curtains back to peer out from behind them, disturbing a magpie perched on the ledge outside. It took off with a loud flapping of wings. Outside on the street, all appeared as it should do apart from the ever-increasing number of apparitions. He could tell them from the living as they showed themselves in subtle pastel shades, almost translucent, but not quite. The boundaries between the worlds of the living and the dead were thinning and more and more were slipping through. He sensed he was running out of time.


    A sigh of relief left his lips when the gargoyle wasn’t sitting on the pavement below. He’d half expected it to see it looking up at him as he looked down and couldn’t shake the image from his mind.


    The phone rang from where he’d left it on the arm of the chair, making him jump. After three rings, it beeped shrilly to indicate the battery running out. Thankful for it falling silent, he left it where it was, not bothering to find the charger. Instead he went to the TV and turned it on before pacing back to the window with remote control in hand.


    The set only projected more images of destruction and violence: People chanting: being shot at: lying dead in pools of blood.


    Where the fuck is Yemen anyway?


    Going to his bedroom, he rummaged under the bed for a poster sized map of the world he knew was there somewhere. Finding it tucked away right at the back, he fished it out, pleased that it only had a few crumples and creases and all the political divisions of the world were still clearly visible. He didn’t know whether all the borders and countries were still correct, having owned the map since he was a child, but it would more than do for his purposes.


    Turning off the TV, he’d seen enough for now, he instead put on the radio before going into the cupboard, on which the hi-fi sat, to retrieve some push pins, sticky post-it notes and string. The music coming from the speakers was someone singing about ‘the eve of destruction’. Tell me about it, he thought to himself, humming along under his breath.


    In the sparsely decorated room there was no problem in finding a bare patch of wall. Iain pinned up the map, taking extra care to make sure it was straight. Then, squinting to read the small writing, located Yemen and pushed in a pin right over the capital city. He then took a post it note and stuck this to the wallpaper at the edge of the map before scrawling ‘riot’ on it and pushing another pin into the top of the note. Cutting a length of string to fit tightly between the pins, he joined them up.


    The pile of newspaper clippings still sat on the table and he picked them up, sifting through them; pushing more pins into corresponding places on the map where some disaster or trouble was happening. With these, he put the carefully trimmed articles onto the wall, the scrawled post-it notes on top and pushed another pin through both to hold them in place, before joining them with string.


    Apart from a number in Asia, most of his pins were clustered in the Middle East and North Africa. The Holy Land! He mused, contemplating why that might be. In his mind, there was no longer any room for coincidence; social, political or historical reasoning found no place either. Iain looked for the deeper meaning.


    He was thinking about this, locked into his own mind and almost oblivious to the rest of the world as he set out across the common to the newsagents, where he purchased all of the papers for the day. They were plenty enough for him to need a bag to carry them home in. Upon his return he set to work; flicking through the papers to find new stories, new disasters and conflicts. Many of the reports were details of things he already knew about but anything fresh got snipped out and added to the pile on the table. The parts of the newspapers he didn’t need for his work went into an untidy pile on the floor in the corner of the room.


    Most of the stories were surplus, only relating to pins and notes already marked on the map but he found himself gravitating towards an article about declining bee populations, right here in his own country too. Maybe they know something we don’t? He pushed a pin in the right place just in case the missing bees were important, even though he couldn’t yet work out why.


    Iain stretched and yawned, suddenly realising how tired he was. A quick look out of the window still revealed no waiting gargoyle but he closed the curtains tightly, just in case, and went to his room, climbing straight into bed. He was asleep within seconds after such a busy day.


    


    In his dream, Iain crouched in the sand behind a low wall. Somewhere in front of him, in the desert, the baby cried. Iain knew he had no choice but to follow its call but still didn’t know why. The significance of the child, even after all this time, still eluded him even though he knew it was of the utmost importance.


    It was a moonless night and he could see lights coming down the road. As they approached, it became apparent that they were headlamps, the sound of an engine carried to him on the breeze, getting louder as the vehicle neared. Sinking himself lower into his hiding place, he watched through a small gap in the brickwork as the jeep passed. In the back were half a dozen men, all wearing headscarves wrapped around their faces, presumably to protect them from the sand whipped up on a desert wind. All men carried machine guns and whooped loudly as they bumped along the rutted track.


    Waiting until they were well past, Iain tentatively stepped out from his spot and crossed into the barren landscape in search of the child. The sand was soft underfoot and the going tough but the cries got louder as he carried on walking towards them. Even though this was no place he recognised, Iain followed the sound without thinking. Gusts of wind blasted his face with coarse desert sand, stinging his eyes and cheeks. Raising a hand to protect his face he continued. It was freezing cold.


    Half buried in the side of a dune stood a structure of massive stone blocks, not much more than the entrance showing. Ancient hieroglyphs adorned pillars which framed the gaping orifice; inside was blacker than the night itself. The child’s cries came from inside, echoing from some hidden chamber. Pausing to take a deep breath, Iain entered.


    The air was motionless and no breeze penetrated the threshold. In total darkness, Iain felt his way along the wall, following the sound. Progress was slow and Iain, afraid of stumbling and breaking a leg, made his way along what he could only assume was a long passageway. The cool stone beneath his fingertips yielded no gaps to indicate more corridors branching off to the side. He almost fell when one of his foot-falls connected with nothing but air beneath his feet, but he managed to regain his balance. Feeling about with a foot, Iain discovered he was standing at the top of some steps. Gingerly making his way downwards, a faint glow started to show itself up ahead. The cries increased in volume with every step forward.


    Before long there was enough ambient light to see that the passage opened out into a large chamber. Torches blazed in sconces on the wall. The chamber was empty and bare and the only feature was a doorway on the opposite wall, much like the one he was standing in. Again, hieroglyphs decorated the lintel. Certain the cries came from the room just beyond, he carried on forward, quickening his step now he could see.


    A scuffing sound, mingled with the noise of the child made him stiffen and cock his head to one side, listening. Iain didn’t have to wait more than a couple of seconds to discover the source of the new sound to be a living gargoyle, similar to the one from the church but much larger. Almost as big as a man and powerfully built, it slunk from the doorway to block his path. On all fours, like a dog, the creature sat back on its haunches, looking Iain in the eye, staring him down. Its eyes glowed red, tiny black slits showed its pupils, its mouth full of needle sharp, saliva covered teeth. Two large curved and wickedly pointed ones protruded from its lower jaw, coming up over the top lip of the beast.


    It seemed an eternity as they stood, man and beast, one frozen with fear, the other sizing him up for the kill. Then it pounced. Instinctively raising his hands to cover his face, Iain curled into a ball so as to present as small a target as possible, tensing against the inevitable onslaught.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Outpatient


    


    


    


    “Wake up shit face.” Bert sat on the end of the bed, as usual surrounded by a tangible stink, grinning as if he knew of Iain’s dream. “You have a busy day today.”


    Iain gasped awake, clutching the sheets, still half expecting to be torn apart, his nightmare slow to leave him. “Eh??” he mumbled, unfazed by Bert’s presence.


    “You’re going to see the shrink. Or had you forgotten?”


    Iain had forgotten. He groaned; “I’d better make myself presentable then.” Not looking in the least forward to his outpatient’s appointment, he groaned once again, drawing back the covers and rising from bed.


    The water came out cold from the shower at first, making him squeal. Then it turned blistering hot so Iain had to stand outside the jet until it settled at a comfortable temperature. It felt good to be caressed by the shower and memories of nightmares soon began to dissolve. That was until from somewhere unseen in the bathroom, on the other side of the shower curtain, the sounds and stench of defecation hit him hard. “For fuck’s sake: Do you have to do that while I’m showering?”


    From elsewhere in the bathroom, Bert chuckled.


    When Iain finished his shower, which was somewhat shorter in length than he’d hoped, he drew back the curtain to find Bert still sitting on the pan.


    “Oh please, do you mind?” not wanting the old man to see him naked.


    “Ha ha, I’ve seen it all before you foolish boy. Now come along, we have somewhere to be.”


    “We?” Iain hadn’t considered the old man coming along to visit the doctor.


    “Of course.”


    “I’m not sure that’d be a good idea,” he started to protest.


    “Of course it is,” Bert started. “See it as moral support.”


    Iain’s shoulders sagged, knowing the kind of support Bert had to offer was of a nature he could well do without.


    Once dressed and out of the house, the pair walked together to the bus stop. On the way, they passed a smattering of other ghosts, all of which seemed to shy away from the old man as if frightened or intimidated by him. Iain noticed one of them glance in their direction. With a snarl, transforming his face to reveal rows of sharp pointed teeth, Bert dismissed the spirit, causing it to cower and look the other way. Iain was minded to ask about the apparent control over the ghosts but something held him back, deep down he really didn’t want to know.


    After a silent, uneasy wait with much shuffling of feet, the bus pulled up at the stop. Getting on, Iain found enough change from his pocket for himself but realised he hadn’t enough for his companion. He glanced at the driver, and then at Bert who grinned and shrugged his shoulders.


    “Well?” asked the driver, “Are you getting on or what?” Of course; Bert was invisible to all but Iain, and ghosts apparently.


    As it was the morning rush hour the bus was relatively full but they managed to find the last two seats which were together. As the short journey towards town progressed, the bus filled until all the spare seats were taken and people were standing in the isle. Nobody however, attempted to take the place next to Iain. It was almost as if although the old man was invisible to them, people could sense his presence and chose to shun it. A few glances and turned up noses from their fellow travellers caused Iain to rethink his theory. The stench coming from his companion was enough to rouse the dead; or in this case, the living. Iain blushed, wanting to explain the smell wasn’t him, but didn’t know how without appearing insane. What would he say? ‘Sorry about the smell but it’s my invisible friend!’ That quite simply wouldn’t work so he sat ignoring Bert, looking sheepish and occasionally smiling at the passengers as they stared.


    


    The receptionist peered over her glasses and smiled with thick red lips as they entered the waiting room.


    “Great tits!” Bert said, indicating towards the ample cleaving showing above the low cut of her blouse.


    Iain let out a sharp ‘shhh’.


    “Pardon?” said the receptionist.


    “Oh, sorry. Nothing,” replied Iain. Thinking that speaking to himself probably wasn’t the best way to begin a visit to the psychiatrist.


    The receptionist flashed him a small smile tinged with pity he thought, before returning to the paperwork on her desk. By this time, Bert had moved around the back of her chair, the look on his face so sleazy as to do the phrase dirty old man an injustice.


    “Phwoar,” said Bert, his hands reaching around to clutch a breast in each one. She squirmed uncomfortably in her seat and Iain wondered what physical influence Bert could exert on the living. Feeling ashamed by association, Iain gazed at the floor, not wanting eye contact with Bert or the woman behind the desk.


    


    Fortunately, so Iain thought, he was then called through to see Doctor Jenkins. It was still with some trepidation however that he rose to enter the doctors office; not knowing what reaction he would receive, whether or not his answers would satisfy and ultimately, whether he might once again be locked away. The continual presence of Bert did little to alleviate his anxieties.


    As it turned out, any fears relating to Bert were well-founded. All the time the doctor was speaking to Iain; asking how he was feeling, whether he was continuing with the medication and if he was still having visions, Bert was pacing the room, pulling faces, interjecting the conversation with lewd and offensive comments and generally trying to be as distracting as he possibly could. Iain however, did a fine job of convincing Doctor Jenkins of his sanity, often having to concentrate hard to hear what the doctor had to say while Bert talked, ranted and shouted over the top of him. Eventually, the old man appeared to give up on his attempts to have Iain committed and simply dematerialised, leaving Iain and the doctor to finish their conversation in peace.


    Following the session of blatant lies, Doctor Jenkins announced how happy he was with progress made and Iain was free to leave. Walking back into reception wearing a broad grin, he was horrified to see Bert standing on the desk, in front of the receptionist and facing her with soiled pyjama bottoms around his ankles and erect member in hand, which he levelled at her face while pumping it vigorously. Iain tried not to look as he hurriedly exited the room, not even turning to reply when the receptionist said goodbye.


    


    While at the hospital and with Bert seemingly otherwise engaged, Iain thought he’d go and visit Tim. The clergyman was easily located, sitting in his chapel deep in thought.


    “I think the end is coming.”


    “The end of what?” Tim turned sideways in his seat, his face etched with concern.


    “The world!”


    “That’s a bit strong isn’t it?”


    “All the signs are there; the Bible tells me so.”


    “Still; not everything in the book is to be taken literally.”


    “So you don’t believe in what you preach now?”


    “Of course I do. It’s like everything else in life, not quite black and white. The Bible’s full of stories and teachings to help us make a better life. The apocalypse is only one end.”


    “Nah, I think it’s time for God to punish us.”


    “What for?”


    “Take a look around. There’s not much good left in the world is there?”


    “There is good everywhere: You simply have to open your eyes to it.”


    “All I see is bad.”


    “I can assure you. The end is definitely not nigh.”


    “How can you be sure?”


    Tim couldn’t. He looked into Iain’s eyes with a look of deep sympathy. “I know it’s difficult, but you have to keep faith.”


    “In what?”


    “In God.”


    “I am. Looks like you’re the one who’s faltering.”


    Tim sighed, shoulders sagging slightly like a slowly deflating balloon. Iain saw the wind go from his sails.


    “I’m sorry, ” said Iain. He hadn’t meant to cause any offence.


    “That’s quite OK. I think I have some questions for myself.”


    “Am I forgiven?”


    “It’s my job.” Tim smiled and the tension eased.


    After chatting for a while longer, Iain rose to leave. “Try not to worry, I don’t think the world’s due for ending just yet,” he said.


    “I hope you find your answers.” The clergyman replied with sincerity.


    


    After Iain’s departure, Tim sat contemplating questions of faith and the predicament of his former patient when a foul odour filled the chapel. Slowly rising he turned around and grew pale at the sight of Bert standing near the small altar with a murderous glint in his eye. Beside him crouched the giant gargoyle from Iain’s dream.


    Bert smiled and Tim’s eyes grew wide at the realization of what he was confronting. He traced the sign of the cross across his chest. The beast pounced, tearing out the jugular to make a quick, efficient kill before the clergyman could utter even the tiniest squeak of a scream. Then it feasted on Tim’s holy flesh and lapped spilt blood from the hard laminate flooring. Its maw was soaked red.


    The forensics team which came to investigate the death, concluded that the teeth marks were human in origin.


    


    Of course Iain knew nothing of this as he made his way home; disappointed that not even a man of the cloth could see the signs which were all around, and wondering how he was to warn all the peoples of the world of their imminent demise. Deep down, he knew it was folly. If he’d failed to convince a supposed believer, then what were the chances of getting others to listen? It was an impossible task, but on the other hand, how could he stand idle and do nothing?


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Manic Street Preacher


    


    


    


    With thoughts of how to convince the population playing heavily on his mind, it was with more than a little despondency that Iain alighted the bus a couple of stops early to fetch the day’s newspapers. Walking home with them in a carrier bag and yet again ignoring the letters piling up by the front door, he trawled through the pages looking for fresh articles. Upon finding something of interest he carefully cut out the piece and pinned it next to the map along with the others. He stared at the map for a while, trying to make sense of it all.


    Was there a possibility he could be wrong; that the world would carry on as normal and recent events were just a figment of his troubled imagination? He didn’t think so.


    The now familiar odour of shit reached his nostrils. “What do you want?” Iain asked before even turning around, in no mood for the old man’s company.


    “That’s no way to greet a friend!”


    Iain snorted.


    “You look troubled.” The old man enquired, sounding sincere but Iain very much doubted he was. However, with nobody else to turn to, Bert at least presented someone to confide in.


    “I think the world is ending!”


    “Yes, I know!”


    “What?” Iain was taken aback by the bluntness of the response.


    “Of course it is. Even a blind man can see that.”


    “Then why is it only me? Why will no one listen?”


    “Because they don’t want to admit it. People would rather die oblivious.”


    “I have to warn them.”


    “Why? There’s nothing you can do anyway.”


    “There has to be?”


    “Have you considered our proposition?”


    “What proposition?”


    “To join us.”


    “Why would I do that?”


    “Because when judgement day does arrive, which is soon, you want to be on the right side.”


    “And which side is that?”


    “The winning one!”


    “How do you know that?”


    “Trust me”


    Iain laughed out loud at the thought of trusting a despicable wretch such as Bert. “I’ll think about it.” Then, as an afterthought, “what’s the baby got to do with it all?”


    Bert glared, shook his head and vanished.


    


    That night, Iain’s dream started with the normal and the mundane as these things often do. A shopping trip into town of all things, catching the bus into Birmingham, weaving his way through the crowds of people, not really knowing what he was looking for. Above, the sun shone in a sky of clear blue, broken only by vapour trails of jets passing high overhead.


    He stood watching the people going about their business, men, women and children locked into their own worlds and thoughts. As he did, Iain became aware of a steady, continuous thrum from beneath his feet, a vibration from down below the pavement. No one else seemed to notice, that was until the vibration steadily increased to a subtle shake, gaining strength with each and every second until baskets of flowers hanging on lamp posts and shop signs began swinging. Still the trembling strengthened. An earthquake! In Britain such things are virtually unknown. Was it really an earthquake? Iain seemed to think that those tremors are sudden and violent affairs, not a steady, slow building to a climax. But he was no expert.


    Sudden? Maybe not, but the quake certainly became violent as it gained momentum; glass started to fall from shop fronts and high rises, sending people on the ground scattering in all directions while Iain stood, transfixed, watching the panic unfold while lethal shards fell all around. A crack appeared in the pavement and Iain looked on as it began to widen and lengthen to swallow the pedestrianised street. Shoppers teetered and tumbled over the edge into the unknown, scrabbling to find purchase where none was to be had. Acrid fumes rose from the crack, bringing back dark memories for Iain. The Rotunda cracked from bottom to top before leaning like a more famous landmark in a much sunnier city. But this tower did not stay its movement. With a violent lurch, and a shower of dust and rubble, it too fell into the abyss to be swallowed by the earth.


    The abyss! Iain knew he was watching the place from his nightmares form above ground instead of in some subterranean world. With deep-seated dread and rooted to the spot he waited for the spiders to climb from the chasm. Before long they did, by their thousands; tearing into the living and the dead on the street alike, feasting with gluttony and rage. The beast was rising, the so far unseen leviathan. Iain didn’t need to see, he could feel its presence, calling to him, emitting evil. A thrum in his head; the rasping voice calling him: “Join us.”


    And there it was; the cry of the baby; small, innocent and well-hidden. Iain knew it had significance, but fathoming how proved elusive. He wanted to see, walk to the edge of the abyss and peer into the void but he was afraid. Standing, staring and trying to build enough courage to take the first steps on the short, but ever so long walk to the edge, his options were cut short as a gargantuan clawed foot appeared from beneath, reaching over the lip of the abyss and digging into tarmac. It was red, scaly and tipped with three shining black and wickedly pointed talons, one of which pierced an injured man as the giant beast climbed, almost, but not quite, cutting him in two.


    The first foot was closely followed by the second before massive muscles flexed and the great horned beast lifted itself into the world; as if born from dirt itself. The leviathan squinted, blinked its yellow eyes and peered around; drool hanging from its many teeth, sizzling as it dripped and hit the ground. The monster fixed its stare on Iain.


    


    He awoke with a gasp, his body coated with a clammy film of sweat. I have to warn them. Now knowing there was no alternative, no matter at what personal cost, he had to act. He was unwilling and unable to stand by and let them die. But what could he do? He was only one man, and a broken one at that. He thought about Bert’s proposition; maybe I should join them and save myself? What do I owe to the people of the world?


    


    And so it was that Iain found himself on a busy Saturday morning, standing on exactly the same corner as in his dream. A shudder ran down his spine at the familiarity of the situation; he hoped he wasn’t too late to prevent the premonition from fulfilling itself. He took a deep breath, ready to open his mouth before hesitating; with no idea as to what he was going to say, he didn’t want to appear insane and be carted off once again into custody.


    But I have to warn them, he thought.


    Why? You’re too small and insignificant to alter the inevitable. A voice of cold reason from within his own head. He looked around; Mothers led children by the hand, lovers strolled, gazing into each other’s eyes, teenagers laughed at private jokes. He opened his mouth to speak; at first his voice came quietly, lost in the babble of life and commerce. He cleared his throat before starting again, this time more loudly and with conviction.


    “Listen to me!” he bellowed. Nobody did. Then again, louder, “Listen!” One or two people glanced in his direction, instantly averting their gazes towards the ground. His beard was long and bushy, his clothes soiled and creased and above all, Iain’s eyes were those of a wild animal. It was no wonder that no one wanted to engage in conversation. Everyone had more important or interesting things to be doing.


    “The end of the world is coming!” You sound like a fucking lunatic. Shoppers were by this time crossing the street to avoid him, those that didn’t gave him a very wide berth. Regardless though, he continued. To say Iain was totally ignored would be a lie. Ghosts gathered around in a circle, silently watching, listening intently. They occupied the space left around Iain by the avoidance of shoppers; the living and the dead did not mix. At least he had an audience and it was to these Iain preached. Over on the other side of the street, perched on a bollard, was Bert. Not as attentive as the ghosts, he wore a wry smile on his face, sometimes chuckling or mumbling things to himself. Iain tried his best to ignore him.


    The ghosts parted. Blue uniforms walking towards him. Oh shit. Over their shoulders Bert made an O shape with his thumb and forefinger, moving his arm forwards and back. It was not the universal symbol for OK. Iain’s heart pounded in his chest, his hands felt clammy. What was I thinking? He thought to himself, fully expecting to be once again incarcerated.


    “I’m afraid you can’t do that there,” the first policeman said as he approached. Iain, unable to think of a response, simply stood and stared. Fortunately, in no small part owing to his state of hygiene and personal grooming, the police mistook Iain for a homeless drunk. “Come on, off you go. And don’t let me see you here again, or I’ll have to arrest you,” said the second policeman.


    A wave of relief washed over him. “Sorry, won’t do it again,” he mumbled as he hurriedly walked away, not giving the police chance to change their minds. The ghosts parted to let him past and Bert hopped from his perch.


    With a heavy heart and full of despondency, Iain went home.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty


    Decisions, decisions.


    


    


    


    When Iain let himself into the flat, Bert was waiting on the sofa. “Well, that went well,” he said, smirking.


    Iain wanted nothing more than to wipe the smile from his face. “Oh, fuck off will you!”


    “Well that’s not very nice!” feigning insult.


    “It wasn’t supposed to be. What do you want anyway?”


    “All I want my boy, is what’s best for you.”


    “Bollocks! What do you know about what’s best for me?”


    “A lot more than you do.” He looked Iain straight in the eye: “Have you considered my offer?”


    “No.”


    “Is that no I haven’t thought about it, or no I don’t want to accept?”


    “Haven’t thought about it.”


    “You have until tomorrow morning!”


    “Or what?”


    “You’ll see.” With that, Bert got up and disappeared into the bathroom. Twenty minutes later and Iain, forced by a call of nature, went to check if he was still there. All that remained was the lingering scent of bloody faeces.


    


    Iain’s head was spinning once again. The destruction of mankind, Bert’s proposition and a way of possibly saving his own skin. What was with all the ghosts and what did the baby have to do with it all? Quickly, and at first unaware, he found himself again spiralling down into a pit of depression, anxiety and general self-sorrow. He rummaged about for the dope he knew he still had somewhere, eventually finding it in the near empty kitchen cupboard. Twisted logic told him that if he was down anyway, having a smoke might take the edge off things but it didn’t work. Two thirds of the way down his first joint of the evening, Iain burst into tears. He went back to the cupboard and fetched out the half full whisky bottle he had in there. He let the tears come.


    Unsurprisingly, before long Iain was well and truly trolleyed. Tears still fell down his face and snot dripped from his nose but he was way past caring. Moving to the stereo, he flicked it on and cranked up the volume before slumping back onto the sofa. Smells like teen spirit by Nirvana filled his head from the speakers. I wish I had a shotgun, was Iain’s last thought before the room spun and he fell into a fitful, drunken slumber.


    He woke to a room full of darkness and the sound of static. With a mouth that felt full of gum, he wanted to vomit. From somewhere he couldn’t place, came voices, two men in conversation too quiet and distant to distinguish any words spoken. He strained his ears. There were other noises, on the periphery of his hearing; tortured screams, the clanking of chains and grinding of cogs, laughter! But not the jovial kind, and there, subtle, but there none the less, the cries of a new-born infant.


    The harder he concentrated, the clearer the noises became until they rang as a din in his head. The voices remained eerily imperceptible. They were arguing, no, not arguing but rather one party was shouting, the timbre of the voice full of anger, the other frantically apologetic, begging even. Still, even if the gist was clear, the words and meaning remained elusive and Iain turned his focus to the other sounds.


    He wasn’t as frightened as he once was, and frankly too worn down to care he listened intently for some meaning. A clue to help in his mission perhaps? Mission? That is now what he saw himself as being on; a quest to prevent the fulfilment of his prophecies. What if I am a prophet, like in the bible? Obviously not Jesus or anyone, more like Job or Noah, a pawn to further God’s great plan. His thoughts were running away with him and while they did he stood up, motionless, eyes closed, with arms outstretched like Christ on the cross and the whole world fell away around him. Only the uproar of hell remained.


    


    No longer in the darkness of the living room; the stereo did not exist. He was standing on the rim of a vast volcano, looking out across the crater. Black smoke rose up to be quickly swept away once it emerged, by a wind which Iain braced against. It exhilarated him as he looked down onto the fires and molten rock below, where man and beast toiled in eternal damnation. The beast looked back.


    They fixed gazes for what seemed like an eternity but Iain did not flinch. Like those before him, he was directly empowered by God and feared no evil. He spat into the volcano and the beast flared with rage, sending forth a shockwave which shattered rock and flattened its minions.


    


    The next time Iain opened his eyes, it was light and Bert sat in the armchair opposite. His neck hurt from lying at an odd angle, his head hurt also and he needed water. “Go away,” he grumbled to the old man, burying his head in between a cushion and the inside corner of the sofa.


    “Have you come to a decision?”


    “I said, go away!” The emphasis on away, his voice angry.


    “Is that your answer?” Bert asked, surprisingly solemn of voice.


    “Your answer is no!”


    “I warned you.”


    “I’m not scared of you. I’ve been through too much to give a flying fuck about anything you could do to me!”


    Bert snarled, his top lip retracting to reveal rows of pointed teeth. “You ‘aint seen nothing yet you snivelling little piece of shit! I’ll show you what I can do you fucking cunt!”


    


    Just then, there came a knock at the door.


    


    “Answer it then you little twat!” Bert spat before walking into the kitchen. Shell-shocked from the tirade, Iain did. On the other side stood Gary, a worried look etched onto his face.


    “Aright mate, How you doin’?” he asked, a smile appearing on his face at seeing that his friend was at least still alive. “Just thought I’d see how you were, me and Dave were beginning to worry about you. I tried phoning a few times.”


    “Oh, I’m fine. Come in.” He held the door open for Gary to enter, signalling to the sofa.


    “Cheers.” Before he got two paces into the room, Gary stopped dead in his tracks at what he saw, his jaw hanging limply before emitting a long and drawn out “whatthefuck!” He was staring at the map on the wall, with its scrawled post it notes, newspaper clippings and serious amount of string but he was signalling towards the pieces of newspaper which were left scattered and piled all over the dingy brown carpet.


    Iain looked at his friend sheepishly through long, lank, unwashed hair.


    “Oh man, you’re a mess. Sorry we left you so long. We need to get you some help, come on; you can sleep at mine tonight.”


    “It’s OK Gary. I really am fine.” Iain was smiling, and took a step towards his friend, arms outstretched as if for an embrace.


    Just then, Bert reappeared from the kitchen. For a moment Iain thought he saw a flash of recognition in Gary’s eye, as if he’d caught a glimpse of the old man. That was right before the knife came down and pierced it.


    


    Bert struck with precision and a brutal, cruel clarity. After taking out both of Gary’s eyes he set to work butchering without bothering to make sure he was completely dead. First, he held a writhing, screaming Gary down with surprising ease before taking the knife and slitting him from crotch to throat; the screams turned to a gurgle. Reaching into the body cavity, Bert grabbed the innards in his fist and yanked. The gurgling stopped and Gary’s internal organs flopped to the ground.


    Picking something from the gory heap, Bert threw it at Iain. “Wrap that in cling film and put it in the fridge will you? I love a bit of liver for breakfast.” Catatonic, Iain complied. His will was broken. Bert followed him into the kitchen, fetched out the frying pan and started to heat some oil before returning to the living room. He came back into the kitchen a few moments later carrying Gary’s severed head by the hair. Pushing the lever to open the bin with his foot, he tossed in the head. “Sorry,” he mumbled to no one in particular, “but I don’t do brains.”


    “But I do like a bit of rump!” he said after going to carve his selected cut and placing it carefully into the pan. “Shame you’re a slob and don’t have any garlic or mushrooms or even any onions which aren’t green. But on its own will do, really taste the flavour.”


    The smell of cooking meat turned Iain’s stomach but at the same time, he became struck by hunger pangs. Guilt tried to gain some purchase on Iain’s consciousness but his brain had short-circuited and cut itself loose from the world.


    “Sure you don’t want any? Could have done with hanging a few days, but it’s delicious all the same.” Bert turned on the TV, settled onto the sofa and started to tuck into his steak.


    Iain shook his head, signalling he didn’t fancy anything to eat.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-One


    Busted


    


    


    


    “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck…” Iain chanted his mantra from where he sat perched on the edge of the sofa, rocking back and forth. By the time day once again turned into night, he’d calmed down enough to take stock of the situation. Looking down at the decapitated, partially eaten corpse of his friend, Iain buried his head in his hands, hoping that when he reopened his eyes the whole mess would be gone and it was all another one of his dreams.


    Gary’s torso was still there when he opened them and Iain had also managed to cover his face in blood from his hands. How it had got there was a mystery, he hadn’t touched the body yet, or didn’t think he had. Panic started to take over. Iain recommenced his rocking. His head hurt; What am I going to do with the body?


    Own up. Call the police!


    No. I can’t do that. They’ll never believe me.


    Have to hide the body then.


    Where?


    He looked around the room for inspiration; he had no garden to speak of, and no way of transporting the corpse, so burying his friend out in the woods would be difficult at best. A fly buzzed lazily around the room before landing on the pulpy stump of Gary’s neck, right where his head should have been. The sight gave rise to feelings of revulsion and anger. “You’ll pay for this!” he shouted into the air; the threat directed at Bert who had long since made his exit, leaving Iain under no illusions as to who had to deal with the aftermath.


    Cut the body up and get rid of it a bit at a time? Maybe keep it in the fridge? He looked down again, dried blood spread out onto the carpet. What a mess. Best to get this cleared up before doing anything else. After much deliberation he decided the best course of action would be to store the body in the bath until such a time when he could dissect it and decide what to do with the parts.


    Moving the dismembered remains turned out to be more difficult than he’d anticipated and although Gary was not an overly large man, he was a struggle to move. With a hand under each armpit, Iain ever so slowly managed to drag the body towards the bathroom, an inch at a time. With frequent rest stops he finally reached the bath and after a few deep breaths, managed in one final effort to heave Gary over the rim and dump him unceremoniously into the white enamel tub. Sweating and out of breath, Iain thought he could do with a shower. He looked in the bath, where the shower was attached to the taps, and changed his mind.


    Didn’t think that through very well did you?


    Well I’d better get busy with the chopping then hadn’t I?


    Got to clean up first.


    Now working on auto-pilot, Iain went to fetch a bin liner from the kitchen before filling it with the pile of giblets from the living room floor. There must have been a hole in the bottom for as he put the bag down in the kitchen next to the bin, a substance not too dissimilar to gravy dribbled out onto the linoleum. He spent some time rummaging under the sink for the cleaning things he knew he still had and then, filling a bowl with soapy water, set about trying to clean gore from the carpet.


    It was no easy task; it seemed the harder he scrubbed and the more water he used, the stain only got bigger until eventually, with about two thirds of the floor space covered, he gave up. “That’ll do,” he said out loud; unsatisfied with the results but unwilling to do any more.


    Now it was time for the hard work to start. Emotionally dead, Iain collected an assortment of knives, including a large carving knife and cleaver from the kitchen drawer and headed back into the bathroom. Without pausing to think, he started on the task at hand by trying to cut off one of the hands at the wrist. First he took the carving knife, which could have done with being sharper, and sliced into the flesh. The blade quickly met the grating resistance of bone and stopped cutting. Iain, finding his tools to be inadequate, had to resort to prodding about with the point of the knife until finding a gap between the joints. Forcing the tip into the soft spot, he gave a hard twist on the handle to wrench the bones apart. After half an hour of intensive labour, he held Gary’s hand in his.


    “I’m going to need a saw,” he said out loud to himself. A saw was something he didn’t own. The realisation dawned upon him that he was going to have to leave the house and venture to the shops. He took a quick glance at the mirror; amongst the tortured souls and burning fires he saw his own face staring back. Wild-looking; blood streaked across his face and hair matted with the same blood. He looked back to the bath tub, and the remains of his friend. A bath or shower was still out of the question. Out of frustration, he took the knife and drove it deep into the corpse’s chest where it jutted out proudly, the handle vibrating from the impact.


    The act of violence released something within Iain; a flood of emotion and memories washed over him. He thought about all the good times they’d had together: girls they’d fancied, laughing in the pub, the times when Iain had got too drunk to stand and Gary carried him home. Gary was always the sensible one and now he was gone.


    There came a knock on the front door. Iain froze; ears pricked back and heart rapidly thudding in his chest.


    “Helloo. Is there anybody home?” It was Dave, shouting from outside the door.


    Iain didn’t dare move a muscle for fear of giving himself away. Opening the door wasn’t an option. Dave knocked again, and again for what seemed like hours until finally giving up and the knocking ceased. Iain realised he’d been holding his breath and it escaped his in a loud whoosh. What if he comes back? I’m screwed. There was no way Iain could leave the house now. If Dave came back, or anybody else for that matter, and decided through worry or any other reason to break the door down and have a look, he’d be in a whole world of strife.


    I could run.


    Where to?


    Anywhere away from this mess.


    There is nowhere to go. How will you live? Off the land?


    Iain slumped to the floor, propping his back against the side of the bath so he didn’t have to look at the body. Exhausted and fit for nothing, unable even to organise or keep control of his own thoughts, he decided rest and finish the job in the morning.


    


    He must have nodded off, taken by a fitful and uneasy slumber for he dreamt he was Jesus on the cross, suffering for the crimes of humanity. Feeling every blow of the hammer as the nails were driven into his wrists, he looked down on tormentors dressed in centurion garb as they hoisted him up, struggling for every last breath as he hung like a piece of meat.


    


    It must have been close to morning when he woke for there was just enough ambient light coming through the window to find his way to the toilet. As he peed, cast in shadow lying in the tub was the body; three quarters submerged in what appeared to be oily black water. Iain turned on the light. The tap was dripping and must have been all night. The plug was still attached to its chain and wrapped around the taps, something else must be the culprit responsible for blocking the drain.


    Iain groaned. The body in the bath had bloated, leaching fluids into the water. It had also started to smell. There was nothing else for it, taking off his top so as not to wet it with the foul soup, Iain pushed his arm past the shoulder and bloody stump of a neck of his friend and into the water. After feeling about for a little while, he pulled up a limp pale piece of flesh. From what part of the body he didn’t know.


    What a waste of meat! He thought while studying the morsel.


    What the fuck?


    Iain dropped to the floor and puked. Then cried; then puked some more. Jumping up and running from the bathroom, smashing his elbow on the basin in his hurry to get out, he threw himself onto the sofa where he curled into a tight ball wondering what he was going to do.


    


    He was still there when there came another knock at the door. “Go away!” Iain cried softly beneath his breath; too quietly to be heard from outside.


    Another knock, loud and firm; a full-fisted kind of knock. “Open up. Mr Andrews. Are you there?”


    Oh shit, oh fuck. It’s the police. How do they know? Still he remained motionless and silent, apart from a low whimpering, curled up on the sofa. The sound of voices could be heard from beyond the door. He then caught the words, “break it down!”


    Seconds later and with a loud crash, wood splintered in the frame around the lock and the door flew open, banging the wall as it did.


    Iain let out a small and pathetic, “help me.”


    


    The bailiff couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but he was a hard-hearted man who’d encountered more than his fair share of low life and started to recite his script. The policeman with him though, stood staring around the room, searching for anything incriminating. The map and scribbling’s on the wall were odd; the mess was quite frankly repulsive and the stain on the carpet just might be blood. However, Iain’s gore soaked face was a dead giveaway. He watched intently, formulating his plan as the bailiff said his piece.


    “What?” Iain asked incredulously, almost laughing out loud.


    “We’ve written to you on several occasions Mr Andrews,” giving his sternest look. “You should have moved out last week. We are here to make sure you do!”


    “When?”


    “Now I’m afraid Mr Andrews.”


    Iain went cold and clammy as the penny dropped. For weeks now he’d not even bothered to pick up his letters, let alone read them. “Wait, I can pay. Give me a week and I’ll raise the cash.”


    “It’s a bit late for that Mr Andrews!”


    The policeman raised an eyebrow. “May I use your toilet please?”


    Iain totally forgot himself for a moment, his mind temporally blanking out the fetid body in the bath; he indicated towards the bathroom, “be my guest.”


    Just as the policeman crossed the threshold to the small room, Iain remembered, and ran.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Two


    On the Run


    


    


    


    “Stop him!” the policeman yelled, panic evident in his voice. He’d paused for a few vital moments, the scene in the bathroom too horrific for his brain to immediately register. Although he didn’t yet know why Iain had to be stopped, the bailiff was all too glad to assist and the tone of the constable’s voice told him enough to know that things were serious. He lunged at Iain, who was already almost out of the door, and attempted a rugby tackle around the waist.


    Iain sensed him coming, driving a fist backwards as he reached the top of the stairs. It caught the bailiff square on the nose, which erupted with a spurt of blood. The bailiff hit the ground, rolling about and clutching at his injured proboscis.


    Clad only in jeans and splattered with blood, Iain took the steps two at a time. The policeman, after leaping clear over the bailiff on the floor without so much as a second glance, was hot on his heels. Without pausing, Iain pulled over the cupboard at the bottom of the stairs, the one with all the letters on it, and was out of the front door and onto the street.


    On the pavement opposite, stood Bert. He was laughing. Next to him sitting patiently on its haunches was a gargoyle. Perched in a nearby tree was a magpie, which had just landed there after flying from the ledge outside Iain’s window.


    Nettie, wondering what all the banging was about, stuck her head out of her door, causing the policeman to pull up short rather than knocking her to the ground.


    “What’s going on here?” she asked in her frail, shaky voice.


    The policeman ignored her to continue the pursuit.


    “Bloody charming!” She shook her head and went back in to carry on watching darts on TV.


    


    Barefoot, he ran out of the door and down the street, the policeman not far behind and closing the distance between them. Iain had a plan, to make it to the Common and hide. It wasn’t much of a plan but it was all he had. To go directly would lead the police straight to him and leave no room for escape, so instead of turning right out of the door towards the Common, Iain went left.


    Just yards up the road, he took a sharp turn into a narrow alley. It was bin collection day and large green wheelie bins, not yet collected and still full, filled the passage. Iain yanked a couple of them over as he bolted past, spilling the contents over the ground. The policeman rounded the corner at full pelt and ran straight into the first bin. He hit the floor with a thud, knocking the wind from himself. Iain had bought himself valuable seconds. He raced around the warren of alleys behind the houses on auto-pilot. This was territory he knew well. Treading on a shard of broken glass, Iain didn’t slow as it pierced his bare foot; in fact he hardly felt it. Small drops of blood marked his passage.


    Glancing over his shoulder, the policeman was nowhere in sight. Good, the final sprint to reach the Common meant crossing the main road, a dual carriageway with a central reservation, which would leave him exposed for vital moments. Without slowing to look, he sprinted across all four lanes of traffic. Luckily no cars were close enough to hit him but one did have to slam the brakes on hard, skidding to a halt and another gave a long beep of the horn.


    He’d made it to the trees. Pushing deep into the undergrowth, brambles cut into his skin and pointed twigs cut his feet. He felt no pain but Iain had to find himself a hiding place and quickly. With his heart pounding hard enough to be seen through his breastbone and his lungs screaming at him to stop, he half fell into an overgrown ditch. Lying in the bottom, Iain pushed himself under a bush and into the marshy vegetation.


    He tried to quieten his heavy breathing, but could hear no sign of the pursuing policeman. Still, he lay motionless, stagnant water and mud caressing his skin. Iain was reminded of his dream in the bomb crater. He tried to calculate his next course of action, knowing it would be impossible to stay half buried forever but he would surely be caught if he dared to break cover. Maybe if he waited until nightfall he could slip away. But where to? Home wasn’t an option; the police would already be going over the place with a fine tooth comb but being only half dressed and covered in mud, he’d stand out like a sore thumb if he tried anywhere else. He could try Dave, but he was living with his parents and would be a risky option. Iain was out of choices.


    The helicopter hummed in the distance, getting closer and it took Iain a few moments to realise it was probably looking for him. Now he was truly scared and pressed himself further into the mud. Would they be able to see him under the bushes? He remembered that they carried infra-red cameras. A few months before, a cannabis factory in somebody’s loft was raided after a police helicopter picked up the heat from the growing lights, glowing brightly through the poorly insulated roof. The helicopter was bound to see him, glowing red under the bushes.


    A random memory came to him then; of the film Predator and the scene where Arnie covered himself in cool mud to make himself invisible to the alien. Working quickly, Iain gathered large handfuls of mud and started to smear it all over himself, his arms, legs, body and face, shutting his eyes tightly to protect them. The helicopter now roared overhead, the down draft shaking the bushes which were giving him cover, the noise deafening in his ears.


    Please God help me. Why do you torment me so? Please save me, I’m not a bad person. Please. He prayed harder than he could ever remember praying in his life.


    The dog barking was loud enough to be heard over the noise of the chopper, being just inches from his face. Iain snapped open his eyes and flinched away from the German shepherd which was straining on a tight leash. On the other end of the lead was an officer of the law, who was shouting something into his radio.


    The chase was over and the game up. Iain knew it and started to stand but before he could, the policeman leaped into the ditch and knocked him back down. Iain was now lying on his front, a knee in the small of his back and his arms held tightly bent behind his back. The pain was excruciating and his face pressed into the muddy water. He couldn’t breathe as the handcuffs were slapped tightly around his wrists, digging into the skin. His head was pulled backwards and upwards by the hair, out of the mud. Iain took a deep gulp of air.


    “Iain Andrews. I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder. You have the right to remain silent but anything you do say will be taken as evidence…”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Interrogation


    


    


    


    The police van raced through the streets with sirens blazing. Iain sat, flanked by two police officers, both watching him intently. Not a word was spoken. On the inside of the van was a mesh cage, presumably to stop the suspect escaping if there were to be a crash. Iain thought it a little extreme; surely he was no danger to society? At least he didn’t think so himself.


    They went in through the back door of the station and were met by the WPc behind the desk; her hair pulled back in a bun behind her hat, stretching her features tight to give her a sterner look than she might have had.


    “Name?” asking the question with one blunt word.


    “Iain Andrews,” answering as if speaking to his headmistress when he’d been at school. Although this time matters were a tad more serious than bunking off PE.


    “Age?”


    “Twenty two,” Iain’s voice trembling slightly as he looked about at his surroundings; looking anywhere to avoid eye contact and the stares of the police officers. Besides the woman at the desk and the two which still stood at his side, others had come into the room. It was not everyday they managed to apprehend a cannibal.


    Hands still tightly cuffed behind his back, Iain was photographed and a swab taken from his mouth using what seemed to all intents and purposes to be a cotton bud. His DNA was now on record. His hands were only freed to enable fingerprints to be taken. The officer in charge told Iain to rub his wrists to restore circulation where the cuffs had bitten into them.


    Iain half expected to see Bert somewhere in the room, gloating, and found himself surprised by his absence.


    He flinched as the cell door closed behind him with a heavy metallic clunk. There was something very final about the sound of the lock turning. He was now imprisoned. He wondered what was to happen next; until recently he’d never been in any serious trouble; never been arrested or had to spend a night in the cells.


    Oh God, why have you deserted me?


    Of course, there was no reply.


    Why me? Please help me. A tear trickled from the corner of his eye. He was deserted and alone. Even the foul company of Bert would have been a reassurance.


    He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting and feeling sorry for himself when he heard the key turn in the cell door. It swung open with a creak. A man in a suit entered, along with a uniformed police officer, and held out his hand. Iain stood and shook it. “Please come with me sir, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”


    The man leading the way down the corridor was maybe about forty years old, although he had one of those faces where it is difficult to tell. His mousy hair was slightly receding to match his lack of chin. He wore a smart suit but the combination of yellow shirt and crimson tie made Iain look away. Going through a door marked interview room, the man requested the uniformed officer wait outside. The policeman obliged, moving to outside the door but not locking it.


    Already seated in the interview room was another man. This one definitely showed his age; his career must be a stressful one judging by the deep lines on his face, greying hair and the first signs of gout starting to appear on his thread veined nose.


    “I’m Detective Inspector Rodgers,” started the first man who’d led Iain into the room, “and my colleague is Detective Inspector Tailor. We’d like to ask you a few questions if that’s OK? The interview will be recorded and anything you say will be used as evidence.” He paused for a while. Inspector Tailor stayed quiet. “Do you understand that Mr Andrews?”


    Iain nodded and made a small, weak grunting sound to show he did.


    “Good. Would you like a solicitor present? We can appoint one if you don’t already have representation.”


    Do I look like I have representation? Was what Iain thought. “Uh, no, I’ll be OK,” were the words which escaped his lips. You’re fucked anyway.


    “Tell me what happened then?” Inspector Rodgers started while the other man still remained silent: Staring intently at Iain with deep, dark brown eyes which seemed capable of seeing right into a person and uncovering lies hidden deep within; either trying to get the measure of the suspect or intimidate without the use of threats. In reality, it was a mixture of both. It was surprising just how many criminals cracked under that stare; breaking down and giving full confessions without a single word being uttered.


    “It wasn’t me!” Iain’s reply


    “You’ll do yourself no favours by not telling the truth.”


    “I swear it wasn’t.”


    “Do you know who did it then?”


    Iain thought about the question for a while before replying. “Erm – no,” sheepishly looking at the ground.


    “We’re not idiots. You have to tell the truth!”


    Iain thought silence to be the best policy, until he could think of something plausible to say. Although, by now he knew himself to be royally screwed. Inspector Rodgers sighed and got up from where he’d been sitting on the plastic chair. “Have it your way.” He gave a glance in the direction of the other detective.


    “Look we know it was you. When you were arrested, we went into your flat and found the remains of your dinner. One plate, one knife, one fork. You didn’t have guests did you Mr Andrews!” a statement rather than a question.


    “well-erm.”


    “And I’m willing to bet that your DNA matches that found on the body of Father Tim Humphries.”


    “What?” Iain felt like he’d been punched in the face and nearly fell off his chair. “What’s happened to Tim? I only saw him recently.”


    The two detectives shared a slightly confused look. “Don’t play dumb with us, it won’t wash.”


    “Really. What’s happened to Tim?”


    “Mr Andrews: He was found partially eaten in his chapel, much the same way Gary Fisher was. Are you trying to tell us you knew nothing about it, because I find that to be too much of a coincidence being as, according to the hospital CCTV footage, you were the last person to see him alive.


    Iain stuttered, his jaw fell open and he stared blankly at the two men sitting opposite.


    


    “Interview suspended at;” Inspector Rodgers looked down at his cheap watch, “16:42.” Iain was led back to the cells.


    


    The two detectives made their way to the vending machine for tea. Both men grimaced at the first sip of the overly hot – how do they make it so hot in those machines? – yet weak-tasting drink. They then pushed the bar on the fire escape and let themselves into the back yard of the police station for a cigarette, both leaning back on a large wheeled bin.


    “So, what do you reckon then Geoff?” asked inspector Rodgers, exhaling his smoke loudly.


    Geoff Tailor appeared thoughtful, he scratched his chin as if smoothing a goatee which didn’t exist; “I believe he thinks he’s telling the truth.”


    “Come again?” quizzical.


    “Oh, he did it alright, but he doesn’t think he did,” chewing on his lower lip.


    “Nut job?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Fuck. Reckon we need to fetch the shrink?”


    “Let’s wait. Find out what he believes happens.”


    “This should be interesting.” He wore a puzzled frown on his face.


    The men went back in through the fire door, banging it closed behind them.


    


    “Interview resumed at seventeen o five.” All three men were now seated as before and ready to continue. Iain had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.


    “Come on Mr Andrews; we know you’re not telling us everything.”


    “Please. It wasn’t me I’m telling you.”


    “Then who was it, you must know?”


    “Please, leave me alone.”


    “You know we can’t do that.”


    Iain gave a resigned shrug.


    Detective Tailor leaned over the table, his face inches from Iain’s. Shouting, spittle flying from his lips; “if it wasn’t you, then tell us who did it? Who was it? WHO WAS IT?”


    Iain whimpered a little.


    The policeman sat back down, leaning back on two legs of his chair before rocking forwards and leaning over the table again, less aggressively this time. His voice was lower, more calm; “OK Mr Andrews, have it your way. I’m charging you with the murders of Gary Fisher and Tim Humphries.” He paused before continuing; “and I’d be very surprised if you ever saw the light of day again.


    “You’ll think I’m mad.” Iain mumbled.


    “Pardon?”


    “I said, you’ll think I’m mad,” a little louder.


    “And why’s that?” asked detective Rodgers, playing the role of good cop. “Why don’t you tell us and let us decide that? Who killed and ate those people?”


    Iain took a deep breath and slowly blew it out through slightly parted lips.


    “We’re waiting Mr Andrews,” eyebrow raised.


    “It was Bert,” said Iain feebly.


    “Bert who?”


    “The old man from the hospital.”


    “That’s more like it. Do you have a second name, and why are you protecting him?”


    “No, no I don’t”


    “Do you know where we’d be able to find this Bert?”


    “He’s dead.”


    “Hmmmm, dead you say?”


    “Yes.”


    There came a shared silence between the three of them sitting there. Iain, looking at the ground, and the policemen looking at each other, not quite knowing how to proceed.


    “Forgive me for asking,” DCI Rodgers asked eventually, “but you didn’t kill him did you?”


    “No, of course not. He died in hospital. All over my face!”


    “Eh? Did you have any involvement in the death of this Bert character?”


    “No!”


    “We will be checking.”


    “That’s OK.”


    “So how did a man who’s already dead, kill and eat two people. How do you explain that?”


    “I can’t. But it was him, I swear. He’s been haunting me since the day he died.”


    “So you did do it? This ghost, Bert, told you to?”


    “No. He did it. I need the toilet.”


    “OK, what do you need?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Number one or number two?”


    “Number two.”


    Geoff Tailor produced a Tupperware container from somewhere. “OK, could you go in this?”


    “Why? Do I have a choice?”


    “Forensics and No.”


    With the interview once again suspended and a fresh deposit in the lunch box, Iain was once again locked in his cell. The two detectives, taking up their regular space in the yard were talking. “I think we need a psychiatric assessment.”


    “No shit Sherlock.”


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Golden Balls


    


    


    


    “God is testing me.”


    “Is that what you believe?” This psychiatrist, a different one from Doctor Jenkins, was a stereotype complete with pointy beard, round glasses and corduroy jacket with leather patches on the elbows. Iain couldn’t take him seriously although he thought he better had.


    “No, it’s what I know.”


    “Why do you think that? Please tell me when all this began?”


    “Well, first there was the accident.”


    “I heard about that. In fact, I’ve requested some input from the doctor who treated you, Doctor Goodman I think. She seems to think your symptoms are physiological but from what I understand, that’s been ruled out.”


    “Dunno.” The sullen reply from Iain. He was bored of all this now. In fact he was tired after all the excitement and wanted nothing more but to sleep. He stared around the cell, only half hearing what the doctor was saying.


    “Can you tell me about this Bert character?”


    “I think he’s the devil; no, wait a minute. I think he’s more of some kind of minor demon. He keeps asking me to join them.”


    “Join who?”


    “That’s just it, I’m not sure.”


    “Not sure, or just don’t want to admit it?”


    “Admit what?”


    “That your brain has invented these characters as a way of coping.”


    “Maybe. Doesn’t matter anyway. We’re all going to die soon anyway.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    “I’ve seen it; been shown. He’s coming.”


    “Who is, Bert?”


    “No. His master. The Master.”


    “Who’s the Master?”


    “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”


    “Well, it would be really useful if you did.”


    “This is bullshit. You’re going to be dead anyway. I’ve peered into the fires of hell, seen things you couldn’t even dream of. Lock me up, I don’t care. I could join them, be powerful and then you’d see.”


    “Why don’t you then?”


    “Uh?”


    “Join them. Why don’t you?”


    “Because they’ve pissed me off. Because I’m afraid.” Iain’s bottom lip began to quiver.


    “Afraid of what?”


    “Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve told you, you fucking imbecile!” Iain’s frustration bubbling over.


    “Well, I think I’ve seen enough for now. Goodbye Mr Andrews.” The psychiatrist got up and left the room. Iain heard the key turn and the lock close tight on his door.


    


    “Quite mad! I’ll get the paperwork sorted to transfer him to a secure hospital,” the psychiatrist told the two detectives waiting outside.


    


    In the world of sleep, Iain lay on his back looking up at the stars. That’s strange, he thought to himself. There was a new celestial body there, one he’d never seen before. The star of Bethlehem perhaps? Then as he looked on, the star appeared to brighten. A passage from the book of revelations popped into Iain’s head “there fell a great star from heaven, burning as it were a lamp, and it fell upon the third part of the rivers, and upon the fountains of waters; And the name of the star is called Wormwood: and the third part of the waters became wormwood; and many men died of the waters, because they were made bitter.” Iain smiled.


    


    While events were unfurling like a fern in spring, Dave was sitting on his Mum’s pink floral patterned couch.


    “Dave, can you turn that thing off. Dinner’s ready and Golden Balls is about to start!”


    “Yes Mum,” pausing his game, he left the Xbox turned on but changed the channel on the TV; it switched to the news. At first, the identities of the grainy photographs they were showing didn’t register; then he took a closer look. With utter horror he watched the report, and listened as the murders of Gary Fisher and Father Tim Humphries were outlined, along with the arrest of Iain Andrews. He stared, unable to move as the news sank in. He felt the blood leave his face, leaving him cold and clammy. Then, the world swam around him and he passed out.


    “Dave. Dave. Are you OK? Please Dave, wake up?” His mum was slapping him around the face.


    “Mum?”


    “Yes dear. I’m here. Oh my dear boy, are you OK?” She was crying.


    “Oh Mum,” bursting into tears himself and throwing his arms around her neck. He held her tightly, not wanting to let go.


    She hugged him back, stroking his hair. For now not asking any questions. She’d been busy in the kitchen and not seen the news report. One plate of sausage, mash and gravy sat upside down in the kitchen doorway where she’d dropped it at the sight of her unconscious son. “It’s OK son,” she tried to sooth him.”


    “No it’s not,” he choked through the tears. Not only had he lost one friend, but two. He’d only tried calling for Iain the day before, if only he’d knocked harder, been more persistent, he might have been able to save them. He’d known Iain was home, but figured he just wanted to be left alone.


    “Why would he do that Mum?” He asked once he’d let go his tight embrace.


    “Do what? What’s happened?” She still didn’t know and the worry about her child was evident in her voice.


    He looked at her through tear blurred eyes, “He’s dead Mum.”


    “Dead? Who’s dead?”


    “Gary.” Sniffing a big stream of snot back into his nose between words.


    “Dead? How, Why? What happened?” She started to tremble herself.


    Dave got up and bolted up the stairs two at a time and into his room, slamming the door behind him and flinging himself onto the bed where, burying his head into the pillow, he sobbed and sobbed until there were no more tears and he fell asleep. His mother, frowning and crying a little herself, more for the grief of her son than the death of his friend, made her way to the computer which sat on the desk in the corner to check the story for herself.


    Upon reading the cold hard facts, it was time for Dave’s mothers’ own grief. As if she couldn’t bring herself to believe the news until she’d seen it with her own eyes, the stark black letters on the screen jumped out at her. She’d known Iain and Gary virtually all their lives, since all three started the same school and became friends at five years old. She’d cooked more dinners for them than she cared to imagine, tended to grazed knees and elbows when they’d fallen off bikes and told them off when they were noisy, bad or ill-mannered as if they were her own.


    As the friends grew into their teenage years, it would be her house they came back to when they got too drunk and she’d often wake in the morning to find them asleep on her sofa. She used to make them breakfast and tea to help with the hangovers. Of course, she was never too amused to be cleaning up vomit at four in the morning, but she still loved those boys.


    With a deep breath and a sigh, she got up from the computer desk and went to put on the kettle. Working on autopilot, in a daze bought on by shock and stunned disbelief, she boiled the kettle to make a pot of strong tea. She reached up into the cupboard for two mugs, but found herself instead fetching out tumblers. Gulping back her tears, she grabbed a bottle of malt whisky from the living room and slowly made her way up the stairs, tumblers in hand, to take care of her son.


    


    Rebecca Goodman was at home, pacing the room, thinking there was something she must have missed and racking her brains for explanations. She knew it must be something physical to do with the accident; why hadn’t she been more insistent about taking control of his treatment? The psychologists obviously hadn’t had much in the way of success; this gave her a small sense of smug satisfaction which she quickly pushed away, feeling guilty. People had died.


    She tried to call the police station, to try and find out where Iain was, or where he was going to be taken. All she got was the engaged tone. Reporters from all over the country were no doubt also attempting to gather any information they could. It wasn’t everyday that they came across a home grown cannibal, it’s the sort of story which really sells newspapers.


    Never mind, there is plenty of time for that. Moving to the bookcase, she started to plot her course of action.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Sponge Bath


    


    


    


    What Iain saw when he opened his eyes were walls of rough grey stone, huge blocks of about three feet in length and pitted with age. Moss and mould grew up from the bottom, rising from a floor of brown earth, growing in cracks which once upon a time may have contained mortar. There was no toilet and flies hummed around a stinking pile of faeces in the corner; giving off a sickening, gut churning stench. A pile of straw along one of the damp walls seemed to be the bed; it too was mouldy and even one or two mushrooms were growing there. From the opposite wall, about half way up, hung two shackles dangling from rusted iron chains.


    At first, Iain didn’t notice the gargoyle sitting in the corner; motionless, its pitted grey skin blending perfectly with the stone, only the red of its eyes gave it away, and the panting. It was huge, larger than a Rottweiler and with pointed teeth curled up over its top lip. Iain noticed folded wings on the gargoyles back, thin and bony like a bat or pterodactyl.


    They stared at each other, neither moving. Iain was too petrified to attempt anything other than shallow breathing and he did this as quietly as he possibly could for fear of provoking an attack. The gargoyle seemed patient, if it hadn’t been panting, eliciting the occasional blink or licking saliva from its teeth using a forked tongue, Iain could have been forgiven for thinking that it was merely a stone effigy and not alive at all. It was keeping guard over its charge.


    He needed to go; whether it was through fear or a natural urge, he was desperate for a dump. He glanced over at the steaming pile in the corner and groaned, then looked back at the gargoyle which still pierced him with its stare, and groaned again. “Oh man,” he sighed quietly to himself before edging his way to the corner, ever so slowly, no sudden movements! Thankfully, the gargoyle simply sat, watching intently as Iain dropped his trousers, noticing that his jeans had been changed for clean white trousers, and squatted over the stinking heap. Flies buzzed around his head as he strained; he finished the job quickly.


    With his own stink added to that already there, Iain realised he had no paper with which to wipe himself. Grimacing, he frantically looked around the room for anything to use; there was nothing. He contemplated straw from the bed, but his illogical mind dismissed it; not wanting to soil where he slept even though it was already filthy. In the end he used his hand. Hooking his fingers to reach into his crevice and get all of it, he wiped. Finding himself now with a handful of dirt, he threw it into the pile along with the rest, flicking his wrist for maximum ejection. Some splattered onto the wall where he next wiped his hands, using the gaps in the stone to scrape off what he could.


    Pulling up his trousers, he left large brown handprints all over them, stark against white cotton. He made his way back to the bed. Thankfully, the gargoyle hadn’t made a move. It just watched intently.


    Iain was actually in a hospital not much different from any other apart from bars on the windows, windows to which Iain was oblivious. The walls were painted white and not even padded, the bed was the standard steel framed type. There was a heavy, grey painted metal door, which Iain perceived as old and rusted although the paint was fresh. He was in fact, in a hospital for the criminally insane.


    He’d been brought there in the night, heavily drugged and well away from the view of prying reporters who were all over the case. The police escort and the two detectives who’d interviewed him were presently in the yard outside the windows, smoking cigarettes and drinking tea. When returning into the main hospital building, Inspector Rodgers asked the doctor who met them; “So, how is he?”


    “Totally catatonic.”


    “Is it the sedative?”


    “Maybe, in part, but it should have worn off by now.”


    “Can we see him?”


    “I don’t think he’s up to answering any questions. I’m not even sure he’s capable of speech right now.”


    “That’s OK, I just want to see him. It’s such an odd case; shame really.” On his face, he wore a wistful look.


    


    Iain heard the creak of the heavy, rusted iron door. The gargoyle looked over, its eyes moving slowly to follow the source of the sound. Two of what he could only describe as demons, entered the dungeon. Each had stick thin legs on which were balanced bulbous, bloated bodies. They appeared as if they shouldn’t be able to balance properly and in fact, their awkward listing and jerky gait added weight to the theory. Their heads were small with large pointed swept back ears protruding from the sides, their mouths, which didn’t have any lips to speak of, were full of rows of tiny, needle like teeth which jutted out in all directions, much like a sharks.


    Iain stared wide-eyed in terror at these new characters, and then at the gargoyle, his glance shooting between the two. He saw the dog-like creature tense, its attention fixed firmly on Iain. Well outnumbered, he didn’t dare make any attempt at running or fighting; instead he cowered into the corner, the one used as a toilet. All he could do was to press himself into that small space where walls and floor met, hoping and praying that he wouldn’t get too badly hurt and that they weren’t with him to commit savage acts of torture.


    Inspector Rodgers gagged and raised his hand to his mouth at the sight and smell of Iain, sobbing in the corner and covered in shit. “Fucking hell!”


    “Nurse”- the doctor shouted through the half open door. “Come quick please.”


    


    At the site of more demons entering, Iain really did think his time was up. Eyeing up the door, which still sat ajar, he tensed, ready to make good his escape. The gargoyle leaned forward, ever so slightly, and emitted a low growling which resonated right into the pit of Iain’s stomach. He sat back down, resigned to accept his fate; it was that or die.


    These new demons were brandishing something but Iain couldn’t tell what it was. Coming towards him they held up their hands, grabbing at him. He saw they held what looked like sponges; what harm could they do with those? Then, they dipped the sponges into a liquid which they were carrying in an old and rusted pail. Iain saw smoke rising. He’d seen enough films to know what that meant; acid!


    He started to plead and beg for them not to hurt him but they paid no attention and just carried on coming. The first touch of the sponge was excruciating, hot pain seared through him, not only on the skin where it touched but shooting through his whole body. But they did not stop. Iain closed his eyes against the hurt, gritting his teeth in between twisted screams of agony. He could feel his skin splitting and peeling wherever the acid touched; smouldering and burning off. They removed his trousers.


    “Please God no. Why are you doing this? Please: No: NO. Save me please. Please.” He was whimpering now, the pain too much to bear. They were mopping his genitals; he felt his scrotum wither and split, setting free the sweetmeats within. His body went into shock and stiffened, convulsing.


    


    “He’s fitting!” One of the nurses shouted. “Quick!”


    They pinned him down, even Inspector Rodgers helped and the doctor produced a large syringe, plunging it into Iain’s buttock. With him unconscious they could commence their gentle but thorough cleaning before the orderlies were bought in to sort out the room.


    


    Someone was whispering into his ear; “Iain, wake up. Come back to us. Don’t give in, stay strong: You can do it.” Soft, gentle and caring, it was a voice he’d heard before, in the hospital following his accident. It was the voice which had given him hope, strength and comfort. The same person who’d scratched his leg and eased his misery. Half asleep and three quarters sedated, he smiled. Cracking his eyes open a touch, the figure standing over him swam into view. It was Eve and he’d never been gladder to see anybody in his whole life. At seeing her soft features and kind, painted smile he let out a deep sigh of relief. He was no longer in the dungeon; white painted walls replaced rough stone and instead of mouldy straw, he lay on a mattress with rough cotton sheets. It was the most comfortable bed he’d ever known.


    “You? It was you all along?” he breathed, eyes still half-closed.


    “Yes; it was me. Now, sshhhh. Relax, get some rest. You need it.” She was stroking his hair, his forehead.


    He sighed before falling into a tranquil slumber.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Thumbs


    


    


    


    The following day, he thought it was morning but having no point of reference made it impossible to tell, Iain woke to the white walls of the hospital room. Other than being confused and more than a little frightened, he felt quite normal and like himself. Breathing a sigh of relief, he relaxed back onto the bed and shut his eyes again, trying to make sense of what was going on. From outside the grey door he could hear every-day hustle and bustle along with the occasional shout of ‘let me out’ or something similar. More infrequently there would be a faint scream.


    After a while of lying motionless, listening and thinking, Iain got up to pace the small space. Apart from the bed, the room was bare with the exception of a door on one of the walls. Opening it, he found the room on the other side to be small, containing a plain white toilet and a sink. He started to worry that stuck in such an uninspiring environment, boredom may quickly get the better of him.


    Set into the metal door was a small hatch; for observation or feeding he didn’t know. The hatch itself was drilled with many small holes, forming a kind of mesh. He walked up to it and peered through in an attempt to view the hospital outside his room.


    Iain gave a little shriek and jumped back, for on the other side of the door was a man, face close to the hatch and staring into his cell. Iain decided he must be a patient, judging by the clothes he wore. The man was not small and had a bald head with stubble coating his wide chin. Iain quickly tried to work out what the man was doing but he was simply standing and staring, head cocked to one side and wearing a simple grin on his face which was more than a little unnerving. Iain looked away and counted to ten, just in case the character on the opposite side of the door was merely an hallucination, before looking back.


    The man was still there, still motionless and still staring although the background had changed from clean hospital walls back to the dingy, dark dungeon. A long tunnel of damp stone ran away into the distance, fading to black. Walls mottled with mould and non-descript stains were illuminated by few and far between torches, set into sconces in the wall; flames made the shadows dance and sway. At intervals along the corridor were rusted iron doors, each opening into a different cell. Most were closed tight but one or two stood ajar, hanging limp and crooked on aged hinges.


    Screams drifted to his cell; screams which were now so constant in Iain’s head that he hardly noticed them at all. There were cries of pity, of anguish and of agony; pleading cries and mournful sobs. Far away and deep within the tunnels, the baby cried.


    Iain looked away, back into his cell which still presented itself as the clean and sterile hospital room. It now seemed oddly out of place, as if it were the dream world.


    On the bed sat Bert, still in his pyjamas, still stinking of shit and still dripping blood from the tubes in his arms. Iain let out a small feminine squeal and jumped once more. “What in Christ’s name are you doing here?” he asked, almost shouting although he wasn’t at all surprised to see the old man and was even a little, but not too much, relieved simply to see a familiar face.


    “Don’t mention that name to me,” said Bert.


    “What name?”


    “You know, the martyr, the forgiver.” Bert spat on the ground. “So, how have you been then?” Iain could almost see mocking laughter in his eyes.


    “Shit. You?”


    “Me? Never better Sonny Jim.” He glanced around the room. “Told you not to fuck with me,” lowering his voice menacingly.


    “You killed him!”


    “Who?”


    “Gary; who the fucking hell did you think I meant?”


    “The priest?”


    “Did you kill him too?”


    Bert rolled his eyes and feigned an exaggerated hurt.


    “Cunt!” Iain’s response. Then, “so what are you doing here anyway?”


    “Just thought I’d pop in and see how my old mate’s getting along, that’s all,” his grin becoming a sneer.


    Iain was becoming angrier by the second, although given recent events he was more than a little wary of the old man. Then he thought to ask; “So, who’s the chap outside?” He glanced around. Still the man stood there, striking terror deep into his heart through the sheer act of doing nothing. Iain may have thought him a mannequin, or puppet, if it weren’t for the occasional blink of dark, soulless eyes. He looked away again, back to Bert still perched on the bed.


    “The last person to piss me off!”


    “So why is he staring?”


    “Does it bother you?”


    “Yes, it’d bother anyone.”


    “Do you want him to stop?”


    “Yes.”


    Bert gestured towards the door with his arm and Iain turned his head to follow. The man, still only partially in view through the grill, raised his hands with palms upwards and thumbs extended. He pressed them to his eyes, pushing hard. Iain saw the eyes redden and start to bleed from the edges, near where the tear ducts are.


    “Stop!” Iain shouted, horrified and turning away.


    Bert jumped up with surprising agility and grasped Iain’s head from behind with both hands, forcing him to watch the unfolding self-mutilation. “You told me to make him stop staring, now reap what you sow bitch!”


    The man pressed harder, and harder until finally the left eye burst, leaking down his face like bloody tears, closely followed by the right. Still he uttered no sound and the inane grin continued to decorate his face. Iain was crying himself now, unwilling to look but unable to stop watching the horror unfolding in front of his very eyes. The man still pushed with his thumbs, deeper and deeper until buried to the knuckle and yet he continued to smile as his hands pressed against his face. Brain matter joined the mess rolling down the unknown man’s face and he collapsed in a heap on the ground, out of sight behind the grey steel of the door.


    “Ta-ta for now,” Bert chirped, casually opening the cell door and stepping out over the body before slamming it closed behind him. Iain went to follow, wanting nothing more than to beat the old man to a pulp and teach him a lesson, thinking nothing of his own safety. He found it to be firmly locked. Putting his back to the cold metal, he slid down to the floor, sobbing.


    


    Somebody was pushing at the door, trying to open it from the outside. Iain froze, not knowing who, or what it was.


    “Let me in Iain. Please move away from the door?” The voice sounded normal enough, if Iain still knew what normal was. He rolled across the floor to let whoever it was enter.


    To his relief, it was yet another doctor. Although the new arrival did introduce himself, Iain paid no attention to his name; he was too busy staring at the wart on the mans left cheek.


    “I’m glad to see you awake and lucid,” the doctor said, “that’s good.”


    Iain grunted. He didn’t know what lucid was, he didn’t even know what real was anymore. He just stared, numb.


    With any preamble over and done with, the doctor asked, “So, what can you tell me about those people you killed; Tim and Gary was it?” he shifted uncomfortably in his seat, understandable given the nature of the question.


    “I didn’t do it!” Iain’s plain, defensive response.


    “Forensics say you did!” The doctor appeared sympathetic and compassionate.


    “Forensics? What forensics?” Iain was sitting bolt upright now, there must be some kind of mistake.


    “Do you remember giving a stool sample at the police station?”


    “Yes,” Iain’s voice taking on a hesitant, questioning tone.


    “Well,” the doctor started, “it showed traces of human remains. The police then carried out some DNA analysis, and guess what?”


    Iain’s heart sank, disbelieving. “What?” although he already knew the answer.


    “There was a positive match to those people.”


    “There can’t have been, I didn’t do it.” Quietly, uncertain of himself. Could he have really munched on his friend, and Tim, who’d helped him so much while in the hospital? Tears welled in his eyes.


    “You have to face facts. Denial will do you no favours.”


    “But I can’t believe it. Won’t believe it. I wouldn’t do that, I’m not capable of it!”


    “But you did, and coming to terms with that is the first step on your way to recovery. It wasn’t your fault; you are very ill Iain.”


    Shocked and trembling, Iain asked, “So, what happens now, what if I did kill them?” still in an understandable state of denial.


    “Then we concentrate on getting you better.”


    “How long will that take?”


    “As long as it takes. Best not to think about it at this time.”


    “Will I ever get out?”


    “I’m afraid that’s not for me to say.”


    “Oh.”


    


    Still unconvinced of his state of insanity, Iain sat on the edge of the bed, rocking back and forth while the doctor looked on sympathetically but no doubt making mental assessments and judgments. All Iain wanted was one tiny shred of proof that he might not be imagining all that had happened. Still unconvinced he would be capable of such atrocities, he racked his brains for a way. Almost unconscious of it, he started to slowly speak. “There was a man, outside my room.”


    “A man?”


    “Yes; another patient I think?”


    “What was he doing; this man?”


    “Standing, staring through the hatch. I wanted him to stop. He pushed his thumbs into his eyes. I think he’s dead now!”


    “Can you describe him to me?” The doctor sat forwards on the edge of his seat.


    Iain did describe him, in the best detail he could; the baldness, the stubble, the inane fixed grin and the dark soulless eyes. “Does that sound like anyone from here? And why was he outside my cell?”


    The doctor paled. The description did fit an ex-inmate, a killer like Iain, who had committed suicide a year previously in much the same way as described. “No. There was nobody there,” his scientific mind unwilling to entertain the thought.


    Iain thought he saw recognition on the doctor’s face, a subtle whitening of his skin and it gave him a tiny shred of hope.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Labyrinth


    


    


    


    The ancient and rusted iron door stood ajar. Iain raised himself from the fusty straw and hesitantly stepped over to peer through the bars and into the corridor beyond. Darkness loomed and shadows danced in flickering torchlight. Iain saw that his cell stood at the end of a passage and from down the dank, dark corridor came harsh, piercing screams. He tried to blot them from his perception. The cries of the infant were still there also, but for this he had no filter.


    Pulling gently at the edge of the door – in an attempt to open it enough to be able to squeeze out -- he found it didn’t move. He tugged harder. The hinge let go a colossal screech as the door jerked open, reverberating off the walls and down the passageway. Iain froze. The last thing he wanted was to draw attention to himself and he gave serious thought to returning to his bed and forgetting all about an escape. But nobody heard, or if they did they didn’t come running. Whether through bravery or foolishness, Iain returned to the door.


    Stepping out from the cell, he half turned to look at the lock. Poking from the outside of the door was a key; large with a circular handle. He reached out to take the key and slipped it into his pocket. It weighed heavy and slightly reassuring against his leg.


    Venturing out into the passageway he tried to stay in the shadows, pressing himself against the rough damp walls. Rivulets of water dribbled down from gaps in the ceiling and where they did the moss grew abundantly. The entire space stank of piss and fear. Other things moved with him in the dark but Iain refused to think too hard about what they might be. A millipede trudged across his hand and he bit his lip, stifling back a yelp of surprise.


    The cacophony of misery increased in volume as he moved onwards and agonised screams came from somewhere close by and up-ahead. Approaching another cell, low groans could be heard coming from within.


    Iain peeped through the flaking bars. Inside and firmly attached to shackles on the wall was a man. The figure presented a pitiful sight; half hanging, half sitting with hair and beard reaching down to his waist. Emaciated ribs showed through stretched, grey skin. Red welts and sores covered his body. Iain experienced a wave of revulsion at the sight of rats gnawing on a gangrenous leg. The figure looked over, pleading with his eyes. Iain could see the poor soul was asking to be put out his misery.


    Having seen enough, Iain moved swiftly on, swearing to himself that he’d come back and help the man. Hopefully he could find a way.


    Passing the first torch Iain felt horribly exposed, almost leaping to the next set of shadows as his heart caught in his chest. But he hadn’t spotted another living being yet, apart from the unfortunate soul in the cell and Iain doubted he’d say anything.


    Before travelling too far Iain reached a junction in the passages and paused for a moment, contemplating. Ahead, all was quiet; the screams were coming from the off-shoot. Whether Iain thought he might find answers, or simply because of nihilistic tendencies, he headed towards the noise. He came to another fork, and then another. What is this place? He thought to himself.


    The screaming got louder as he advanced, telling him that up ahead were definite signs of life. The child cried on, remote and somewhere else altogether in the maze.


    Other doors in the corridor revealed souls in similar states of torment as the man with the rat gnawed leg. Some were shackled but not all and after encountering a few, Iain stopped looking altogether. The sight of such suffering weighed heavily on his soul, although he knew it wasn’t his fault. A loud bang and shouting caused him to spring over to the other side of the passageway. One of the filthy and wretched inmates had rushed to the bars, banging them with something which looked like a thigh bone. She screamed at him, “Let me die. Kill me, kill me now.”


    Iain put his fingers up to his lips to shush her but she kept on yelling, begging for her pain to end. He hesitated briefly before quickening his pace, afraid she’d attract unwanted attention from any guards.


    High pitched screams came from a short way down the corridor along with a sound which sent shivers right through Iain’s body. Someone was whistling: A jolly tune, whistle while you work! Pressing himself flat against the wall, and against his better judgement, Iain edged towards the cell door. It stood fully open, the hinges on the opposite side of the opening from where Iain was creeping.


    Peering around the corner, the first thing Iain saw was Bert with his back facing the doorway. It was him who was whistling, while standing over what could only be described as a rack, the medieval instrument of torture. Tied to the rack was another prisoner. Iain thought it to be a man, arms stretched out above his head and legs below, ribs sticking out prominently enough for Iain to count them if he’d so wished. It appeared there had already been a few turns too many of the large, spoked wheel.


    As if the rack itself were insufficient in its capability to cause pain, Bert wielded a pair of pliers. Unable to tear his gaze away, Iain looked on as the old man reached into the victim’s mouth and clamped down with the pliers. He pulled, using his foot against the man’s chest for extra leverage. The tooth came out with a gout of blood and an extra loud wail.


    Almost screaming himself, Iain’s trance was broken and with all thoughts of stealth forgotten he fled, throwing up loose dirt and pebbles from beneath his feet.


    Bert turned around and shrugged, smiling before resuming his whistling and his torture.


    Iain pelted down one dead end after another trying to find the way back to his own cell. Fortunately he hadn’t travelled too far into the labyrinth and through trial and error he eventually found his way back. He dropped onto the straw bed, exhausted and afraid.


    Having regained his breath and some composure, Iain sat thinking while chewing his fingernails down to the quick. He had to find a means to escape. It was either that or be tortured, that was plain and simple fact.


    He needed a plan. Biting off a hang nail at the edge of his thumb he drew blood, before absentmindedly moving his hand down to finger the key in his pocket. He closed his eyes tightly to concentrate.


    When he opened them, the walls were white once again and he was sitting on a mattress of rubber rather than straw.


    


    Moments later the doctor entered the room; “Ah, you’re awake! And how are you feeling today?”


    Iain just stared at him, not really quite sure of what was going on.


    “That good eh?”


    Iain shook his head to clear it before answering; “So-so.”


    “Did you sleep well?” the doctor asked cheerily.


    “Er,” – had he been asleep? Iain had no way of telling but he certainly didn’t feel in any way refreshed.


    The doctor was talking, but Iain didn’t listen. He was busy trying to think of a way, any way he could, to escape. He knew the infant whose cries had been so persistent in his visions (were they visions? ) was crucial, but he couldn’t even begin to fathom out why. He needed to explore the labyrinth; the answers lay somewhere within the maze of stone and horror. Was it somewhere he’d visited before, in his dreams? He cast his mind back to the place in the desert; if so, there were people and the real world outside. If he could only find a way to get out…


    You’ll get horribly lost. And then you’ll die for sure.


    Not if it’s all a dream.


    Do you really believe that? he asked himself, and more importantly, do you want to take the chance? Iain didn’t; something deep inside his soul told him that to die there would also mean death in the real world (or the unreal?).


    “Do you think I could have a pencil and paper?” he asked the doctor. Iain had to be as sure as he could of not getting lost and would have to draw a map as he explored, or at least make a note of where he’d been.


    Mid-sentence, the doctor stammered over his words at the request. “Are you an artist?” he enquired.


    “Ah no, but I can draw a little. Thought it might help pass the time, you know?” In fact Iain had been an A grade art student in school and had planned on going to university. A lack of drive brought on by the discovery of beer and dope meant he’d failed his other subjects and academia wasn’t to be. He hadn’t drawn a picture since.


    “I’ll see what I can do,” and then he carried on talking about whatever he had been before the interruption, and Iain carried on not listening. Iain hardly noticed when the doctor left the room, so deep in his thoughts was he, but he was fully aware of his return, bringing with him an artist’s sketch book and a pack of wax crayons: “Sorry about the crayons, you’re not allowed sharp things.”


    “That’s OK, crayons are great thanks.”


    “Well, enjoy your drawing,” the doctor said on his way out of the room, keen to see the pictures for himself when done, hoping they might give a little insight into Iain’s brain.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Cartographer


    


    


    


    “What do you mean I can’t see him? He is my patient!”


    “Was.”


    “Was what?”


    “Your patient!”


    “Oh come on, I seriously believe there’s something physiological causing his condition. All I ask is a chance to examine him.”


    “We have doctors here.”


    “But I know the case history, and I’m a specialist in neurology. What harm can it do?” Trying to see Iain was more difficult than she’d anticipated, the amount of beaurocracy and hoops to jump through was quite amazing. She had no experience of dealing with the criminally insane, especially those that were cannibals. She slammed down the phone, frustrated but determined not to let things end there.


    


    Iain clutched his paper and crayon tightly, wanting to be sure that when the transition from one world to the next did occur, he’d still have them with him. He didn’t have to wait for long before literally in the blink of an eye, the smell of disinfectant became replaced with the stench of filth and damp. He looked down, relieved to see the drawing tools still clutched tightly in his clenched fist. He stood up, the key in his pocket slapped against the outside of his thigh. Had it been there all the time? He wondered, cursing himself for not checking while in the hospital room. He tried to remember, but the thought of it simply hadn’t occurred to him so there were no memories to begin with.


    The usual sounds drifted in from outside the cell, the groans, screams and the ever present child. Walking to the door, he grasped the bars and craned his head to see if anything could be seen stirring outside. It could not.


    The door was locked this time; taking the key from his pocket, he slid it into the lock. The key turned much easier than he’d expected, unlocking the mechanism with a soft clunk. Iain pulled the door and again it let go a terrifyingly loud screech as the rusted and worn hinges grated against each other. Before stepping out of the door, Iain marked a small x on the paper; the very beginning of his map.


    The man in the first cell now appeared to be dead; the leg below the knee gnawed down to bone. Oddly, the foot remained intact, giving it a grotesque, oversized look. The toes were swelled and purple black in colour. His eyes slid open, faintly alive and brimming with anguish, jaw flapping, trying to form words but only emitting silence. Iain moved on rather than look at the figure for any longer than he had to.


    Before long, he reached the first junction of passages, and Iain marked it on the map, drawing a line to represent where he’d been. He also marked the cell where the rat eaten man lay and did the same for all the other occupied cells he passed. Wondering which path to take he stood quietly in the shadows, listening. This time he opted to follow where the faint cries of the baby came from, rather than the screams, sensing that if he were ever to escape, that’s where the answers were.


    On and on he walked, not passing another living being apart from groaning, shackled wretches; each surrounded by their own misery. The walls of the labyrinth seemed to go on for miles and at every turn, Iain put a mark on his little, crumpled piece of paper. Often, he’d walk along a passage only to find it a dead end. These he also marked until he had in front of him a page full of lines, squiggles and little crosses; he knew what they all meant.


    All the while he walked, the child’s cries got louder, spurring Iain on, knowing he was heading in the right direction until eventually he turned a corner, identical to hundreds already negotiated, and the dim, flickering torchlight became amplified by a still unseen but much brighter source casting out an ambient glow into the murk.


    There were fresh noises also, chatter coming from up ahead, still too dim and distant to pick out individual words, but it sounded like a gathering of many people. He made his way further forward, on his guard now more than ever, slowly creeping.


    Concentrating on the distant voices, Iain didn’t notice the scraping of feet on slabs and dirt until rounding a corner and seeing the figure moving slowly along the corridor towards him, a silhouette in the torchlight. He froze; surely the figure had seen him as he had it? There was something vaguely familiar about the person and it took a while to figure out what that was until hearing a dry, hoarse croak; “Help me.” It sounded feeble, pathetic.


    “Gary! I thought you were…” he almost cried, rushing towards the figure only to pull up short when he saw the features of his friend, looking exactly the same as he had when Iain last saw him, apart from the fact he was now reunited with his head; blackened and bloated, large swathes of flesh missing and much of the rest flaking off in putrid lumps.


    Like a B movie zombie, Gary lurched forwards, “help me,” he croaked again. In the moment of panic, Iain found himself incapable of rational thought; all he wanted to do was rest his hand against the cold wall and vomit. Instead he turned and ran.


    At the first junction of passageways Iain stood beneath a sconce in the wall and unfolded his crude map with trembling hands. Thankful he’d been accurate in his scribbles, he managed to find his way directly back to his cell without incident, pausing frequently along the way to peer at the paper under flickering torchlight. He locked the door securely behind himself, more to keep anything else out, rather than himself in.


    


    “Iain, help me. Why won’t you help me Iain? I thought you were my friend. Make the pain stop Iain. You did this to me.” Gary had been outside the door for hours now, constantly begging, constantly pleading. A powerful concoction of guilt and fear prevented Iain from answering. Instead he lay flat, pressing himself into damp straw with his hands covering his ears, trying to block out the helpless pleas, and whimpering softly.


    He’s not real.


    How do you know that?


    Because it’s impossible. Dead men can’t walk and talk.


    I don’t know what is possible and what isn’t anymore!


    


    Eventually, but Iain couldn’t say for sure when, or for how long it had been, the voice of his friend fell silent. He kept his eyes scrunched tight shut for a long while afterwards but when the subtle smell of disinfectant and perfume reached his nostrils, he gingerly opened them and slowly looked around; more to find out why he could smell perfume.


    “Hi Iain. Welcome back.” Eve was sitting at the end of the bed. “You’ve been out of it for a long time.”


    Iain looked at her through red rimmed eyes, and burst into an uncontrollable fit of crying. Reaching out her arms, she embraced his head, pulling him to her bosom, softly stroking his hair. “SShhh; it’s OK. You’re safe now.”


    He’d never been more relieved to see anybody in his whole life, and then, regaining his composure, he pulled away from her and sat upright. “Sorry,” he said, looking at the damp tear mark on her blouse.


    “Don’t worry. I thought I’d pop in and see how you are?”


    “Thanks for coming. I’ve been better. Didn’t think I’d see you, or anyone familiar again.”


    Eve simply smiled; her kind face lighting up, making everything better. Still sniffling Iain calmed down enough to sit and talk. Thankfully, she made no mention of the killings, cannibalism or Iain’s insanity. Instead they simply chatted about the mundane; what it was like in the hospital, to which Iain really didn’t have a lot to say, and about events in the outside world. It had been raining for three days straight and somewhere in Cornwall had flooded again.


    They talked until Iain slumped back onto his bed and slipped into a deep and restful sleep.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Spider Woman


    


    


    


    Iain now seemed to be existing in a constant state of flux: One world superimposed on the other, although which one was on which, he couldn’t say. Through the white clean hospital walls he could make out the ghostlike appearance of stone and on the bed, straw. Often, one of the places would gain dominance and swim into full focus.


    It was on one such occasion when he saw the gargoyle sit up and stare at him through the bars, as if distracted from some activity it was doing out of sight. Iain flinched, but did not look away; instead he walked over to the door, touching the key in his pocket, to see what the beast had been doing. It sat straight, growling a soft warning at his approach. There was another, slightly smaller gargoyle there, its muzzle buried deep within Gary’s body cavity, feasting on the black putrid flesh. It too looked up momentarily and Iain saw scraps of meat hanging from its teeth, blood dripped to the floor. To Iain’s horror, Gary still writhed as the beasts ate his innards, his jaw flopped open and Iain was sure his friend mouthed the words “help me.” Then the creature, seeing no threat, carried on as if Iain weren’t there at all.


    About to turn his back, Iain sensed rather than saw, something scurrying in the shadows. He spun back around just in time to see one of the spider creatures jump onto the larger gargoyle's back; tearing at thin papery wings with snapping mandibles. The first spider was quickly followed by a second, then a third until there were more spiders than Iain cared to try counting.


    The ensuing fight was a noisy one, leaving in the aftermath one of the gargoyles dead and the other injured, along with the twitching bodies of half a dozen of the spider things. The injured gargoyle had fled into the dark, back to where it had come from. Within no longer than two minutes, Gary’s remains had been devoured by the swarm of arachnids, leaving only picked white bones in their wake.


    And then they went, no doubt in search of their next quarry. Iain wondered why they hadn’t turned on him; some of the spiders were small enough to fit through the bars. Then he pushed the thought from his mind as the hospital room swam back into view.


    He lay awake, staring at the ceiling. A spider, just a normal small house spider, walked across, spinning a web to the light fitting. Iain shuddered. Unable to comprehend fully what he’d just witnessed happening to his friend, his mind was mostly blank apart from the times when memories came flooding back like a tsunami and Iain would start to shake and sob uncontrollably. That’s how the doctor found him when entering the room.


    At first the doctor didn’t say anything; just picked up the paper Iain had let slip from his grasp, and looked at it intently. He scratched his chin thoughtfully, trying to analyse the picture but it had him baffled.


    “What’s this? He asked.


    “Uh. Oh, a map.”


    “A map? Of what?”


    “Where I’ve been.”


    “Where is that, does this place have a name?”


    Iain shrugged his shoulders.


    “When were you last there?”


    “Not long ago.”


    “Before you came here?”


    “No, after.”


    “But Iain, you’ve been here all the time, sleeping.”


    Iain already knew this and had worked it out long before. When he was in the other place, his body stayed in the hospital, comatose. He wondered whether his body was now lying asleep somewhere on the other side; easy prey for the creatures that inhabited there. A wave of panic overtook him, his mind throwing up images of Gary, alone and dead on the slime covered flags.


    With a lump in his throat he demanded, “I want to see Eve?” He needed comfort and it seemed that lately, she was the only one who could provide it.


    “Eve? Eve who?” a puzzled look appeared on the doctors face.


    Iain felt a sinking feeling start in the pit of his stomach. “My support worker: She’s been taking care of me since I came out of hospital, you know, after the crash.”


    “I know of no-one by that name.” said the doctor; his tone changing from quizzical to concerned.


    “But she was here yesterday. You must know her!”


    “You’ve had no visitors whatsoever, only me. We’re still completing your initial assessments, and no one’s allowed in to see you until they’re complete!”


    “You’re lying, trying to fuck with my head. Is this one of your tests? Well is it?” Iain demanded to know.


    The doctors voice took on a smooth, professional and relaxing tone, one which was well practiced. “I can assure you Iain, that nobody has been in to see you.”


    “Maybe it was when you weren’t here?”


    “No,” more firmly now, “Nobody has been to visit.”


    The bottom dropped out of Iain’s world. The one person who could offer him comfort and keep him sane, was a figment of his imagination. He couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe it.


    


    When the nurse came to the room, Iain was in a confused and bitter frame of mind; “Are you real? I bet you’re not. Nothings fucking real anymore.”


    “I can assure you I am,” she said. She certainly looked real, if maybe a little too good to be true. She was quite young-looking for her profession, maybe around the same age as Iain with straight cut, shoulder length dark hair and full lips. Petite with ample bust and a rear which still looked perfect despite the ill-fitting blue uniform.


    “Prove it?” he said, having no idea how she would and simply being difficult for the sake of it.


    “And how would you like me to do that?” she asked, walking across the room towards the bed.


    Iain had to stop himself staring at her cleavage, ample as it was. It had been a long time since he’d been with a woman, ever since he’d split up with his girlfriend over some trivial thing months before his accident. All of his pent up testosterone and lust seemed to choose the moment to reveal themselves and he became suddenly aware of being semi-erect. Blushing slightly, he stumbled over his words, “never mind, sorry.”


    “No,” she said, “I want to prove it to you now, how real I am.” Moving over to where Iain sat, she reached down and touched him where his penis was no longer just semi-erect and was straining at his hospital issue trousers. She tugged at the waistband and slid her hand inside, clutching him hard; “Does this feel real?” she asked.


    “Yes,” he whimpered.


    Pulling harder at the top of the trousers, she pulled them down slightly to just below his buttocks. Iain’s eyes closed as her mouth closed around him. With her head slowly gliding up and down Iain thought to himself, she’s definitely not real.


    She paused and looked up at him, “does that feel real?”


    What the heck, “Yes,” he groaned.


    She stood up and backed away a step leaving Iain sitting there proudly sticking up in the air. Undoing her own trousers, she let them slip to the ground, kicking them away over her shoes. She wore no knickers and Iain stared at her neatly trimmed pubic hair, a narrow stripe of black against pale skin. Looking him directly in the eye, she slowly walked over and in one neat movement straddled him, sliding onto him effortlessly.


    “Does this feel real?”


    “Yes,” his eyes now rolling back in their sockets. She felt perfect.


    She rode him steadily to start, building pace, groaning, until they were both bucking and heaving, thighs slapping together. “Fuck me, oh, fuck me,” she was almost screaming. Iain had his eyes closed, about to empty himself when she shouted, “And does this feel real, cunt!” Her voice had changed, her smooth velvet tones now harsh.


    His eyes snapped open; what had been to him, a beautiful woman was now transformed into the most hideous of hags, weeping pustules covering her face and body, thin lips drawing back to reveal rotten pegs within. He tried to shake her off but she rode him hard, bouncing up and down. “Fuck me cunt!”


    He was past the point of no return and emptied his load. The moment he did, and with an impossible show of agility, she leaped from his lap and into the top corner of the room, clinging to the walls near the ceiling, her head moving rapidly from side to side. Her movements were reminiscent of those of a lizard; an impression reinforced as a forked tongue darted out from between her lips to lick a quivering eye ball.


    Iain let out a piercing scream, the type which makes any person hearing it have their blood turn to ice. The creature laughed a hideous laugh and watched with glee before running around the top of the wall and melting through the holes of the small hatch in the door. Presumably she, it, materialised again on the other side and Iain could hear cackling laughter and the sharp click, click, click of claws on stone disappearing down the passageway for long after she had gone.


    


    If there was ever any question of Iain regaining control of his mind and becoming grounded in the real world then the balance had been tipped, and certainly not in his favour. The clean and sterile hospital walls dissolved away to be replaced by stone and mould. The events of the day had beaten him and no amount of psychiatrists, doctors or their drugs could help him now. If he was to find a way out, an escape from his situation, he had to do it on his own and from the inside so to speak.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Forty


    The point of no return


    


    


    


    “Did you like my little present?” Bert let himself into the room, he looked cheerful and over his shoulder he carried a brown leather satchel.


    “Uh? Was that your doing? You sick cunt!”


    “That good eh? I thought you’d appreciate the sentiment. We’ve had such fun together I thought I’d make you a little offering.”


    “What do you want?”


    “Well, as we’ve been such good friends, and I like you, I really do, I’m going to give you one last chance to reconsider my offer.”


    “What offer?”


    “What offer do you think? To join us of course; to leave behind all this pain and anguish and be truly free.”


    “You’re lying?”


    “Er – nope, I don’t think so.”


    “Just fuck off and leave me alone.”


    “So, is that still a no I take it?”


    Iain pondered, his will broken. After seeing a person, who wasn’t even real, commit such acts of cruelty and violence he couldn’t take the risk of believing his word; preferring torment to committing himself to evil. “Definitely still a no. Now will you just make everything as it was and leave me alone!”


    “No can do I’m afraid.” Bert reached around and swung the satchel from his shoulder. Unclipping the top, he reached in and pulled out a set of pliers, a piece of wood with nails sticking out in all directions at one end, and a cordless drill.


    Iain must have blinked for he found himself instantly transported into the rusted iron manacles hanging from the wall. Arms outstretched above his head, he stared wide-eyed with pupils dilated at the tools Bert had produced, under no illusion as to their use.


    Bert shook his head. “Have it your way,” he said, squeezing the trigger on the drill and making it whirr around a couple of times. A smile crossed his lips, a tiny rivulet of drool trickled from the corner of his mouth. “Brilliant, plenty of charge. Time for you to get intimately acquainted with my friends here.” He walked towards where Iain was chained against the wall, “Now, I’ll take it nice and slow. I’d like to say that it won’t hurt a bit: but it will.”


    Coming close, the old man knelt on the floor, levelling the drill bit at Iain’s right knee. He was singing quietly beneath his breath, John Lennon’s Imagine.


    


    They say I’m a dreamer,


    But I’m not the only one,


    I thought you would join us,


    And the world could be as one…


    


    Iain didn’t know whether he’d changed the words but was sure the meaning wasn’t as the songwriter intended. Not that it mattered to him just then, as Bert held the trigger and moved the drill ever so slowly closer to his knee cap.


    “Now keep still will you!” Said Bert, mild irritation apparent in his voice. Reaching down he grabbed hold of Iain’s thrashing leg, at the ankle. Caught in a vice-like grip, the limb was immobilised. Bert continued to hum as the drill came closer. As it reached his trousers and material wrapped around the bit, Bert released the trigger and paused.


    Iain had his eyes closed, bracing himself for the pain. Through gritted teeth he mumbled: “Please God, don’t let this happen. Why me. Make it stop. Oh please God.” With the drill quiet, Iain’s eyes opened to look into the old man’s yellowing and bloodshot whites. “Please don’t do this,” he begged, tears filling his eyes, jaw twitching uncontrollably.


    “One word from you is all it will take. I’m feeling generous today. One last chance, now, will you join us?” Pulling the trigger for dramatic effect, the point grazed upon skin.


    Up until now he’d been strong, stronger than anyone would have given him credit for but he was on the verge of cracking. He thought nothing could be worse than what was about to happen. Scrunching his eyes tight shut he took in a deep breath.


    “Well?” pushed Bert


    The decision forced upon him, Iain went to speak over the high pitched screech of the drill; “Y….”


    Before the word had a chance to leave his lips, a brilliant flash of light filled the room accompanied by a giant thunderclap. Iain saw it illuminated red through tightly shut eyes, clearly defining river like structures of blood vessels contained within his lids. The drill had stopped, replaced with shrieks of rage.


    


    Eve stood in the cell and Bert had spun to face her, snarling. No longer the support worker, she was transformed into something larger and way more powerful. Gone were the smart professional clothes and glossy lipstick; although her lips were still red. She stood tall, barefoot and clothed in a simple pristine white dress which flowed down to her ankles. With wild hair and fire in her eyes she spoke to Bert in a voice brimming with force and yet still gentle at the same time. “Be gone with you, you vile, foul creature. Get back to where you came from and never again sully the earth with your filth!”


    The old man stood tensed as if ready to pounce, or flee. Iain thought Bert might be a little afraid and looked on with relief, confusion and fear all at the same time.


    “You have no business being here!” Bert spat out.


    “I’m making it my business,” she replied calmly, totally unafraid. “Now, let him go and be gone.”


    “No,” he said, a hint of hesitation in his voice.


    Eve raised a hand, showing her palm to Bert who leapt into action, making for the door. Before he got even one step, what Iain could only describe as lightning shot from her open hand, the simultaneous booming of thunder once again filled the cell, bringing dust and dirt from the ceiling, floating down to settle on Iain’s head.


    As his hearing came back to him, livid shrieks filled the room and as his sight returned the first thing he saw was Eve, bathed in light. On the floor at her feet was what he could only imagine to be Bert, or the remains of him. The striped pyjamas were gone, reduced to smouldering rags and the skin beneath had blistered and split as if it were superheated wax. Tendrils of smoke were still rising from it. Where the skin was broken, shining green armour like scales were exposed, revealing the beast within. Bert’s face had also split, vertically from chin to forehead and from this maw pointed a large snout full of teeth; reminding Iain of an alligator. From here, angry screams rang out while a forked tongue thrashed.


    Clawing the remnants of human flesh, Bert, or whatever he really was, tore it away as if it still burned. Climbing out as a person would from a sleeping bag, the lizard-like creature beneath appeared way too big for the skin which had once housed it; the dimensions were all wrong.


    Eve looked on with contempt as it scuttled from the room and away down the corridor, dragging a cumbersome and heavy tail behind.


    


    Iain stared on in disbelief as Eve turned to him and smiled. He wanted to say something but couldn’t think of the words. Touching her fingertips to the shackles which bound him, they fell away, clattering to the floor.


    “Hello Iain. How are you?” her voice kind and gentle as he remembered.


    He was still speechless.


    “Sorry for deceiving you. There was no other way I’m afraid.”


    Iain shut his eyes tightly once more and reopened them, perhaps thinking that he’d find himself again in the clean hospital room, awakened from his nightmare. He was still in the dungeon. “You’re not real!” he blurted.


    “Just different,” she replied, still smiling.


    “No, you’re in my head.”


    “I’m everywhere.” She said cryptically.


    “You could have stopped all of this,” Iain said, breaking down into a sobbing fit as the adrenaline started to leave his system.


    Eve gathered his head into her arms and held him tightly. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured into his ear. They stayed in their embrace until he was ready and able to talk.


    “So, who are you?” he enquired, studying her features and form; she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.


    “That’s not important.”


    Iain wanted to get angry, shout and demand she tell him but found himself unable to show any resentment towards her. All he felt was love. Could you have stopped all this happening to me?” he asked instead.


    “No.” One word: spoken with sadness and maybe tinged with guilt.


    “Is it over now?” Hopeful.


    Again, the answer was a simple “no.”


    Iain felt his shoulders sag as his head sank back to her bosom. She gently stroked his weary brow. “Do you know why this is happening to me?” he asked.


    This time she answered with a yes, “It’s a test.”


    “Why am I being tested?” It did not occur to him to ask who by.


    “That’s an answer you have to find out for yourself.”


    “Have I passed?”


    “Not yet, but it’s almost over.”


    A deep sigh escaped his lips; he didn’t know whether he had the energy left for any more terror. “So are the dreams, the demons and the ghosts all part of this ‘test’? I really don’t know what’s real and what’s not anymore”


    “I know. If it could have been any other way, believe me…” She smiled again, “the ghosts are real. Let’s call them curious souls who wanted to see how you got along.”


    “This really isn’t fair.”


    “I know.” She appeared genuinely sympathetic towards his pain.


    “The baby. The baby has something to do with all this hasn’t it?” suddenly remembering.


    “Yes.” Her features changed for a brief moment to reveal a whirlpool of emotion seething just below the surface of her calm exterior. Serenity was restored before Iain could figure out what he’d seen.


    “Can you tell me about the baby?” He didn’t really expect answers, just more cryptic gobbledegook.


    She looked him directly in the eye. “You have to save him.”


    Something in her look told Iain that the child had some personal connection to Eve; even her child maybe? “Who is it?” he asked.


    “Somebody very important,” came her response.


    “Who?” pressing a bit harder for answers now.


    “All I can tell you is that he must be saved. Everything rests upon it. He is the future.”


    Iain’s fear had given way to intrigue. “Like what? What do you mean everything?”


    “I’ve already said too much.” She stood up and backed away.


    “Don’t go. Please don’t leave me now.” Iain pleaded, fear once again coming to the fore.


    “My part is played now. You must go, leave this place and fulfil your destiny. And go quickly; I have frightened the lizard away, but I fear he’ll be back.”


    “But how?” His question went unanswered as Eve looked down upon him and spread her hands, becoming enveloped in soft white light, surrounding her, intensifying and thickening until she could no longer be seen. Then, the light faded and Iain was again left on his own in the cell. He sat quietly on the bed of straw and wondered what to do next.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-One


    Saviour


    


    


    


    With Eve’s warning of Bert’s imminent return resonating strongly, Iain didn’t hang about for too long pondering his plan of action. Clutching the crude map, he made his way to the door which Bert had left slightly ajar upon his exit, and peered down the corridor. Nothing moved and the only sounds were the usual ones of screams and groans, to which he’d become quite accustomed.


    He made his way tentatively, not wanting to draw any attention to himself, although he presumed at some point along his journey that would be unavoidable. Upon reaching the first cell, Iain looked in to see the pile of bones caged within, still alive and twitching in the dirt. Taking the heavy iron key from his pocket, he tried the lock. The key fitted.


    Iain swung open the door and carried on his way without looking back. Thinking it better to give the poor soul a small chance of freedom rather than leaving him to suffer behind bars.


    Unseen to Iain, who was already part way down the passage, the man was grateful and slowly dragged himself to the open door, pulling stumps and skeletal legs behind.


    Iain did the same at every cell he passed and if the prisoner inside were shackled, he would free them, finding that the manacles were held shut by means of a crude catch and didn’t require a key. The reactions of those he liberated varied wildly; most were stunned by the act of kindness, slowly shuffling like walking dead hesitant to leave their cells. But eventually they did emerge and soon the corridors were alive with the sound of scraping feet and tears of joy. Like the first man, those too incapacitated to stand dragged themselves across the floor in the most macabre of displays.


    Some of the captives, like the hag Iain had encountered on earlier excursions, driven out of their minds by torment, screamed like banshees and went running off down the corridors. Iain winced at the first couple of these, knowing that they’d draw unwanted attention from those he hoped not to come across. None of those he freed though made any attempt whatsoever of harm against Iain. In fact the opposite was true and they gazed upon him thankfully as their saviour.


    Before long, the consequences of Iain’s action became apparent as one of the ‘screamers’ got about fifty paces ahead and just as they passed beneath a torch a gargoyle pounced from the shadows. Manic laughter was cut short as his throat was torn out. Another gargoyle appeared on the scene, and then another. Iain pressed himself into the shadows and ducked into a side tunnel as they fought over the scraps. What have I done?


    He didn’t have enough time to grant himself the luxury of remorse, as the spider creatures made an appearance, no doubt attracted by the rapidly unravelling carnage. Picking off at will the dazed and confused wretches, they too feasted, ripping apart limbs with bloodied hands.


    Although he wished it to be less grisly, Iain found himself glad of the distraction and chaos. Keeping his wits about him he stayed in the dark places as much as he could; making steady but stealthy progress and opening up more cells as he went. The point did come though when Iain had no choice but to fight. A creature or demon, of similar form to that shown by Bert when he’d been unmasked only smaller, about the size of a large dog, lunged at him as he was making his way out of one of the cells. He was lucky; instinctively slamming shut the iron door with all the strength he could muster, he managed to trap the creature’s head between frame and door. The ironwork came into contact with each temple with crushing force and the demon's body went limp. Iain opened the door and slammed it again before the creature could recover, continuing the motion until its skull caved in, spilling dark red ooze onto the floor.


    


    Sometime prior to these events, roughly when Iain was about to be tortured, Doctor Goodman, sitting at her desk and trying not to make a start on her mountain of paperwork, received the call. The man on the other end of the line sounded desperate.


    “I just want to make you aware, Iain Andrews is going to be on his way to you shortly.”


    “Why, what’s happened?” She sat forwards in her seat, her interest aroused.


    “He’s completely comatose and having convulsions. We are at a loss and he’s not responding to any of the treatments we’re giving him.”


    “So, you want my help now do you?” She couldn’t help but let her annoyance at being shunned show itself


    “Pardon?” the voice on the other end sounding slightly bewildered.


    “Well, you didn’t want my help before. What’s changed?”


    “He’s your patient.”


    “Was my patient. Your words not mine.”


    “Sorry about that. I think you were right. There’s something else going on here, something physical.”


    “Ok, yes,” she said, remembering herself and pushing her petty irritation aside, once more adopting a professional stance. “What’s the ETA?”


    “The ambulance is yet to arrive. I’m guessing he’ll be in your ED in half an hour.”


    “OK. Thanks for letting me know, I’ll make sure I’m there.” She really was grateful for the call, if a little smug inside. Smiling, she delegated her rounds and made her way to accident and emergency.


    


    Iain continued down the passageway, his map had long since been lost but he no longer had any use for it. The pull of the beast was strong; a constant thrumming behind his eyes. Indefinable, it no longer called to him to join ranks but Iain just knew it was close. The heat intensified as he made his way and an industrial din started to overpower the screams and groans although an occasional wail from close by still caused him to flinch. The infant still cried.


    Finally, Iain rounded a corner and stopped dead in his tracks. Before him the corridor opened up into a vast subterranean cavern and a blast of intense heat almost knocked him from his feet. Sweat poured from him now, soaking his scant clothes. He gasped for every breath of thick air, the scent of sulphur was overpowering.


    Crouching in the shadows, the word which sprang to Iain’s mind to describe what he was seeing was hive. Everywhere he looked there was activity of some description; great furnaces and industrial presses were tirelessly working, churning out what, he didn’t know or couldn’t see. Rivers of molten rock and metal flowed, spanned by narrow bridges of roughly hewn rock.


    Vile creatures and demons filled the space, abominations rushing around, inflicting misery on men, women and children who were chained and shackled, ribs on show from starvation. From what Iain could see, it was the people and not the monsters who toiled, the latter being the task masters, brandishing cruel whips to force their bidding.


    Smoke poured up the centre of the cavern, rising, and Iain looked up to follow its path. The walls rose steeply, narrowing towards the distant top until ending in a circle of blackness which Iain took to be an opening. He realised where he was: Standing in the bottom of the great volcano and he remembered back to when he’d perched on its rim, looking down.


    A lake of magma filled the middle of the floor with an island of bleached white bone rising from its centre. If conditions had been more relaxed, Iain may have wondered how the bones didn’t burn to ash, but he didn’t. Nothing about the place would be able to surprise him anymore. On this island stood the great horned beast; a worm-like leviathan, far bigger than any other creature in the room and emanating evil from its every pore. Watching intently through elliptical eyes, the monster surveyed the activity in the room and revelled in the torment and misery surrounding it.


    Next to it stood an altar of pure black marble and atop this, naked and frail lay the tiny boy child, mouth agape as it cried, as if fully aware of his surroundings and predicament. Like a beacon, the baby was the one pure thing in the cavern.


    Iain stayed hidden in shadow, pondering what he was supposed to be doing to pass his alleged test, and how to even get ten feet into the chamber without being cut down or eaten. He was disturbed from his thoughts when about fifty of the prisoners he’d set free came stumbling around the corner behind him, having found their way by pure luck through the labyrinth. Iain pushed himself against the wall, not wanting to draw attention to himself or be revealed. They went straight past him and directly into the hive.


    A brief quiet and stillness of surprise descended before literally, all hell broke loose. Abominations of all description rushed forwards in a disorganised charge; some carrying weapons of rusted iron, others using tooth and claw. One of the demons, a horrid scrawny creature with pointed ears protruding from a grey, smooth bald head came bowling towards Iain’s hiding place.


    Picking up a rock about the size of half a house brick, Iain stayed crouched until the last possible second. He didn’t think the creature had spotted him yet but as it neared, Iain jumped up and slammed the stone into the middle of its head with all his might. There was a loud crack on impact and the demon fell to the floor, twitching. Not wanting to take the chance of it waking and resuming the attack, he bought the rock down again, hard, until the creature stopped its convulsions and Iain was quite sure it was dead.


    As it was the second time he’d managed to kill one of the things, Iain’s confidence built at the realisation they weren’t invincible. With adrenaline pumping through his veins, he felt strong. It was almost time for him to fulfil his destiny.


    After the ensuing melee had run its inevitable course, only indistinguishable body parts lay scattered in the blood-soaked dust and the scavengers soon cleared those.


    Iain glanced at the beast; its head craned low, a lizard type creature appeared to be whispering into its ear. Iain knew deep down that the creature was the one he’d known as Bert. The worm’s head cracked up, long neck flexing like a whip. Scanning the cavern, its gaze fell upon his hiding place. With one wave of its huge, gnarled and talon-tipped claw, silence once again descended. Machinery and hammering ground to a halt. The child gave out an occasional sniffle and sob; echoing eerily around the vast chamber. Somewhere, a man groaned. With a flick of the tail, which extended and stretched to impossible length, the beast took off his head and the moaning ceased.


    Iain’s heart beat hard and fast in his chest.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Two


    David and Goliath


    


    


    


    In the rear of the ambulance, Iain’s pulse raced but was rapidly weakening. At the hospital, Doctor Goodman could do nothing but listen to reports coming over the two way radio and assemble her team.


    


    “Come forward little man; let us see you. Let us all see you.” The voice came from within Iain’s own head, but he knew it to be the beast which spoke. Drawn to it and powerless to resist, like the ocean to the moon, he arose and stepped out of the shadows. His legs moved automatically, unwilled and uncontrolled by him. He was the only thing to stir in the murky subterranean world. All eyes were upon him; a thousand reflective orbs boring into his soul to reveal the secrets contained within. “That’s a good boy. Come closer. Good.” The voice was constant; patronising and taunting, Iain sensed great power in its tone.


    


    As I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…


    


    Iain recited the prayer as he moved across the dusty floor, trying to block the voice from his mind. Knowing his fate to be sealed and he would be dying on that day, he stood tall and proud. Looking straight ahead so as not to become intimidated by the onlookers, Iain strode now towards the banks of the molten river. Sensing stubborn resilience, the beast sat up straight, huge and menacing. It was used to lesser creatures such as man, cowering at its feet.


    A small stone bridge spanned the fire and Iain didn’t slow as he crossed, his attention was now firmly focused upon the altar, and the child, who had now also fallen quiet. Even the tiny babe seemed to be studying the man who came towards them. Iain knew the baby had to be saved, but still didn’t know how he could possibly accomplish such a feat. He was weak and pathetic compared to many in the cavern, let alone the beast which now towered over him; saliva dropping from pointed fangs, sizzling as it splashed onto the ground and burned it.


    “Let the baby go!” he demanded making his voice as strong as he possibly could. It still sounded feeble and lost in the immense space.


    The beast let out a deep and genuine belly laugh in reply. After it had finished laughing, it roared; a deep, guttural sound which Iain felt as much as heard. Rocks loosened by the sonic assault fell from above, raining down on the gathered demons. “Why would I do that?” the beast asked impatiently.


    Iain didn’t have a response. It was obvious he couldn’t force the entity to do anything.


    “Kneel before me!”


    Iain wouldn’t.


    “Your soul belongs to me. Now kneel!” Smoke billowed from the flaring nostrils of the beast, each one larger than Iain’s head.


    Still he would not kneel before the monstrosity.


    


    The leviathan poised one of its razor sharp talons over the bare chest of the tiny infant, toying with it, laughing spitefully. Iain still wondered at the child’s significance and of his own role in the surreal scenario. He also wondered why he himself was still alive. The beast obviously had the power and the means to kill him outright if it so wished. He felt strengthened by the thought; almost invincible.


    


    Realising he still carried the rock he’d used to bludgeon the demon with, his mind turned to the story of David and Goliath. It worked for him; he threw it with all of his might. The rock bounced harmlessly off armour like scales, rolling as it hit the ground. Bollocks! Iain’s heart sank and he felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him. His sense of empowerment faded fast, leaving only feelings of despair and an emptiness inside.


    The beast laughed again. “You have failed. Now at least you can bear witness to this moment: My time of glory has come.” With this, it raised the talon which still dangled over the baby. Its intent obvious.


    “Noooo…” Iain screamed as he rushed forward, throwing himself face down onto the altar and shielding the child from the piercing blow.


    He felt no pain as he was lifted up into the air, impaled. Looking down, he could see the pointed tip of claw sticking from his chest, framed by jagged red and white shards of his own sternum.


    He closed his eyes.


    


    Iain passed away in the back of the ambulance before reaching hospital. The paramedics turned off the blue flashing lights and siren; there was no longer any need to hurry. Rebecca Goodman was waiting solemnly at the hospital entrance and she herself declared the death. Days later, she sat in on the autopsy and agreed with the coroner that the cause of death was a massive haemorrhage deep within Iain’s brain. Weakened by his accident, the damaged blood vessel had gone undetected, hidden behind the plates of titanium holding his skull together. Like a bulging inner tube, it had simply expanded until the day came for it to burst.


    In a tragic twist of fate, Iain’s parents landed in the country on the very morning of his death. They’d come as soon as they’d heard of their son's illness but had been on another adventure in the wilderness and the Australian authorities had a difficult time tracking them down. Apart from the vicar, they were the only ones present at Iain’s low key funeral and cremation.


    Dave couldn’t bring himself to attend, instead he went and sat beside Gary’s grave; drinking, smoking and weeping until well into the night. He thought it a more fitting tribute.


    


    Eve stood atop the grassy hill waiting for him, smiling, arms outstretched for an embrace. As he went to her, Iain noticed that any sadness once held within her eyes was gone. The watery blue orbs were now filled with nothing but tears of joy.


    Holding each other tightly she whispered into his ear; “Thank you.”


    “What for?”


    She didn’t respond, simply stepping away from him and lifting an arm to point down the hill. Down at the bottom of the gentle, lush slope ran a river and sitting by the bank, in the shade of an old willow was a figure. Iain’s heart caught in his chest.


    Unsure of whether the scene would turn into another nightmare, he glanced back to Eve. With a heartfelt smile and a nod of the head she told him to go. Iain almost galloped to where Gary lazed by the water’s edge, overcome with absolute joy. He pulled up short, concerned his friend may hold a grudge. He needn’t have worried as upon hearing Iain’s arrival, Gary turned and patted the ground next to him, an invitation to sit, which he did gladly. The grass beneath him was cool but not damp.


    “I think you need these,” Gary said, handing Iain a cold, crisp beer and a perfectly rolled smoke. They sat in silence for a while, savouring the moment. Over the river and on the opposite side of the valley, ripples spread out across the grass in a lazy summer breeze. Nearby, crickets were chirruping. High within the branches of the willow, a magpie noisily clattered its wings.


    Iain was the first to break the silence. “I’m so…” He wanted to say sorry but Gary cut him short before he managed to complete the sentence.


    “There’s no need for apologies.”


    They stayed quiet for a while longer; absorbed in the sights and sounds of a perfect summer’s day before Gary spoke once again, “Shall we go?”


    “Where to?”


    He pointed to a canoe, hitherto unseen and tied up at the river bank. The two friends smiled and shared a chuckle before making their way to the edge of the water. The long, open craft rocked gently as they climbed aboard and seated themselves. Picking up their paddles, Iain and Gary manoeuvred into the middle of the flow before letting the gentle current carry them away downstream.


    


    


    ###


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    A Note From The Author.


    


    If you're reading this then you probably got to the end of my book. It's really appreciated and I hope you enjoyed it.


    I'd like to thank anybody who's given me support during the writing of Flux. Whether that support has been practical, moral, or simply putting up with me wittering on, it's been invaluable.


    If you enjoyed Flux then please tell your friends, I'd be eternally grateful.


    


    You can find out more at https://www.facebook.com/MarkRFaulkner


    


    Many Thanks


    Mark.
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